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      Dillon lowered his guitar on the last strummed notes. Tears were in his brown eyes and the eyes of the listeners. He smiled at me.

      “That be it, the tale of the one who saved our home planet years ago. Other ballads tell of his bones being buried here in the far western lands where tis said to be known by those that still live out there. Now tell me, did ye like the part where he battled the monsters of the deep or the monsters of the earth before delivering the magic blue crystal to his father? Mayhap ye favor the part where they fight the flying monsters with blue flames?”

      “Oh, no,” one of the women at the bar chimed in. “She would have liked the part where the Kenning Woman throws her own blue flames at the witches. Then she marries the blind-eyed one and from that union comes Daniel, the dragon slayer.”

      I cleared my throat and looked at Dillon before speaking. His straight, dark hair was parted in the middle and clubbed back. His brown eyes were fixed on me waiting for my answer. No man had a right to be so handsome and broad shouldered.

      “Well, I must say the underwater part was quite frightening. You will have to forgive me for not responding right away. Your words and singing are very effective in raising one’s emotions.” I was not lying for his voice had stroked my soul.

      Dillion smiled and straightened. The smile showed white teeth, still undarkened by age or by the pina pod skins. He was smaller than the Thalians that settled this planet, but still blocky by Earth’s standards.

      “Well, now, since ye liked that so much, would ye like the ballad of Daniel the Dragon Slayer? It tells how he was so mighty that he rid the skies of them and could wrestle them down with brute strength. We can share another brew while I am singing. It does go on for a while.” His smile drew my breath away.

      “And his love life was so tragic.” This came from the youngest woman at the bar. She was but barely out of her teens and still slender. Her dark eyes filled with tears just thinking of the ballad.

      “No, thank you, Dillion, but if I could return tomorrow night, I would indeed like to hear about a real dragon slayer. We have such legends on Earth, but the passage of time has dimmed any details. Thank you for a most memorable evening.” I stood, and turned off my recorder. The song would be deposited in the records when I returned to the ship. It took a moment to realize the door was to my left.

      A chorus of farewells followed me out the door, but so did Dillion. I was truly grateful to be out of that close, drinking hall made of rough wooden timbers. How could an ancient society devolve so rapidly? My head was splitting from the bad brew, a song that could last for hours, and the smell of burning pina pods. Didn’t they know the pods and leaves were much better used for tea, for oils, for a nut snack, anything besides the barely euphoric narcotic they made from it? My head needed to be clear for the notes I would make from the recordings. I was surprised when Dillion took my arm.

      “This is the first time you have had our pina brew. Sometimes it hits the Earthers hard. I will make sure ye are safely to your quarters.”

      I was about to shake my arm free when I realized his touch was soothing and exciting at the same time and I did seem to have a bit of a problem walking at night in the dimmed street lights. Besides, he is a handsome man. Since I was gathering information on their culture, what better way than a chat while walking to my appointed quarters?

      At the door to the apartment I had been assigned, he swept me into those strong, muscled arms of his and began kissing me. It took my breath away and started every nerve end in my body jumping, yearning, and crying out for more, more, more! Somehow the door was opened, we walked through, Dillion kicked it shut, and then he was carrying me into the bedroom.

      “Tonight our bodies will sing together,” he whispered into my ear. And sing we did. It was a wondrous concert that went on for hours.

      I didn’t waken until the sun was directly overhead and high enough to beat through the heavy layer of clouds that seem to cover the seacoast of Dunbar. For a few seconds I simply blinked my eyes and tried to remember where I was. My head was still throbbing and I stumbled into the adjacent room looking for facilities and a Comfort. At first I was shocked staring into the wavy mirror. My eyes seemed to be turning a light brown instead of the green with brown flecks bestowed on me at birth by the genetics of a blue-eyed father and a brown-eyed mother.

      Once I finished washing my hands and splashing water onto my face, I realized the Comfort was in my case. I stumbled back into the room when the insistent beep-beep from my com demanded an answer.

      My “hulo” came out slurred. Even to my ears it sounded wrong.

      .“Lynne? Ms. Laven, is that you?” Captain Jessup’s voice seemed to roar in my ears.

      “Aye, sir,” came out mumbled.

      “What’s wrong?” He demanded.

      “My head; it’s all fuzzy and my eyes are turning brown. I think my hair is still light brown.” The last must have been incomprehensible to Captain Jessup.

      “That’s it. A carrier is being sent for you. You’ll return here for evaluation.”

      “But I promised Dillion I would listen to his ballad of Daniel, the Dragon Slayer.” That came out as a wail. Something inside was drawing me back to that wood, smoke filled room of gentle loving people and a masterful man in bed. I wanted to experience it all again. I could almost feel the nerves below tingling in anticipation of beholding Dillion’s dark eyes smiling at me or his hands stroking my body.

      “Be ready in ten minutes or they’ll use force to return you.” The com went dead. I tried to re-establish a connection, but there was no response. I hurled the thing across the room. There was just time enough to grab a quick bite and smooth my hair. I ran the few blocks to the wooden building, but it was locked against the daylight.

      I choked back a sob when I realized it would not open until the soft light of the evening hours no matter how hard I pounded with my fists. Where, where did these people dwell? In their homes, of course. Obviously, my head was still not operating up to par. Why weren’t some of them about? Where was Dillion? I turned, hoping that some movement would tell me which direction I should go, when a pair of Uniteds came quick-stepping down the street.

      “Ah, Ms. Laven, come with us, please. Captain Jessop has ordered you back to the ship.”

      I stared at them. How did they find me so rapidly? I looked at my hands. Somehow the sides of my fists were bruised. How long had I pounded on that plank door?

      The two were now on either side of me and guiding me towards a silvery capsule almost as large as a house. The sunlight gleamed against it.

      “Oh, how lovely, that is. Someone should compose a ballad about it and the brave men who pilot it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.,” they replied and belted me into a seat. I fell asleep immediately when ensconced in the comforts of the cushy seat. How unlike the hard, wooden stool I sat on last night. My dreams were of smoke and music sung by a wide-shouldered, dark haired man with white teeth. I woke briefly while they docked and tried to flee.

      It took the two of them to drag me from the carrier. I kept begging them to take me back. They must have called ahead for the hover gurney and a white clad droid was waiting for me by the door. Struggle was useless. I was belted down and taken to the Med Lab. I remember thinking what beautiful sliver and blue walls. The white gurney and white clad med clothing looked so lovely as they attached a tube to my arm and the darkness closed over me.

      I awoke in a pink room, in a bed with paler pink sheets and covers. A female in a white pant suit was smiling at me.

      “I’m glad to see you awake, Ms. Laven. I’m Doctor Mavis Melan. “Do you remember me?”

      My head must have nodded yes as she continued. “You took in quite a heavy dose of pina liquor to have induced that state of intoxication. How often had you indulged before?”

      For a moment I stared at her stupidly before replying. “Liquor? I had a couple of bad beers made from the pina pods and some other kind of grain; that is, I assume there must have been some other grain. That was the first time I had ever had any type of food or drink from the pina pods. How long have I been here?”

      “Oh, it’s been about twenty hours since they brought you aboard. We’ve done a blood cleansing procedure and a sauna treatment. That seems to have cleared the narcotic out of your system. Now I need to determine if you are rational again.” She smiled and began the questions.

      “What is your position with the United Federacy?”

      “I am Chief of the Archaeology/Anthropology Survey for this trip.”

      “Good. What is your main objective?”

      “I’m to locate any Earth artifacts to prove an Earth connection with this planet. We need that to claim administrative oversight and to keep out the Clarians.”

      “How was your night on the town related to that objective?” Her stare became quite stern.

      “Thalians weren’t that musical on their own planet. Here they have a tradition of ballads for the old legends and singing them in their gatherings in a brew hall. Folklore usually has a connection to the realities of the past. Dillion, the balladeer, did mention that an Earthman is part of the legend of early arrivals.”

      Her face softened and she continued. “Have you had the pina brew previously?”

      “Never.” My response vehement. “I just had two. It couldn’t have put me so totally out of touch.”

      “Well, it did if they did not add anything to your drinks. Here, you need to know what you were doing the next morning.”

      The pink wall turned a shade of white. There I was pounding on a wooden door, screaming and crying for them to let me in. The Uniteds were reaching for my arms. It then showed me screaming and kicking to get loose while I screamed for Dillion. Obviously, I was trying to escape them and return to that smelly brew hall and resume my affair with Dillion.

      “That is disgusting. How can that be me? I swear I did not have more than two at the max. I didn’t notice anyone else that was so drugged from the brew. Did they give me something different?”

      “Captain Jessup is investigating that aspect of the incident. You’ll have to ask him. The pina intoxicant was in every cell in your body. It would be interesting to determine if all of the inhabitants of Dunbar are so infected or if it simply constitutes the patrons of that bar.”

      “I am thinking rationally now. Am I free of the pina intoxicant?”

      “Yes, you are,” she answered, “but you have a debriefing with Captain Jessop in two hours. I suggest you use the time to write down everything that you can remember. If you are able to remember what happened and how many drinks you were served, please note that. We have the recording and the video from your command insignia and will be able to verify anything you write.”

      “What if there is there a variance from what I told you?” Her response made me question my abilities.

      “I wouldn’t know Ms. Laven. My job is your physical body, not the worldly spying you do.”

      That brought a frown to my face. “ArchaeoSocialogists are not spies, nor are we classified as spies. We do not spy. We simply gather information and note the surrounding cultural habits to see how they relate to generations past. Our information is shared with other bureaus.”

      “Yes, of course, Ms. Laven.” The last was a bit too hurried and far too perfunctory, but not worth any harsh retort. It’s possible that I would need a doctor again if this planet could undermine one’s mental and physical abilities so rapidly.

      I decided it was time to go. “Where are my clothes?” I asked as I swung my legs over the side. “The sooner I start on my report, the sooner I return to Dumbar. I’ve discovered some local history that bears checking. Earth may have been a bigger influence here than we suspected.”

      I grabbed the clothes she handed me and hurried into the bathroom. I feared looking in the mirror, but I did. My eyes were normal again. I gave a sigh of relief and closed my eyes. Dillion’s handsome face was in my mind, and it hit me. I would never feel those wonderful hands on my skin again; his sweet lips pressing mine, or that muscular body entwined with mine. My mother’s warning was all too true.

      “Never fall in love with someone one you cannot wed. You will regret it your entire life.”

      I remember laughing at her words. “And how does one avoid that? How does one forget someone you love?”

      Her response was harsh. “What matters is how you live your life afterward. You may have to prove to the world that you are still a competent, functioning person.” Mother had turned her back and walked out.

      The memories faded, but the words didn’t. I couldn’t lean against the mirror and weep. This was the medical section of the ship. The cameras were everywhere and every move recorded. One simply ignored the fact that every member of the crew had been seen naked at some point.

      I made sure my uniform was clean before dressing and returning to the room with the Medical person. “I believe my shoes must be here.”

      She waved a hand towards the nightstand, but I realized she was watching my every move. Ready to buzz for help if I did something stupid. Had someone else indulged in the pina pod brew? I slipped the shoes on and stood.

      “Thank you for the procedures and the information. You may inform Captain Jessup that I shall be on time.” I nodded at her and walked out of the room, my head held high. Somehow I would return to Dunbar.
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      Amie kicked at the muffler on her grandfather’s auto. The rusted muffler almost disintegrated. The auto had set in the yard as a trophy for years. It proved to the world that this family once accumulated possessions, but now like everyone else they were left with legends and old dreams

      She looked around at the walled estates surrounding her. She knew security guards were patrolling the outside walls. The only reason she was still here was the grandfather clause that stated descendants of the original owners could not be dispossessed. When she died someone would claim her small bit of heaven. Now that description was a laugh.

      This area had once been lush and green. Then the desert marched northward to Lake Athabasca in the northwest corner of Saskatchewan. Wars and bombing took out all the major cities ending much of the steel, coal, and oil production. The wind turbines had been bombed and dams producing electricity blown apart. The solar panels on individual homes cracked or broke apart when the homes were in populated areas and bombed. Manufacturing slowed when the electrical power failed and the robots could not be recharged. The manufacturing plants weren’t set up for people to work on a line and there was no one to work in the plants. Aluminum, plastic, and steel were only available to those the government approved. People not killed during the wars, starved. Those lucky enough to buy what food was locally produced or they produced themselves lived. Then the climate changed again, and the temperatures dropped, but not enough. Neither was the rainfall. The desert remained.

      Amie had carefully guarded her finances. No one knew how much the crazy old lady was worth, but they were waiting for her to die. Then all she had would be up for sale to the highest bidder. She knew what would happen. One of the still wealthy individuals would buy her acre, install some poor family or two in her weathered home to be an indentured servants and proceed to work them and the land to death. She spent what was necessary to keep her house intact and climate controlled. She also had to pay her portion to Security 24 and all Association fees.

      The owners of the big house to the right must have defaulted on their payment. A new fence wrapped around that property and she could hear workers and machines putting up greenhouses. She wondered how many others were in such dire economic distress. Why had she not seen anyone looking at the place?

      No sense worrying about it. Only the really wealthy bought here anyway. She grabbed her heavy walking stick with a sharp blade at the top. She slipped the Defense Spray into her belt. Defense Spray on one side and water on the other. She used to have a dog, but now she couldn’t afford the license fees or the vet bills. Few could. Dogs that once were friendly roamed in packs. More and more they looked like some medium haired hound out of hell. So did the people that hung around on the outside. She may have looked like she was going to walk outside the fence, but that wasn’t going to happen. She would walk her yard and look for weeds and any weak spot in the fence that needed to be reported. At least the Association still paid for fence repair. Parts of the fence could erode after years of rain and sun. Next she would work for a couple of hours in her hothouse garden.

      She walked towards the gate with the heavy bars where she would be able to see anyone passing or approaching. She nodded at the patrol heading to the far side of the compound walls. Why were they out? Had something happened to the outside locks or cameras? Always a worry. She turned left to march around her property and inspect the sides. She wasn’t worried about the back as the houses of the others behind her were more secure than hers. Perhaps she should for safety’s sake take a look. Maybe she would even see someone to wave at today. That was the worst part of living longer than friends and family; no one to talk with or share a meal, or even reminisce. Drones dropped purchased items from above. What few delivery people existed shoved any item into her container. One did not see delivery people anymore.

      As Amie turned at the corner she saw a curly mop of brown hair showing over the top of the fence, then two hands, a body pushing upward, rolling over the top, and thudding onto the ground at her feet. Amie grabbed her Defense Spray and placed the blade end of her stick on the creature’s neck. Then she realized this was a young female with ragged clothes and a bloodied arm and leg. Wide fear filled green eyes were staring up at her. The girl’s hands were trying to support a bulge in her abdomen area.

      “Please, if they find me, I’ll be sent to the End Resort for elimination,” the girl whimpered.

      “What, I can’t hear you.” Amie hadn’t realized she was becoming deaf. There was no one to talk with every day.

      “My baby, they’ll kill it and me.” The voice was louder, even a bit hoarse. “I’ve been tossed out of Hall 699. They finally realized I was pregnant.”

      Amie stared at the girl-woman in disbelief. Had existence deteriorated that much? And what was she supposed to do? This creature could kill her. Old fool, ran through her mind. That person is young and you are old. Nothing runs right in this world anymore and nothing is running right in your body either. When she died, someone younger should live here.

      “Who are you? Why did you risk the guards shooting you or catching you for the final detention?”

      “I told you. They were already going to destroy us both. I had to do something,” The girl looked up at Amie. “Please help us.”

      Amie was trying to look stern, but she remembered a time when her friends would be excited about bearing a child. So few had been born or lived. What made this girl think her baby would be born and not be some sort of disabled freak? Wasn’t that why they aborted babies now or were they just aborting everyone out of spite? The news was so irregular, and it was difficult to tell what was real news being broadcasted and what was fraudulent.

      “Do you have a name?”

      The girl gave slight gasp. “I’m Number 249 Deb. Please, may I get up? The rocks hurt.”

      “What kind of name is that?” Amie still had the blade resting above the girl’s throat.

      “Deb is the name of all females in our part of the Hall. I was the last one. That is what the number means.”

      Amie had heard of the Halls for housing the poor. Children were taken at an early age and trained to do certain chores that robots once did, but robots were becoming scare. The old ones decomposed or rusted. The newer ones had parts that wore out and there was no one to repair them or procure the materials to print out the parts for the repairs. It seemed the world was grinding to a halt. Yet, these enclaves of housing for the truly wealthy seemed to continue.

      “Do you prefer a different name?”

      “Will it matter if you use that blade on my neck?”

      “Well, that depends on you. How did you plan to save your baby by invading where I live?”

      “Don’t you need someone to help with the work? Your place looks a little shabbier than the rest.”

      Amie considered. Her place looked a lot shabbier than the ones she could see high on the hill or saw when she left her compound once or twice a year. She had been unable to afford paint for two decades, and then when she had the money, she preferred to save it. Her grandfather’s auto wasn’t the only immobile piece of equipment in her yard. His plane no longer flew. Her Tesla Mods no longer skimmed over parkways that once were roads, and most of her clothes were over twenty years old. Face it, she thought. You are becoming shabby too.

      “How long could you work if you are having a baby? Don’t you need a doctor?”

      “Why would I? I’ve never seen a doctor. If that VAN (Visiting Aide Nurse) hadn’t dropped by to pick up a dead attendant, no one would have even known I was pregnant.”

      Amie stepped back, but kept a firm grip on the stick and the Defense Spray. “Okay, you can sit up, but then tell me how you were able to get away, find this place, and sneak through Security.”

      “I was on one of the crews that picks up the bags of garbage set outside these fences. I knew where everything was located, and how often the guards walked around the fence. Word had been sent that I was to be dropped off at the End Resort for disposal after work.”

      “Why are they having people do what automated trucks are supposed to do?”

      “Most of those trucks don’t run or the government’s confiscated them.” She laughed. “Aint you heard? Anything that runs or works is government property. The guards around here are part of the government’s services.”

      “Let’s go into the hothouse. If we stay out here any longer the guards will see you.” The idea of this young person and her baby being sent for disposal sickened her. What was wrong with this world? Wasn’t there any need for people anymore?

      249 Deb stood, but she kept watching the can of Defense Spray. “Are you going to use that?”

      “Not unless you attack. I still have more questions. Walk towards the front of that building.” Amie pointed the stick at the hot house.

      They hurried around the rectangular structure built with a lower stone wall and upper glass-like walls and roof. “How come the glass doesn’t break when we have a bad dust storm that throws debris high in the air?”

      “It isn’t glass. It is some kind of clear ceramic material that was invented by the Naval Research Laboratory back in the twenty-first or twentieth century.”

      Amie stood so her body shielded the view of the pad and punched the symbols to open the door.

      “Why do you have that locked if there’s a fence and guards?” Deb asked as the door swung open.

      “The guards can get hungry for vegetables and fruit too.” Amie let the door close behind them. “One uses a different code to leave here. The structure cannot be destroyed by mere human hands.” She stuck the Defense Spray into her belt holder.

      “Do you know anything about gardening?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Where did you learn such an old fashioned term?”

      “That is how we address all the people that run the Unit Ward Homes.”

      “Even the men?”

      “Ain’t any men in my ward. Least ways, I never saw any.”

      The communicator sitting on the worktable came alive. “Amie Banks, are you there?”

      “Where else would I be this time of day?”

      “Hmph! This is T. Veston. Our Association needs to know when you are moving.”

      “You must think I’m addled, T. I am not moving.”

      “The last offer permits you to purchase a luxury apartment that is close to Care Centers and entertainment. You would be living in luxury. The Association believes it is for our common good if you move.”

      “Of course, they do, but you know you cannot do a thing about it.”

      “You will need assistance someday. When that happens we will reclaim your space. Why not prepare for that now?”

      It was an old battle of words and will. She had won in court years ago on the Associations clause about people being protected from forceful removal under homesteading laws from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The last time the Association tried to remove her, the settlement for the attorney, court fees, and aggravation netted her enough to live comfortably for another one hundred years. A shame she wouldn’t live that long. She had threatened them with bringing in a relative, but they didn’t believe she had one. They were waiting like the vultures that drifted above for any dead body, human or animal, left in the streets.

      “Do I need to contact my attorney again?”

      “We haven’t sued yet, but we will on any infraction. You need to paint you place and do more sprucing up. You can’t expect to live forever and we have rights too.

      “As I told the Association, I intend to bring in a relative. You will just have to look at my little house for years and years.”

      “Any person you bring in will be rigorously tested and if found wanting tossed out. Quit being so stubborn. I’ll send the papers right over.” The line went dead.

      Deb’s eyes were wide. “Will they toss you out?”

      Amie snorted. “They can’t, and I do not intend to let anyone in here that they send.”

      She looked at the rows of vegetables. “Do you know anything about gardening?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      Amie set to work naming the plants and explaining the hydro levels.

      The lesson was interrupted by the communicator. “Mrs. Amie Banks, I have a paper for you to sign. I am Director Sullivan of the Association Board. The legalities are all spelled out. Open the gates immediately.”

      Amie shook her head. “Fool man. He can stand out there till all the remaining satellites crash. Now, where were we?”

      The communicator kept repeating for thirty minutes before the Director finally gave up. “I wonder how much he was in arrears to agree to that silly gambit.” Amie chuckled. She was sure the next meeting would be without Director Sullivan.
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      While eating dinner Amie studied the young woman and asked. “What do you think of the name Emily? It’s an old fashioned family name.”

      Deb looked blank. “You’re renaming me too?”

      “Yes. And you are about to get some of my old clothes.”

      “What about those tests the man talked about?”

      “They can’t do anything as long as I am alive. I can have anyone I want as a guest in my home.” She led the way to the back of the house. “This can be where you sleep.” Amie pointed to a bed with a gaudy coverlet of red, yellow, and orange geometric patterns. “I suggest you shake everything out before sleeping there. It hasn’t been used in years. The robovacs still work, but I haven’t seen the droid workers for years, yet the Association keeps charging me for them. They say the city won’t let them drop the fee.”

      “Um, I don’t think droids exist. Most of the city workers are the poor. Once I saw a droid like drone. Scary. There wasn’t any real face and the eyes were just glittering slits.”

      Amie opened the closet. Two rows of dresses, slacks, sweaters, coats and blouses marched along the rods on either side. Shoes were stacked at the back. “You’ll have to try them on to see if they fit. I keep them whether they do or not. I still have another two closets full of clothes, plus a dresser or two. Some things do wear out eventually.”

      Deb, now Emily stared. Never had she seen so many clothes. She turned to Amie. “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”

      “My dear, I am old. If you kill me, I have lived a very long time, and you have nowhere else to go. You and your baby would both die. Possibly from starvation since I’m the one paying for groceries.”

      “Oh.”

      “Now try on those clothes.”

      The clothes were a surprise. Many of them fit and Emily kept looking for the ones with the same size number. She was in a pair of stretch leggings and a peasant over-blouse when the bell on the front began to chime. Emily jumped and whirled around. Amie was frowning.

      “Who could that be? Nobody comes here.” Amie looked back at Emily. “You might as well keep trying on clothes, although it looks like we wear the same sizes. The slacks may be a little short, but then again, I think I’ve shrunk. You’d think they could stop osteoporosis after the age of one hundred.” She sniffed as she started towards the front.

      Emily decided to follow. She needed to know what was going on. She was just beginning to realize that Amie was frailer than what she had first thought.

      “Uh, I wouldn’t open that door,” Emily said to Amie’s back.

      “I’m not going to.” Amie touched a panel embedded in the door, and the popup screen revealed a delegation from the Association.

      “How did you get pass the security gate and guards? Amie snapped.

      “We proved we had Association business with you. They are hired through us. Now open this door and sign these papers.”

      “No, you are trespassing. If you try to break in, it will bring more than your Security Force.”

      “We also control the alarm system,” the woman with the garish red hair and lipstick shouted.

      “You do not control the Police Guardsmen.” Amie closed the panel and looked at an opened mouth Emily.

      “Don’t worry, dear, they try that ploy once or twice a year. Every time the lead speaker is different. The Association must have trouble keeping its Board of Directors intact.”

      The bell continued to ring.

      “How long do they do that?”

      “Sometimes until dark. It depends on how desperate they are and whether there is a curfew or not. Let’s finish with the clothes and then I need to pull out my contract from the Association and a copy of the bylaws I signed. My attorney at that time did put in a lot of stipulations. If I can’t figure them out, I’ll have to consult the attorney office again. I really didn’t want to do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Attorney’s always charge a ridiculous amount of money to interpret what they have written. That is because so many attorneys are elected, or were elected, to the legislatures. I haven’t heard anything about any election for years. It seems they just appoint people now.” Amie led the way back upstairs.
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      Emily wandered down to the kitchen at six o’clock the next morning and was surprised to see Amie studying the screen, frowning, and taking a sip of something out of her cup every so often. Finally she cleared her throat.

      “Uh, ma’am, would it be all right if I had something to eat? My stomach is a bit queasy.”

      ‘Oh, good morning, dear, and please, from now on call me Grandma, Grammy, or Aunt Amie. Auntie would work too. You best have something plain like toast. Maybe a nice egg.”

      “Uh, ma’am, those people said they would do a DNA, and what is an egg?”

      Amie put down her cup of pseudo tea. “Oh, my, didn’t you even have the powdered substitute for eggs? Bread is on the counter. Dry cereal is in the cabinet. The fruit, butter and milk substitutes are in the cold cabinet.”

      Emily grabbed the loaf of bread.

      Amie continued. “Forget the Association. If I read this correctly they can’t do a thing to my appointed heirs. Do you have a mother or sister I can bring into the household? Someone really needs to work on this place.”

      “I have no relatives.”

      Amie, sighed, stood and pointed to an appliance on the counter. “There’s the toaster oven. Thirty seconds will do it.”

      Next Amie extracted an egg from the cold cabinet, broke it into a cup, and muddled it with a dash of salt and milk. She stuck that in the micro for a few seconds. “That cabinet holds the other dishes. You can have a glass of juice too. I’ll have to make up a new order for food. This is so exciting. I can louse up all their plans. They won’t dare touch my house or my place when I die.”

      Emily looked blank. “You’re going to die? Where will I go?”

      “You and your baby will stay right here, and you do need a doctor”

      Emily’s green eyes widened. “How can I have a doctor? I’m just a number to the system. If one of us becomes ill, they’ll let us die. You have to score over two hundred on the IQ tests they give. I didn’t. My education ended and I was put on street sweeping. Their machines are rusting and none are replaced.”
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