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Author’s Foreword

This volume is a work of fiction. Qin Shi Huang’s mausoleum does exist, is located about forty kilometers
outside Xi’an, China, and historical records show the man himself was a paranoid, mass-murdering, psychopathic
megalomaniac of Biblical proportions. You can find lots of nifty info online by searching on Qin Shi Huang, the
terracotta army, or First Emperor of China. It’s best to check all three.

Any satellite-map website can show you an aerial view of the mausoleum’s exterior, which still looks like a
low pyramid. I’'m amazed at how crisp the form is, even after twenty-two centuries of erosion. It’s just a dirt pile,
after all.

Descriptions of the mausoleum’s inside, however, are speculative at best. The site’s interior has never been
explored, and no plans for exploring it are in place. All we really know for sure is that the thing’s there; it’s hollow;
and there’s a lot of mercury around. I picked up some details available online from historical sources, but that’s
about it.

I made all the rest up in the interest of having a good story to tell.

The systems I describe for exploring the interior are technically feasible, but not necessarily developed.
Some items, such as the wireless repeaters, are available as products, today. Especially, the mapping system
described is based on an actual system available from Urban Robotics, Inc. of Portland, Oregon. Some liberties
have been taken with the 3-D display technology, but nothing that is beyond current technology.

Bertha, the twin-hull airship used for exploring the mausoleum, is loosely based on the AirHelo design by
Dan Parmely of Teeco International in Phoenix, Arizona. The method of turning the fans is my own addition based
on helicopter-rotor technology.

The characters, of course, are entirely fictional and do not represent any actual persons, living or dead. Well,
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Qin Shi Huang is based on a dead guy, but I’ve covered him above. Okay, I mention Adolf Hitler and a few other
historical (or hysterical) figures as well.

Let’s not get picky.
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Greed had been their downfall. Greed and fascination with Western ideas. Hsiu Mei knew that now, but now
it was too late. Everything was gone, and none of it could ever be recovered.

Growing up in a small town in rural China, she and her husband, Benny, had loved each other since before
they knew what love was. That was very common in rural Chinese communities. Another thing that was very
common was that she barely knew how to read. The government, of course, tried to promote good education for
everyone, but in rural Chinese villages, the government could not always enforce its wishes.

Benny was not the name her husband’s parents had given him. His Chinese name did sound a little like
“Benny,” so when he got old enough that people asked him what his name was, he told them “Benny” to sound
more Western. He’d heard it was a common name in America, and he was fascinated with America.

Hsiu Mei’s name loosely meant “sophisticated eyes.” She wanted people to think of her as a young lady wise
in the ways of the world, and ready to meet the future on her own terms. Even as a little girl, she’d shared her
future husband’s fascination with all things Western, and especially American.

Benny was better educated than she was. He was a boy, and boys were traditionally better educated than
girls. Benny could read well, and do arithmetic. He knew how to keep business accounts, and wanted to become an
entrepreneur.

It was Benny who had taught her to be less traditional. He gave her magazines showing all the latest fashions
and lifestyle products available from those who sold Western goods, and often read the articles to her. As time went
on, she learned to read better by poring over those magazines, herself, and asking Benny what different characters
meant.

By the end, she could read well at the level of those fashion magazines, and could read and understand



Silver Rivers 4

numbers. She was never much good at arithmetic, though. She had Benny for that.

In the West, the magazines told her, they had beautiful fashions, magical technology, and freedom to enjoy
those things. She had known of their existence even before reading the magazines, and believed that it was the rich
bureaucrats in Beijing who kept poor Chinese people from having them.

It was her parents who had taught her about the rich bureaucrats in Beijing keeping the Chinese people from
advancing. They had realized this after Mao Tse Tung’s so-called “Cultural Revolution” of the nineteen-sixties.
What was supposed to be a great leap forward had actually set people back generations. People had forgotten the
wisdom of the past, substituting instead stupid slogans and plans that never worked out.

In the West, they had none of that. People did what they wanted, and what they wanted was to become rich.
That’s what everyone really wanted, anyway. At least, that was what Hsiu Mei had thought.

That, Hsiu Mei now realized, was where she and Benny had gone wrong. By following the Western pursuit
of greed, they had destroyed their lives.

Now, everything was gone: their health was gone; their sanity was gone; even their beautiful baby boy was
gone — stillborn as a punishment for their greed and pursuit of Western ideas.

When they’d been married just a few short years ago, everything had been wonderful. Their future was full
of promise. He was handsome and intelligent. She was beautiful and sophisticated, just as her name implied.

She knew when she married Benny that his goal was to become rich any way he could, even if it meant
bending or breaking the law. The laws, their parents had taught them, were made by powerful people in Beijing for
their own benefit, not to help poor people wanting to become rich.

She felt that, together, she and Benny couldn’t lose. They would be bold and aggressive. They would achieve
their dreams through courage and resourcefulness, and by being very, very clever.
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At first, they had been poor. Benny worked hard to find a business that would make them rich. He’d finally
connected with some people who were selling antiquities to rich foreigners on the black market. Those people had
set him up with a legitimate antiques shop in the nearest big city, Xi’an, but his real business was to receive
artifacts from black-market suppliers — no questions asked — and to pass them along to his partners in Beijing, who
would dispose of them at an enormous profit.

At first, Benny’s suppliers were mostly peasants, like himself. He had grown up with many of them, in fact.

They knew the secret abandoned places where people used to live, but had gone away. They would scour
those places for anything the people might have lost or left behind when they went away. Those things belonged to
nobody, the peasants felt, so they were fair game for anyone who could find them and knew where to sell them for
the best price. Benny’s partners supplied him with cash money to make Benny’s shop the best place for his
suppliers to sell their found objects. They quickly learned that fact, and Benny’s black market business grew
rapidly, although his legitimate shop remained small.

It was better to remain small. Otherwise, government officials might take too much notice.

As time went on, Benny learned to tell genuine ancient artifacts from fake ones, and even learned to date
them just by looking at them. Different styles were made at different times in the past, so it wasn’t hard once you
learned to recognize the differences. Benny’s partners supplied him with catalogs and books he could use to date
objects the like of which he’d never seen before.

Benny also learned to clean the artifacts, and get them ready to show to his partners’ customers, who would
buy them for many times what Benny paid to the peasants who “found” them. Hsiu Mei learned to help with
cleaning the artifacts and storing them out of sight of nosy officials. That meant Benny didn’t have to hire helpers,
who might not be trusted to keep his secrets.

Hsiu Mei knew that Benny’s business was illegal. The government officials wanted to keep these things for
themselves and their friends, and made laws regulating whom they could deal with and whom they could not.



Silver Rivers 6

Benny’s black-market suppliers were not on the list of legitimate suppliers, and Benny knew he could get better
prices by selling to private collectors, who were not on the list, either, than by selling to government officials who
were.

Essentially, he and his partners bought from whoever had good stuff to sell, and sold to the highest bidder.
That was Capitalism — the American way.

As Benny got better at this trade, and made better contacts, people started bringing in better stuff. His
suppliers gradually changed from poor peasants bringing in chance finds of mostly old junk, to professional
treasure hunters who sought out the most valuable pieces that their former owners hadn’t wanted to part with, even
in death. Sometimes they were the same suppliers as before, who had grown in sophistication, themselves.
Sometimes they were outsiders who came in to exploit the rich pickings in and around Xi’an.

Xi’an was, after all, the first capital of a unified China. It’s name was pronounced “Chin,” and gave the
Chinese Empire its name.

As time went on, both the value and frequency of Benny’s deals grew, until he and Hsiu Mei were able to get
a nice apartment in Xi’an, and start thinking about a family.

Around a year ago, Benny had come to her all excited. A new supplier had come in with some spectacular
first-dynasty gold and jade pieces. Benny had immediately seen that they were priceless, and negotiated what he
thought was a really good deal for himself.

The supplier wouldn’t say anything about where he got the pieces. Benny wasn’t surprised. In his shoes,
Benny wouldn’t have told, either, and neither would any of the other suppliers. If you told, the people you told
would just go get the stuff for themselves, and cut you out of the deal.

His supplier’s reticence did, however, tell Benny that the man thought there was more where that came from.
The man confirmed that when he brought in an even bigger collection a few weeks later.



Silver Rivers 7

That was good news for Benny and Hsiu Mei. These pieces were extremely old, extremely rare, and
extremely valuable. They felt they were now on their way to becoming really rich.

Benny would have thought the man was selling off material from a private collection, except that all the
pieces were caked with reddish dirt. That meant they were fresh from the ground. Benny and Hsiu Mei cleaned off
the dirt in a little storeroom in the back of their apartment. There was room to do it in the back of the antiques shop,
but it was safer to do it in their apartment building. Government officials watched antiques shops like Benny’s
carefully for signs of illegal activity. It was better to keep these extremely rare and valuable pieces out of sight.

The reddish dirt dried quickly, and fell to a fine powder that got all over the place. Hsiu Mei complained that
it made keeping the apartment clean impossible, but there wasn’t much they could do. The red powder also irritated
their throats, and they began coughing a lot. They talked about finding a small warehouse or storage space to clean
and store the artifacts when the baby came, but that never happened.

As time went on, more artifacts kept coming. They were all from the same, very early period, so wherever
the man was getting them, it was all from the same trove. Benny figured that the man had found a big grave site,
and was systematically looting it. That would make what he was doing highly illegal. If the government officials
found out, not only would the supplier go to prison, but so would Benny, his partners, his customers, and even,
perhaps, Hsiu Mei, who was now pregnant.

He talked with Hsiu Mei about it, pointing out the danger. She didn’t care. She was seeing money coming in
at a faster rate than ever before, and wanted it to continue. That was how they were going to finally become rich!
The danger just made the prices for everything go up. She figured that would help them get richer faster.

Weeks later, however, they started having marital problems. Hsiu Mei thought it might be the stress from
knowing how much trouble they could get into.

They were also going through a lot of changes. They had a lot more money to spend, and argued about how
to spend it. She would find herself weeping uncontrollably over even minor arguments, while Benny would laugh
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at her emotionalism.

The move to Xi’an had not improved matters. Benny was trying to impress his partners in an effort to move
up in the business. Instead, they became concerned about his growing emotionalism, and strange reactions to
events. For example, he might start laughing when a deal went bad, then fly into a fit of rage for no apparent
reason. Both he and Hsiu Mei had trouble sleeping, and Benny started having memory lapses, which his partners
noticed as well.

Benny complained that Hsiu Mei kept their apartment too hot. He was sweating all the time. He said it was
affecting his skin. He began to have rashes, and even peeling skin.

He complained that she put on too much makeup, which made her look like a cheap tart. He said that it
embarrassed him. She countered that it looked better than the unnatural redness her cheeks and nose had started
showing. And, her hair started falling out, so she began wearing elaborate wigs.

Neither one was getting enough sleep. They had to make at least one trip per week back to the village to pick
up more pieces — often many pieces that would take a couple of days to clean and prepare before they could pass
them on to Benny’s partners. But, even when they got to bed, exhausted, they still had trouble sleeping.

Disaster truly struck when Hsiu Mei had her miscarriage. Her beautiful baby boy, whom they’d waited so
long for, died in her belly! She was heartbroken. He was furious.

Benny blamed her for losing her baby — killing his son! He became abusive. Finally, they had a screaming
argument one night at dinner over nothing. Benny was just looking for an excuse to fight. They both were.

He grabbed the empty wine bottle and began beating her with it. He smashed her beautiful little potato chip
of a nose to pulp, knocked out three of her teeth, and crushed the bones of her cheek. They found out later he’d also
broken her jaw.

He hit her so hard that the bottle shattered, slicing great gashes in her face. That left scars that no amount of



Silver Rivers 9

makeup could hide.
She would never be beautiful again.

She knew it was her greed that had caused this. Her greed and her wanton lusting after the material
possessions she associated with a Western lifestyle. She was sorry she’d ever started on this course. She was sorry
she’d encouraged Benny to turn to crime to get what they wanted.

She knew her troubles were a punishment from Heaven for being greedy. She longed to tell Heaven she was
sorry, but with no religion to guide her, she couldn’t. She longed to say she would give it all up if only she could
make it stop. If only she could turn back time, she’d never do it again. If only she could go back to their little
village, and live a quiet life bringing up a quiet family as her mother had done.

But, she couldn’t do that. It was too late.
There was nobody who could help, either. There was nobody who even cared to try.

One night, when Benny called to say he would be working late again — she knew he wasn’t really working,
but trying to forget his troubles in the arms of his new girlfriend — she sat at her makeup table trying to reverse the
results of her mistakes. She put on a blond wig to hide her patchy, thinning hair. She loaded on makeup to cover the
red rashes on her cheeks and forehead. But, none of that could hide the ruined lump of her now shapeless nose, or
the streaks of the scars on her face, or her crushed cheek, or the crookedness where her jaw hadn’t set right. Worst
of all, she was now having trouble focusing her eyes, and tremors shaking her hands made it impossible to put her
makeup on right.

The result was a hideous mess that looked more like a mask than a face. No wonder Benny had a girlfriend.

Sobbing, she put on her best dress, and tottered out to the balcony of their twenty-third-floor apartment.
Taking a long, tearful look at the glittering lights of Xi’an far below, she mourned for her baby, for herself, and for
the life she had thought to have.
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She’d achieved all she thought she wanted, but at a cost she couldn’t bear.

She climbed over the railing and let herself fall.

10
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Dr. Chen Ju Long was exhausted and depressed. He’d just spent fourteen hours on airplanes, and was right
back when he started. It was still mid-afternoon Monday. In fact, the plane, which was, unbelievably, exactly on
time, landed five minutes earlier (by local time) than it departed! The only other difference was that it was now
Monday afternoon in Phoenix, Arizona, USA, instead of in Beijing, China. He’d been traveling for a long day that
had vanished like the ghost of a cloud.

While he’d done an awful lot of sleeping on the flight, it was sleep that did him very little good, being
broken up by a two-hour stop in San Francisco to change planes, as well as meal service, and snack service, and
people moving about the cabin. He was still tired, and depressed, and a long, long way from home.

Ms. Thompson wasn’t any help, either, and he wasn’t sure why. She was stunningly beautiful by anyone’s
standards, with a full figure, long blond hair cascading over her shoulders and down her back, and a smile that
could make a man cheerfully walk barefoot across broken glass to be near her.

She, however, made him feel the opposite of the powerful, gigantic dragon implied by his name. She, in fact,
made him feel short and puny.

It wasn’t entirely her fault. At 178 cm (five feet, ten inches), she towered over him. Even more intimidating,
she was broad-shouldered and muscular.

That last part was entirely her doing, of course. She kept a professional athlete’s exercise regimen. It was a
habit she said she’d picked up from her best friend in America, who had been an Olympic athlete. In the few weeks
he’d known her, she’d spent more time pumping iron and beating up punching bags than he’d done in his entire
life.

He’d seen her easily pick up things that weighed more than he did.
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Then, she was frustratingly smart. She always seemed to figure things out easily, and a little bit before he
did.

For example, Ju Long still couldn’t figure out how he could arrive at almost the same time of day on the
same day after crossing the international dateline. He seemed to be getting it wrong by twelve hours. But, to her, it
made perfect sense: “We’re traveling for roughly fourteen hours,” she said, “and crossing ten time zones going
East. That adds up to plus twenty-four hours. Then, we crossed the international date line moving East, which gives
us a minus twenty-four hours. We end up when we started.”

For her it was easy. For him, impossible.

Her personality didn’t help any, either. It’s not that she was unpleasant. Just the opposite. She was generally
happy and friendly to everyone she met.

That’s what it was! She was just so damned happy! Nothing seemed to bother her.

When an old woman had grunted disapproval over the vertical cuddling she was doing with her husband,
archaeologist Glen Trudeau, at the Beijing airport before getting on the flight, she greeted it by tossing her head
dismissively, and hissing “Pffst!” Then, she went back to the vertical cuddling.

If the old lady didn’t want to be nice, she was beneath Ms. Thompson’s contempt.

When everyone was upset that the airplane was delayed at the ramp, she just shrugged, and said: “We don’t
have a bus to catch. We’ve already caught it.”

He assumed she was referring to the airplane that was now delaying them. Instead of being cross, like
everyone else, she just sat quietly with a complacent smile, waiting as if time meant nothing.

Everyone else, including him, was pushing and shoving to get through their lives, while she just strolled. She
seemed to always do exactly as she pleased, and get away with it easily. The seas of life seemed to simply part for
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her without even being asked.
After fourteen hours, it was starting to get on his nerves.

During the first part of their flight, before boredom and bedtime by their internal clocks — still operating on
Beijing time — had put them to sleep, she’d chattered about her work using remotely operated vehicles to map
sunken treasure ships in the United States. Then, she’d quizzed him about his work at the People’s Committee for
Cultural Education, and laws governing the conduct of archeology in China. Finally, she’d wanted to know all
about home life in modern China.

He knew, of course, that she was an archeology graduate student at a prestigious American university, who
had come to China with her husband, who was on sabbatical collaborating with researchers at Beijing University.
That’s how Ju Long had first come to meet her.

Mercifully, about the time he could take no more of her conversation, and was falling asleep in his seat, she
decided she wanted to meditate for a while. Then, she seemed to fade into the background, intruding on Ju Long’s
consciousness no more than the empty seat next to her. She became as furniture.

She still had a quiet, blissful expression on her face when the clatter of breakfast(?) service awoke him some
four hours later.

After breakfast, she’d disappeared for a while. When he walked back to use the lavatory, he saw her standing
in avid conversation with a pretty flight attendant. He wasn’t close enough to overhear what they were talking
about, but it involved a lot of eye contact, leaning close, whispering and giggling.

Later, she came back to her seat, and pulled out what looked like a novel printed in a strange alphabet.

“It’s Sanskrit,” she replied to his query. “I haven’t read the Bhagavad Gita in a long time. It’s a beautiful
poem, and makes great reading on a long flight.”



Silver Rivers 14

“You read Sanskrit,” he observed.

“Yes,” she replied guardedly, as if unsure why he would think she didn’t. “I read many languages. Sanskrit’s
the key language in an important part of the world, and one that is important to me, personally.”

“So, you’re a Hindu?” he guessed, not quite knowing what to expect from her.
“No, I’'m a Zen Buddhist,” she replied, “but it’s part of the same tradition.”

“You realize,” he pointed out, “that Zen was developed in China as a fusion between Indian Buddhism and
Chinese Taoism.”

“Yes. That’s one reason I wanted to take time from my research to come here when I had the chance. I’ve
been learning as much about Taoism as I can from people in China who still practice it.”

That got them into a long conversation about religion in modern China, and how ordinary Chinese people
dealt with living in a country where the official state religion was Communist atheism. How much did ordinary
Chinese know about their own cultural history? She had been studying with monks in centers of Taoist faith, not
talking to ordinary people. She wanted his opinion as a representative of the dominant Communist authority as well
as someone who had grown up among ordinary Chinese people.

During their short layover in San Francisco, she started looking forward to getting home to Arizona.

“I can’t wait to see my Baby,” she blurted out, enthusiastically, practically bouncing with excitement in her
seat on the automated tram carrying them between terminals.

Did that mean she had an infant in Arizona, while her husband was in China? Ju Long didn’t think his wife
would approve of that. Women were supposed to devote their lives to their babies, not abandon them to visit
monasteries on the other side of the world.

Ju Long knew that Dr. Trudeau was Ms. Thompson’s second husband. She had talked about her adventurous
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life that evening he’d first met her, and in the weeks since, when she’d been coming in and out of his office looking
for leads to people she could talk to about early Chinese history and culture.

That first evening, she had accompanied Dr. Trudeau and a group of visiting foreign archaeologists to a
social dinner at Ju Long’s home. It was a dinner party to welcome them when they’d first arrived in China. There
were several visiting foreign archaeologists, as well as the entire faculty from Beijing University’s Archeology
Department and their wives. Ms. Thompson, however, had been the only wife accompanying one of the foreign
archaeologists, so she’d been a center of attention.

Ju Long’s wife had not approved of Ms. Thompson. His wife didn’t think Ms. Thompson’s behavior was
appropriate for a young woman, no matter how intelligent or well educated she was. She was just too forward, and
not very moral according to his wife’s traditional views.

Of course, “traditional” in modern Chinese society means “Maoist.”

Later that evening, after everyone had left, Ju Long’s wife had complained about her. Ms. Thompson had
admitted to, and even seemed proud of, having appeared in pornographic videos on the Internet. Something about a
“Kama Sutra” website she’d created with her first husband. She’d said she’d battled Cuban pirates, and drug
smugglers in Mexico. She’d even had an affair with a Colonel in the Mexican Army! She’d talked about her friends
in the United States who’d made a fortune supplying high-tech weapons to secret agents.

When Ju Long had told his wife that Ms. Thompson would be accompanying him to Arizona to introduce
him to those same friends, his wife had been furious. It was only when he explained that there was a crisis at the
People’s Committee, which only Ms. Thompson’s friends were equipped to help resolve, that his wife grudgingly
gave permission for him to make the trip.

Of course, she didn’t really have any say in the matter. Ju Long didn’t have a choice. He had to make the trip
as part of his job. He had to meet with Ms. Thompson’s friends to ask for their help, and he had to travel with Ms.
Thompson to do it. He was just happy that it wasn’t going to cause problems for his marriage. His marriage had
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problems enough, already.

“I miss her so much!” Ms. Thompson kept chattering excitedly about her Baby. “I haven’t seen her since I
came here with Glen. She wrote the software I use to interpret the debris fields I’m mapping, and figure out how
artifacts get scattered during shipwrecks.”

So, it wasn’t an infant whom she’d somehow left behind, but a female co-worker with whom Ms. Thompson
was extremely close — close enough to call her “Baby.” That made a difference, but he wasn’t sure it was any
better.

“Is that who we’ll be meeting with at Scottsdale Systems Technology?” he asked.

“Not exactly. Her husband founded SST, and still runs it. He’s the one we’re here to see, although she’ll
probably be involved, too. He designs the hardware, while she writes a lot of the software. She also makes a lot of
important decisions for the company. They’ll probably work together on your project. It’ll be a high-profile project
for the company, and she manages most of their high-profile projects.”
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“Baby!” Ms. Thompson squealed loudly when they passed through the gate in Phoenix Sky Harbor airport.
Slinging her knapsack over her shoulder, she ran to an enormously tall redheaded woman excitedly waving to her
over the heads of the other deplaning passengers. As tall as Ms. Thompson was, the redhead was even taller. Ju
Long was in for a vertically challenging visit.

“Oh, Bud,” the redhead cooed, “I love you. I’ve missed you. You’ve got to come home right now! Sam’s
planning a barbecue by the pool.”

Ju Long was surprised to see Bud repeat the scene that had raised eyebrows in Beijing, but this time with the
redhead, who lifted her off the ground to plant an open-mouthed kiss on her lips, then set her down, again.

When back on her feet, Bud said: “Hi, Jeremy,” to a large, blond, crew-cut man wearing a chauffeur’s
uniform, and standing next to the redhead.

“Good to see you again, Ma’am,” Jeremy replied, touching his cap in what was half a chauffeur's cap tip,
and half British Army salute. “If you’ll give me your claim ticket, I’ll go find your bags and load them in the car.”

Handing Jeremy her travel documents, Bud reached for Ju Long’s papers to hand them to Jeremy as well.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Jeremy said, and turned to hand Ju Long’s papers to a second large young man
standing behind the redhead. Then, both disappeared quickly through the crowd.

“;Hola, Manuelito!” Bud called to a third large, crew-cut man in the group, who acknowledged the greeting
with a smile and a nod. Instead of being blond and Nordic looking, like the other two, he was slightly (though not
much) shorter, perhaps even more heavily muscled, and darkly Hispanic looking.

“Let’s go get a cup of coffee,” the redhead suggested, “while the boys collect your luggage.”
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“Baby, you’ve put on weight again,” Bud said, suspiciously patting the redhead’s belly as they reached their
table in the private club. Ju Long was surprised. He’d been thinking that the redhead was as thin and fit as Ms.
Thompson.

“The doctor told me to add weight because I’m pregnant again!” the redhead responded proudly. “You
remember when the OI’ Kinkster hired that porn star as a surprise for me on my birthday, just before you left?”

“Yeah, you thanked him for it by punching out his lights! Broke a tooth, as I remember. Not the most
successful birthday present, ever.”

“I also made him do the job, himself. I like him better than some porn star I don’t know, and probably
wouldn’t talk to if I did.”

Ju Long decided his wife would not approve of the redhead, either.

“It’s too early for the tests to tell, but I think she’s a girl,” the redhead announced patting her still-flat belly.
“I’m going to call her ‘Elise.’”

“Don’t try to tell me she was an accident,” Bud warned. “I know of only one time you ever made a birth-
control mistake, and you got away with that one by luck. No way I’d believe you to screw up, again.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” the redhead explained, wickedly. “Thinking about doing it with a
stranger made me want to have another one of his babies, so I made him do it barebacked. I figured it served him
right.”

“My Baby loves having babies,” Bud confided to Ju Long.

“Oh, I haven’t introduced you,” she added. “Baby, this is Dr. Chen Ju Long of the People’s Committee for
Cultural Education. Ju Long, this is my Baby, ‘Red’” McKenna. You’ll meet her husband, ‘Doc’ Manchek this
afternoon.”
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“Actually, no,” Red corrected. “Doc had to meet with some brass in Mexico. He won’t be back until late
tonight. That’ll give us a chance for a welcome-home cuddle before he gets here!”

Ju Long’s wife would definitely not approve. He didn’t think he approved, himself. He was, in fact,
wondering what he’d gotten himself into. This sounded like behavior an official for the People’s Republic of China
should not be caught anywhere near. Bad for one’s career!

Seeing his discomfiture, Red said, laughingly: “Don’t worry, Ju Long. We’ll make everybody wear clothes
while you’re here.”

She smiled slyly to Bud, and winked. Bud chuckled.

“In the meantime,” Red continued, softening her tone and expression, “we’ve booked a suite at the Sheraton
Crescent, so you don’t have to bunk in among strangers.”

“If you’d prefer, though,” her expression went back to being arch, “there’s plenty of room at our place. Bud,
you’re staying with us, aren’t you? Or, do you want to go home?”

“Hmm,” Bud pondered, “eating microwave dinners alone in a house that’s been closed up for two months
versus rolling around on the floor with your kids while waiting for Sam to serve his fabulous cooking? I think I’ll
borrow your babies for a while, if you don’t mind.”

“Sam has your old suite all ready for you,” Red reported. Red’s ranch house was big enough that guest
bedrooms came with private sitting rooms and full bathrooms. Turning to Ju Long, she added: “There’s another
suite available for you, if you’re interested. Or, Manny can drive you to your hotel after dinner. I don’t recommend
waiting up for Doc. He avoids scheduled airlines, and flies his little hot rod everywhere he can. Who knows when
he’ll show up? We’re planning to give you the cook’s tour of SST tomorrow at nine. You can meet him then. After
that, you can go back to your hotel to sleep off your jet lag. We’ll get serious about business Wednesday. I've
assigned Manny, here, as your driver while you’re in town. Okay?”
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“Thank you very much,” Ju Long said. “While I appreciate the offer of your hospitality, I have work to do.
I’d prefer to go to my hotel.”

He’d begun imagining a lot of wickedness going on at that ranch house, and was glad to avoid the need to be
anywhere near it.

“That would be my choice, too, if I were in your shoes,” Red agreed. “Manny has your schedule, so just
follow his lead. Charge everything to your room, and SST will take care of it. Now, I see our shadows have arrived,
which means all your luggage is in the car. Are we all ready to go?”

Getting nods from Bud and Ju Long, she stood up and led them to the door.

It was a thirty-minute drive in the white stretch limousine to Red’s ranch in the mountains East of Scottsdale.
All the way, Bud curled up next to Red, feet tucked under her on the seat, hugging Red’s arm, and resting her cheek
contentedly on her shoulder.

Red kept Ju Long’s mind occupied and off the image of Bud Thompson cuddling up to another woman by
quizzing him.
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4

“What’s all this about?” Red asked. “All Doc’s told me is that you’ve got a toxic-waste dump to clean up,
but there’s something about an archaeological site mixed up with it, which I assume accounts for my girlfriend’s
very-welcome presence.”

“It all started,” Ju Long explained, “when our health services noticed a cluster of unexplained illness in a
group of villages in Central China. The pattern of symptoms indicated poisoning by heavy metals. When blood
tests were run on the affected villagers, they were found to have elevated levels of mercury. That’s unusual because
the number one source for mercury poisoning is seafood, and the villages are hundreds of miles inland.”

“The villages are, however, not too far from the tomb of Qin Shi Huang — the first emperor of China,” he
continued. “Supposedly, the tomb contained vast quantities of elemental mercury used to simulate the important
waterways surrounding and binding the country together at the time. The soil in the area has mercury levels
elevated over a hundred times normal.”

“By itself,” he concluded, “that’s not enough to produce clinical symptoms in the population. If, however,
there is some mechanism for concentrating mercury, it could account for the problem.”

“Nobody will admit to anything, but we suspect that someone has found a way to circumvent security at Qin
Shi Huang’s mausoleum, and has been hiring these villagers to go in and loot it. Spending a lot of time in close
proximity to the mercury could account for the poisoning.”

“Was it just men?” Red asked.

“No,” Ju Long reported. “There were men, women and children. But, any of them could have been used to
go into the site.”

“China doesn’t have the same traditions we have about excluding women and children from dangerous and
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manual labor,” Bud pointed out, “and modern labor laws mean nothing to grave robbers. Any of them could be
hired to go into the site. Nobody would have told them it was a toxic environment.”

“And, we fear,” Ju Long added, “whoever has been going in has been bringing contamination out. It could
be an environmental disaster as well as an archaeological one.”

“It sounds a lot like what Scott Arnold was doing to the Castillo wreck,” Red said to Bud, “but with an
added Love Canal twist.”

“That’s why we came to Tuco, Baby,” Bud stated.

Seeing a perplexed look on Ju Long’s face, Red began an explanation: “Castillo is one of the wrecks Bud’s
been excavating off the Florida coast. For years, it remained undisturbed mainly because the dive was so
dangerous. It’s under a hundred sixty feet of water.”

“About three years ago,” she continued, “we found that a bent salvage operator named Scott Arnold had
started looting it.”

“The bastard killed my brother in the process!” Bud put in, angrily. Then, she gave Red an odd look.

Seeing Ju Long noticing the look, Red explained: “I’d started an affair with the guy before we knew about
any of that, and kept it up afterward. He’s extremely attractive, physically, and charming to boot. When we found
out he was also a paranoid homicidal psychopath, I went undercover as his lover to get evidence against him. The
whole thing turned out to be more emotionally difficult than I’d counted on, and eventually kinda put me ‘round
the bend for a while. It’s an experience I don’t care to repeat!”

“It took Doc and me months to get her head straight, again,” Bud added.
“I’ve sworn off undercover assignments since then,” Red concluded. “My family’s too important.”

“Yeah,” Bud scoffed, “now you just send in your army of mercenaries. Like when you had Gwen Petersen
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running around the world posing as a madam so you could buy Cara out of slavery!”

Red ignored the comment, preferring not to get into explaining explanations of her explanations. Rather, she
just returned to her narrative: “Arnold looting the site meant the wreck was no longer safe, so Bud’s team had to
excavate it before looters wrecked its scientific value. You’ve got a similar situation with the added problem that
the mercury makes it a toxic waste dump.”

“What’s the ‘Love Canal’ twist you’re talking about?” Ju Long wanted to know.

“ ‘Love Canal’ is the name of a housing development in Niagara Falls, New York,” Red explained. “In the
late Nineteenth Century, there was a canal project that was started, then abandoned. The hole was used as a dump
site for various entities, including the City of Niagara Falls, from the nineteen-twenties through about nineteen-
fifty. One of those entities was Hooker Chemical Company, which bought it and dumped tens of thousands of tons
of chemical waste there. In the early nineteen-fifties Hooker closed down the dump, filled in the hole, and, using
the best technology available at the time, capped and sealed the place.”

“Then, they donated the property to the Niagara Falls School District with specific instructions about
acceptable uses that would protect the cap, and keep the guck sealed in. I think they hoped to wash their hands of
the whole ugly mess, but that was not to be.”

“A generation later, some politicians got greedy, as politicians often do — I thing it’s a job requirement that
politicians have to be greedy slimeballs — and sold the property to a developer without the stipulations about not
damaging the toxic-waste seal. The developer brought in bulldozers, and ripped up the cap to dig cellar holes for
residential houses. That breached the seal. When heavy rains showed up later, the water flushed toxic waste out of
the dump and into the groundwater. Nobody noticed until people started getting sick. It was a horrible mess.”

“The only one who caught blame for it, however, was an innocent little oil conglomerate named Occidental
Petroleum, who’d bought the entire Hooker Chemical empire just a few years before disaster struck. They were the
only ones who hadn’t really done anything wrong, but they got hung out to dry for it, anyway.”
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“I’ve never heard of Occidental Petroleum,” Bud pointed out. She’d heard, of course, of Love Canal, but,
like most people, had never heard the whole story, just sketchy accounts that had passed into urban legend.

“See what I mean?” Red responded. “It started out as Standard Oil — the world’s first oil megacompany. It
used to be my stepfather’s father’s biggest competitor, but it’s not no more! The Occidental execs thought of Love
Canal like it was a hair on a pimple on the rear end of a dog hunting rabbits in the woods behind a cute old
farmhouse they’d bought as a vacation retreat. That is: they gave it no thought at all. It turned out to be a time
bomb that blew up their whole company. It’s now a scary bedtime story corporate CEOs, like my step dad, tell their
children to teach them to be careful what they buy.”

“And, who is Tuco?” Ju Long asked.

“It’s the name of a character in an old Western movie entitled The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly,” Red
explained. “Tuco was a dangerous gunfighter who was surprised that another, even more dangerous, gunfighter
invited him in on a treasure hunt. He was distrustful until the second gunfighter mentioned: ‘There are five of
them,” meaning members of a rival gang. Tuco’s response was: ‘So, that’s why you came to Tuco!’ I used the line
on Bud when she first came to me for help interpreting debris patterns in shipwrecks. She just paid me back.”

“And payback is a bitch!” Bud laughed.
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Ju Long was suitably impressed by Red’s eight-thousand-square-foot hacienda-style ranch house backed up
against the foothills of the Superstition Mountains outside Scottsdale, which she’d personally designed and built
using her stepfather’s money. Ju Long had, by then, developed the floaty feeling of one who has become
disconnected from the time zone they used to inhabit, but has not yet connected with a new one. He had no internal
feel for what time it was, so he simply accepted the evidence of his senses, which told him it was early evening
after a wickedly hot day.

Heat radiated from the patio flagstones, and Ju Long could smell the dry dust of the surrounding desert. He
was sitting in the relatively cool shade on a chaise lounge enjoying a beer while watching Red, Bud, and Maryanne
(the governess) teaching Red’s two children to swim in the pool. The boy, Mike, almost three years old, was
actually quite good, paddling around at will. The little girl, Judy, who had just outgrown the it’s-easier-to-run-than-
walk stage, mostly splashed around while clinging to one or another of the adults, who were trying to school her
big brother in the fine points of the Australian crawl. She watched the lessons intently, obviously taking mental
notes for future reference.

Sam, the houseman, had set up a big table under the roof’s wide overhang, and piled it with a smorgasbord
of barbecue-related food items. Diners included Red, Mike and Judy, Bud, Maryanne, Jeremy and the two
bodyguards, Sam, and, of course, Ju Long. Various other people belonging to the household wandered in and out
from time to time, as well.

To support a variety of appetites, Sam had included an assortment of the usual fare that goes with a barbecue
by the pool: hamburgers, hot dogs, chicken, cole slaw, potato salad, and so forth. It was Ju Long’s first taste of cold
Mexican beer, and he decided it was every bit as good as the Tsing Tao he usually drank at home.

At one point, two heavily armed cowboys clopped their horses up to the fence surrounding the pool, tied
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them to the fence, and climbed over to score cheeseburgers for themselves, and corn on the cob for their horses.
After they left, Ju Long asked Sam: “Why would cowboys need so many guns? I thought all the Western movies
depicted life a hundred years ago, and cowboys didn’t need to carry guns, anymore.”

“On ordinary ranches, you’re right,” Sam confirmed. “But this isn’t an ordinary ranch. It’s the worldwide
headquarters for Mrs. Manchek’s security service: Gulf States Security. Those two are armed guards, as are the
chauffeurs, and a lot of other people around here. Dr. and Mrs. Manchek have enemies. Last year, those two
cowboys helped rout a home invasion by a drug gang. They killed seven of eighteen attackers, and held the rest at
gunpoint until the Sheriff’s department arrived.”

“Was anyone hurt?” Ju Long asked, concerned that he might get caught in a similar incident.

“Nobody we care about,” Sam smiled, knowing why Ju Long was concerned. “Up here, we just heard pops
of gunfire, and a loud bang when they blew up one of the gangsters’ cars. By the time we knew what was going on,
it was over.”

“Besides,” Sam continued, “Dr. Manchek apparently knew it was coming, and had sent everyone but the
security people elsewhere. I stayed here to take care of the house, but most of the staff were gone. The children
were three thousand miles away in New England.”

“How did he know?”

“I don’t know, but he has his ways. I’ve been with him nearly ten years, and have seen that sort of thing
happen many times.”

“Home invasions?” Ju Long asked in shock.

“No,” Sam replied, seeing the source of Ju Long’s confusion, “Dr. Manchek’s clairvoyance. He often seems
to know things ahead of time, or at a distance. He says there’s nothing magical or difficult about it, that anyone can
do it, but nobody seems to know how he does it.”
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“Except, perhaps, for Mrs. Manchek,” he added as an afterthought. “Sometimes she seems to do it, too. I
asked her once after he wouldn’t tell me any more about it, and she just shrugged and said: “What he said.” Since
he hadn’t said much of anything ... .”

Then Sam shrugged to indicate he had no more information, either.

Ju Long found he got along famously with Sam, who, after dinner, took him on a tour of Red’s private art
collection, which included an eclectic mix of abstract and realistic works in two and three dimensions spread
throughout the enormous house. Ju Long blushed when he recognized a spectacular life-size red-ocher drawing in
the living room of a nude woman as the mistress of the house, herself.

Noticing this, Sam said: “Mrs. Manchek likes posing. She also likes looking at nude forms, especially
women.”

He emphasized this by waving around to a number of other nude paintings and sculptures. Ju Long noticed
more than one that looked like Red, and a couple that looked like Bud. There were also male nudes, but they were
vastly outhumbered by the female forms.

“And Mr. Manchek?” Ju Long asked.
Smiling, Sam said, ironically: “He doesn’t mind, either.”

“Actually,” he added, “they usually choose art together. They spend a lot of time snooping around artists’
studios and galleries wherever they go. I don’t think either would give house room to something that the other
despised. As you can see, they find plenty to agree on.”

Realizing that all the work, and most of the furnishings, were original museum-quality works of art — nary a
print or copy among them — Ju Long estimated that the collection was worth millions.

After again politely refusing to stay overnight, Ju Long was ready to go to his hotel. Sam conducted him
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back to the living room, where Ju Long found Bud doing what she’d threatened earlier: rolling around on the floor
with Mike and Judy under Maryanne’s watchful eye. Red sat nearby in a wing-backed leather reading chair
ignoring the book open on her lap.

Ju Long was captivated by the scene, with the beautiful red-headed woman sitting comfortably in the black-
leather chair, with a life-size bronze statue of a robust nude man holding a lamp for her to read by, while leaning
over her shoulder to peer at the book. She was happily watching her friend play with her children, with a contented
“all’s right with the world” expression on her face.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Ju Long said to her. “I look forward to meeting your husband tomorrow,
and seeing your operation at SST.”

With that polite farewell, he followed Sam out through the front foyer to the circular driveway outside,
where Manny was waiting for him. His bags were already in the trunk of the black Lincoln Town Car that would be
his transportation while in the U.S.

Later that evening, Doc found Red and Bud curled up together in the big bed in the master bedroom
watching baseball.

“What’s the score?” he asked.

“Five-to-two, bottom of the eighth,” Bud responded. “Interleague play. We’re beating the crap out of the
hated Yankees!”

Both she and Doc had grown up in the Boston area, rooting for the Red Sox against the rival New York
team, and Red had spent her college years there, too. When the Arizona Diamondbacks inflicted a heartbreaking
defeat on the Yankees in the Arizona team’s first-ever World Series, just after New York had suffered the 9/11
World Trade Center attack in 2001, the rivalry had expanded to the West. So, when Doc, Red, and Bud gravitated
to the Phoenix area, they found their sports enemies practically the same as at home. The home team was now the
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Diamondbacks, but the rivals were the same.

“How was Mexico?” Red wanted to know, while Doc pulled off his jeans, boots, underwear and tee-shirt,
and piled them on a nearby chair.

“Fine,” he reported while sliding into the bed next to his wife. “Cara has everything under control. El
Presidente just needed a little assurance that we’re still behind him in his drug war. As usual, he’d like more help
for less money. In other words, business as usual.”

“Sam said our Chinese friend got here okay, and that you put him up at the Sheraton,” he added, opening a
new topic of conversation.

“Yeah, but that’s for tomorrow,” Red said. She didn’t want to respond any more to his conversation because
her body was responding to his presence. She rolled toward him for a kiss and a hug, while reaching for his penis
to stroke into life. She wanted it to do what penises do best.

While all this was going on, Bud tried to concentrate on the ballgame. She knew Red was willing to share a
lot of things with her, including unconditional love and certain bodily fluids, but Doc’s penis was not among them.
With regard to her Doc, Red was downright selfish.

Bud had always been the wild child of the pair, firmly believing that casual sex was a great participatory
sport. Glen had agreed with her, and the ground rules in their marriage had been — shall we say, “relaxed.”

Knowing that her first husband’s roving eye had caused the breakup of her first marriage, Bud was careful
about who was having sex with whom and why. She wanted relaxed rules, but made sure any casual sex really was,
and remained, casual.

Red, however, had never really gotten the idea of “casual” sex. To her, sex was serious business tied directly
to building and maintaining her family, which was the single most important thing in her life. There were lots of
other things that were important, too, but that was always top of the list. She wasn’t going to put up with Doc
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fooling around with other women and she wasn’t going to be fooling around with other men, and she made sure
everyone around her knew it.

The one exception was her ongoing relationship with Bud. By the same token, however, that was serious
business, too. Except for a couple of years when they’d drifted apart in college, they’d been practically joined at
the hip throughout the seven years they’d known each other. Both Doc and Glen had known about it before their
marriages, and accepted it as part of the package.

So, everyone knew the ground rules, and was willing to abide by them.

Except maybe Doc, who didn’t give a shit about rules, in general. He’d do exactly as he pleased at any time,
without any concern for any rules of any altitude, from the ground to the exosphere.

Luckily, what he pleased to do most was to make Red happy. As long as he was convinced it wouldn’t cause
her serious permanent damage, anything she wanted was okay. On that basis, not messing around with other
women was no trouble at all for him.

In general, helping his friends get what they wanted was what he wanted, too. If what they wanted was to
live by some ground rules, he wouldn’t encourage them to break their rules any more than he’d encourage a
teenager to shoplift.

He might be a loose cannon, but he was a kindly and thoughtful loose cannon.

Having her side pressed against Red while Red made love to Doc was interfering with Bud’s concentration
on the ballgame, however. When Red pulled Doc on top of her for sex in the missionary position, Bud found Red’s
leg laying across her belly, knee flexed and foot distractingly placed between her thighs. Very high between her
thighs, in fact! Bud began having trouble remembering what was causing that background noise from the direction
of the television.

Being pregnant made Red want to surrender her body. Nature was now in control, and she liked it.
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Normally, she liked to have control over things, including sex. Usually, except when Doc was around, she
found herself to be the smartest one in the room, and knew it. So, she habitually took control.

In the missionary position, she was basically helpless while Doc did things to her. She liked the things that
he did, but the position all but doomed her to being submissive.

Being submissive was not usually to Red’s taste, but was exactly what she wanted right now.

With Red in a passive mood, Bud hugged the leg against her body, pulling the knee up so the thigh lay on
top of her breasts, and stabilizing Red’s body while Doc pounded into her. All Red could do was relax and enjoy it.

So, she did.

Holding Red’s leg with one hand, while the rhythmically moving thigh stimulated her breasts, Bud began
masturbating by digging Red’s heel into her crotch.

After at least two orgasms (she had no interest in getting an accurate count), Bud turned half way to reach
Red’s nearest nipple with her mouth. Suckling, she got a hint of a milky taste. That, more than anything else, told
her that Red really was pregnant. Her body was gearing up to make a baby.

After Doc had a long, drawn-out orgasm inside Red’s vagina, he rolled off to lay at her side with his head on
her other breast. The tip of his penis, laying across her hip joint, leaked a little puddle of semen onto her belly next
to her mound of Venus.

Thinking of the baby growing in Red’s uterus, Bud slid her face down to nuzzle her cheek on Red’s belly.
Seeing the little pool of semen, she lapped it up, and dried the wet spot with her cheek.

Giving Red’s belly a kiss, she said: “Hello, Elise. I’'m your Auntie Cheryl. We’re going to be great friends!”
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Ju Long was ready to get to work. He’d been in Phoenix for over thirty-six hours, and was well and truly
over his jet lag. He’d spent the morning yesterday (Tuesday) feeling like a zombie being led through the non-top-
secret portions of SST’s building. That was mostly offices and conference rooms, and a cavernous hangar
containing various bits of demonstration hardware.

He could remember almost none of it. It seemed that Mrs. Manchek (McKenna? He was still unsure what to
call her because everyone but Sam just called her “Red,” or “Ma’am.”) was just trying to keep him active and his
mind off his jet lag. As long as he was actively conscious, she didn’t seem to care if he was productive in any way,
or remembered a thing he was told or that he experienced. She was trying to ensure that his body got locked onto
Mountain Standard Time as rapidly as possible.

The high point of the morning was the demonstration by a spectacularly sexy little blond woman, who
seemed to know everything there was to know about robots. She demonstrated making a giant-centipede-looking
robot do all kinds of tricks by just talking to it. It was one of the “Worm” class robots SST was developing.

Dr. Manchek, who turned out to be monstrously huge to match his wife, with dark brown hair and full beard
surrounding a glittering gold tooth showing where his wife had knocked out the original, had suggested that a
Worm robot was likely what they’d need for working in Qin Shi Huang’s mausoleum, but they couldn’t be sure
until they got a lot more information. Red opined that this was going to be a lot more complicated a project than
anyone yet knew. She said she’d decided to manage it, herself, with Bud — Ms. Thompson — as technical
coordinator, whatever that meant. Doc had mostly sat back and listened while other people talked. Unlike most
managers, he seemed content to let his subordinates make the decisions, while he sat back monitoring progress.

He only spoke up when things seemed to be getting bogged down, or his subordinates were unsure what to
say or do. Then, with just a few words, he’d get things moving again in an unexpected direction.
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After the Worm demonstration, they’d all taken Ju Long out to lunch at a very nice Italian restaurant, where
they’d stuffed him full of fettuccine alfredo, then sent him on his way back to his hotel to sleep it off. Manny
escorted him up to his suite, where he fell asleep in the easy chair in his sitting room almost as soon as he opened
the book he’d bought in the gift shop Monday evening.

The book was a mystery novel that Manny had recommended, written by someone named Hillerman. It was
set in Arizona on an immense Indian reservation not far from where Ju Long was sitting. The main characters were
Navajo tribal policemen.

Manny was right. The novel fascinated him. Manny had bought him maps of Arizona, New Mexico,
Colorado, and Utah, so Ju Long could follow the movements of the characters in the novel as they criss-crossed the
reservation, which spread over portions of all four states.

From the novel, he learned much about these Indians, who were struggling to hold onto a traditional culture
while being surrounded by an alien — in this case American — civilization. Ju Long could see parallels with what
was happening in China as it emerged from its insular Communist past to take its place as a major player on the
worldwide stage. Like many of Ju Long’s people, these modern American Indians often didn’t feel ready to deal
with the changes that were being thrust upon them.

When reading the book, Ju Long found himself losing track of time, until exhaustion closed his eyes for him.

Yesterday, he’d slept six hours in his chair, and four in his bed. In between, he’d found time to pore over the
literature the pretty blond at SST had loaded him down with. He now felt he knew what SST could do for the
People’s Republic of China to help secure Qin Shi Huang’s mausoleum, and clean up the toxic mess that
surrounded it.

Manny had awakened him early this morning, and suggested they stop for a hearty breakfast on the way to
Scottsdale. “You’re going to need it,” he’d said. “You’ll be in meetings all day, with people quizzing you about
things you didn’t know you knew.”
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Ju Long’s first stop was Doc Manchek’s office, where he was invited to sit anywhere on a U-shaped couch
that opened toward an enormous wall-mounted TV screen. Doc was already there, feet up on the white marble
coffee table, watching a business-news channel with the sound muted. Several bands of words and symbols
streamed across the bottom of the screen at different speeds. One band, moving slowly, gave headlines of different
news stories. Another band gave stock quotes from one exchange, a third gave quotes from another.

Ju Long noticed that Doc always seemed to be sitting calmly, surrounded by frenetic activity, but not
actually doing anything, himself. Yet, there was always a sense that things were getting done, anyway.

Soon after Ju Long seated himself, Red McKenna came in, followed by another woman, who carried a tray
bearing several yellow ceramic cups emblazoned with the red SST logo, and an insulated pot full of strong coffee.
The second woman was of medium height — for an American woman — and had medium-brown hair in curly
ringlets cut above her shoulders, and friendly, intelligent eyes. She poured cups for Ju Long, Red, Doc, and herself,
then sat down on the couch along with them.

“Ju Long,” Red began, “this is Bonnie Wells, my assistant. She knows more about what goes on here at SST
than I ever will, and she can help you with anything you need.”

Ju Long nodded to Bonnie, affably, and Bonnie returned the greeting, handing Ju Long her business card. He
handed her one of his business cards, with his contact information in Chinese on the front, and in English on the
back.

“In about fifteen minutes,” Doc explained, “we’ll be in the conference room next door with a team of people
we figure we’ll need for your project. It’s not everybody who’ll be involved, but the core group representing the
disciplines we’ll need. ... Bonnie?”

“I’ve put together a packet of information that will help you keep track of what’s going on at the meeting,”
Bonnie said, handing Ju Long a yellow presentation folder, again bearing the SST logo. “There’s a list of
participants with a little information about each, and a tentative agenda for the meeting. Red will conduct the
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meeting, and she tends to shuffle things around, so don’t be surprised if she modifies the agenda on the fly. There
isn’t much for you to do, except field questions as they come up.”

“Doc will kick things off,” Red said, “with a precis of what your government has asked us to do. Then, I’ll
take over as ringmaster to call on the various speakers, who will explain the information we now have from the
points of view of different disciplines they represent. Bud, for example, will explain the historical perspective of
what’s going on, and what we know about the mausoleum. Dr. Timmons, who’s an epidemiologist, will talk about
health effects of mercury poisoning, and ways the stuff has of traveling, and getting into people’s bodies, and so
forth. We have others talking about other aspects of the situation as well.”

“What do you need me to do?” Ju Long asked. He hadn’t been told to prepare a presentation.

“You are what we like to call the ‘project principal,”” Red replied. “You represent the client — the People’s
Republic of China — and basically we’re all working for you. Just listen carefully to make sure we’ve got our facts
straight, and are planning to do what you want us to do. As we go through, different people will have questions for
you as well.”

“We usually start every project with a kickoff meeting like this one,” Doc interjected, “The purpose is
threefold: we want to introduce all the team members to each other; we want to get everyone up to speed on all
available information; and we want to get everyone on the same page as far as what needs to be done. We’ll have
regular meetings going forward to make sure everyone stays focused on the common goals, and keeps working
together, but this is the most critical meeting, and usually the longest.
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“Baby, are you going to tell me what’s going on, or not?” Bud rounded on Red as soon as she got her alone
in Red’s office after the meeting. “I can’t believe we’re going to help these guys set up an archaeological dig in a
hazardous waste site, and let it stop there!”

“Why not?” Red replied. “It’s what the Chinese government hired us to do. It’s what we know how to do. It’s
a Hell of a big project, the like of which nobody’s really pulled off before. It’ll put you and Glen on the map as
being at the top of your field. What’s your problem?”

“My problem is that somebody started pot hunting in probably the most important archaeological site on the
planet. This isn’t just another pre-Columbian Seminole village in the Everglades, Baby. This is Qin Shi Huang’s
mausoleum, for chrissake! The place has been off limits for decades! Nothing of scientific value’s been taken out of
there at all! Nobody’s allowed in. Nothing’s allowed out. Nobody’s even taken any pictures. The place’s world
famous, and nobody’s ever been allowed to even shove a camera probe into it. Now, some bozos have been rooting
around in there, pulling out God knows what, and ripping the place up in who knows what ways, and all you want
to do is some salvage archeology?”

“That’s all the People’s Republic of China has hired us to do,” Red countered. “It’s their site. It’s their
history. It’s their country. So, it’s their call! What do you want us to do?”

“I want us to chase down the bastards who’ve done it, and lock ‘em in jail! Then, I want to find out where all
the stuff they’ve looted went to, and get it back. Then, I want to find out who paid these jokers to loot the site, and
put them in jail! You know how I feel about this sort of thing. I thought you felt the same.”

Bud finally concluded by shouting: “You’re just going to let them get away with it! Baby, that doesn’t sound
like you.”
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“Catching the bad guys is not our job,” Red pointed out. “It’s the job of the Chinese government, and,
specifically, their federal cops. If they need any help, they have Interpol, not the Manchek family. Stay the fuck out
of it!”

“The last time we had a conversation like this, you were lying to me,” Bud accused. “You jumped the
reservation, went under cover, and nearly got yourself killed before Doc and I got you out. Are you doing it again?
What about Elise? What about my new niece? What about Doc’s new baby? What are you dragging her into? You
know, you can’t just drop her off with your step dad this time. She has to go everywhere you go for the next nine
months. Okay, seven months, now, but I can’t let you do it. You’re scaring me, again.”

Red stood with her fists balled up on her hips, staring at the floor as if it had been misbehaving, badly. She
stood that way in silence for several minutes while Bud stared at her face, accusingly. Bud was giving her space to
decide what to do next, but was ready to hit the roof if she didn’t come to a decision Bud liked.

What Red finally decided to do was whip out her cellphone and speed dial Doc’s number.
“ ... Doc! Get in here! Bud’s threatening to go ballistic. I don’t know what to say to her. I need your help.”

It took Doc all of forty-five seconds to teleport himself directly from his desk to the middle of Red’s office,
with the door closed.

“Well?” Bud asked him defiantly. “Are you going to explain to me what’s going on? Obviously, you two are
in cahoots about something, and were planning to leave me out.”

“That’s not fair!” she pouted.
“I thought you loved me!” she added in a hurt tone, tears starting to well up in her eyes.
“Oh, Bud,” he said, reaching for her, “We do love you. Don’t ever think we don’t.”

He folded her into a warm embrace, wiping away the tears.
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“This time, however,” he continued, “you’re going to have to trust us. We can' tell you everything, or it
wouldn’t work. We need you to do your part without knowing the whole story.”
“What about Glen?” Bud asked. “Does he know?”

“No more than you do. You’re both going to have to trust us. Things are going to get weird. We’ll probably
ask you to do a lot of things that don’t seem right, and ignore things that look very bad. We’re trying to protect you,
and Glen, and everyone else. If you do as we ask, things will work out okay in the end.”

“That’s what Red tried to tell me about Scott Arnold, and things didn’t work out okay. She got into a lot of
trouble, and it would have been worse if I hadn’t called you for help.”

“And, this time it’s me telling you not to worry. Don’t worry about Red. I’ve already got her back.”
“What about Elise?”

“Nobody’s going to hurt Elise. Red would never let anything bad happen to her baby. You know that. And,
I’m not going to let anything bad happen to Red.”

“What about me and Glen?” Bud asked, “Do you have our backs, too?”

“Yes. You have to believe that. Actually, as long as you do what I ask, you won’t need anybody covering
your backs. You have my cell number. When things look bad, or when you get scared for any reason, you just call
me, okay?” He took her chin gently between his thumb and forefinger, and held it up so he could look directly into
her eyes. “Okay?”

“Okay,” she said, and dropped her eyes. Then, she pulled him into a desperate hug before letting go, and
walking introspectively out of Red’s office.

“Is she going to be okay?” Red asked with a worried expression.
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“I think so,” Doc assured her. “I told you she wouldn’t like being kept out of the loop, and it wouldn’t take
many milliseconds for her to figure out it was happening. You can’t finesse that girl. She’s way too smart! All you
can do is tell her what she needs to know, and explain that you can’t tell her the rest.”

“I still don’t think there’s any other way to play this,” Red stated, flatly.

“As Jim Morrison once said: ‘Everything must be this way,’” Doc agreed, “but I don’t have to like it.”
“As a good Buddhist, however, you must accept it with equanimity,” Red reminded him.

“As a good Taoist, I have to express my feelings.”

“And, so does Bud. And, that’s just what she did.”

“Touchy-feely time is over,” Doc insisted, “and we should get back to work. Give Bud a few minutes to
settle down, then go make sure she connects up well with her team. They need to get their heads down to secure
that site.”
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Ju Long enjoyed his ride back to Beijing even less than he’d liked the ride out. It was just as long and
monotonous, but he found that he actually missed Bud Thompson’s company. That surprised him. Her happy,
Devil-may-care attitude had gotten on his nerves on the earlier flight, but now he missed it.

He also missed her constant chatter. Their conversations had actually been very interesting. She knew a lot
that she was eager to share, and seemed genuinely interested in what he had to say.

All he had for company this time was another Tony Hillerman novel. He’d finished the first one before
leaving Phoenix, and bought a second at the gift shop on the way out of his hotel. It, too, was interesting, but no
substitute for the company of a happy, friendly companion, who was also very easy on the eyes.

Once he’d gotten over being upset by her personality, he came to realize how much he liked her. The
problem he’d had with her personality, he now saw, was really a problem with his personality: he let things get to
him too much.

Her attitude cast his attitude in high relief. It became obvious that the difficulties he had were of his own
making. All he had to do to make them go away was to let go of them, and they would go away on their own. Once
he did, and they did, he could look at her much more objectively. He could see her, not just some grotesque
caricature of his own neuroses projected onto her. With his new clarity of vision, he’d realized how attractive she
was, and how much he wanted to spend time with her.

That was bad. His wife would not be at all happy if he came home with a crush on Bud Thompson. He
wouldn’t be happy, either. He was too old, too incompatible, and too married for her. She was too young, too wild,
too free, and also too married, for him. She’d also shown absolutely no romantic interest in him, whatsoever. On
top of all that, he would have to work closely with her and her husband during the coming months. If he came
down with a case of puppy love, he’d look like an idiot.
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He had other, much more important, things to think about, anyway. The Mancheks were a potential problem.
Doc had assured him that Scottsdale Systems Technology would stick to their assigned mandate, and not go
interfering with his dealing with the people behind the break-ins at Qin Shi Huang’s mausoleum. Ju Long couldn’t
afford having those two brains, in particular, getting in his way. They seemed under control, but he’d concluded
that both were loose cannons, and he couldn’t afford loose cannons right now. He’d have to watch them closely.

The transition would be difficult enough without them. Some low-level flunkies would have to be sacrificed.
He already had some ideas as to who. They wouldn’t like it, but he also had ideas about how to isolate the damage
they could cause in retaliation. It was basically politics as usual within the Peoples Republic bureaucracy, and Ju
Long was a master of that game.

He figured that Bud Thompson might be a problem, as well. She was very perceptive. Keeping her in the
dark while he cleaned up the old mess, and made new arrangements, would be difficult and risky. Apparently, Doc
Manchek had given her a talking to about sticking to the straight and narrow, but she didn’t strike Ju Long as a
straight-and-narrow kind of gal. Doc had put her in a powerful position providing technical leadership of the on-
site effort, and that would put her in the way of too much information that could wreck things for Ju Long. Doc
seemed to give his subordinates a lot of latitude, and Ju Long wasn’t sure how much control he would exert over
the independent-minded Ms. Thompson.

Mrs. Manchek — Red — seemed to share her husband’s attitude about the project, and Ju Long believed she
had great influence over her girlfriend, as Ju Long accepted their relationship to be. Ju Long wasn’t entirely sure
what Red’s role in the project really was to be. It seemed to Ju Long that she and Bud were to form some kind of
Janus-like entity. Bud would be the side facing inward toward operations in the mausoleum, while Red faced
toward SST, and the technical support they would provide.

Doc’s role was even harder to understand. He seemed like some godlike mystical overlord. He appeared to
do very little, yet was omnipresent. He seemed to act by influence, rather than direct action. Everyone seemed to
know what he wanted, and did their utmost to comply. But, it was not clear how he exerted his influence. How did



Silver Rivers 42

he maintain control?

It was not a management style that filled Ju Long with trust. Subordinates who were encouraged to think for
themselves were dangerous.

It was not the way things were done in the People’s Republic of China. He didn’t know how he could
explain it to his superiors at the Committee for Cultural Education — or to the others.

Meanwhile, back in Scottsdale, Bud had her own issues to deal with. Her friends, Doc and Red, had told her
plainly that they weren’t letting her in on everything the team was doing.

Red told her to keep her nose completely out of any questions regarding who had breached Mausoleum
security, which was what had precipitated the whole mess. She’d been very definite that Bud’s job was to clean up
the mess, and get to work on a legitimate archaeological excavation of Qin Shi Huang’s tomb.

It was basically a job for a janitor. Even the janitor at a frat house, however, when confronted with a pool of
vomit in the front hall, would want to know who’d barfed, and why. Red was essentially asking her — no, telling
her — to clean it up without asking those questions.

It didn’t sound like Red.

Bud didn’t think Red could leave a mystery alone if her life depended on it. In fact, Bud had seen situations
where Red’s life actually did depend on her backing away from a mystery, but Red had never hesitated to dive in
head first, anyway. Bud couldn’t picture her backing off now.

At the same time, Doc, whom Bud loved as much as she loved breathing, had told her to back off, too. He’d
made it plain that something was going on behind Bud’s back, and that she should be careful to take no notice of it.
That didn’t sound like Doc, either.

He hadn’t told her to call him if things looked bad, he’d said to call him when things looked bad. That meant
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that Doc’s clairvoyance told him that things very definitely were going to look awful, and she would definitely be
scared. What in Hell did that mean? What, in Hell, could scare her after all she’d been through, already?

And, why wouldn’t he forewarn her so she could be prepared? He’d always done so in the past.

She’d always been part of the team, even when they’d pulled things off that were unethical, immoral, or
even borderline illegal.

Come to think of it, that time in Freeport, when they’d forced that white slaver into early retirement, they’d
crossed well over the borderline into illegal territory. If the victim hadn’t been such a scum sucker that the
authorities filed the report under D.S.A.F. (Did Society A Favor), they could have all ended up in jail. As it was, to
get away with it, they’d had to bury their tracks very deeply and give the cops a convenient fall guy custom framed
for the part.

She’d been right there as part of the team every time, helping to plan the operation, being at Red’s side to
carry it out, and being ready with the Plan B Pack if anything went wrong.

This time, Doc had said she should just trust him ... that he had everybody’s back, even hers and Glen’s.

Well, yes, she would trust him. While she was very independent minded, and always wanted to have full
information with which to make her own decisions, she knew that was not always possible, or advisable. Also, Doc
was her go-to guy whenever she was frightened or confused, and right now seemed to qualify on both points. If he
said she wasn’t supposed to know what was going on, but had been given enough information to do her part, she
was willing to (grudgingly) accept it.

She wasn’t going to like it, but she would go along with it.

She had a similar working relationship with Red. Even back in the dorm when they were freshmen, chasing
around Boston looking for adventure, they’d trusted each other on anything they undertook together. As they got
older, they’d just gone out on longer limbs with bigger alligators lurking below.
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In Mexico, after they’d been there for a few months, Red had suddenly handed Bud responsibility for
running the whole Mexican operation of her security company — basically a pack of ex-special-forces mercenaries
for hire — in that part of the world. Later, she’d suddenly and summarily assigned Bud the task of training Cara to
run SST’s entire Latin American operation, and walked away. No training. No break-in period. One morning at
breakfast, she’d just said: “You do it.” Red knew Bud had seen enough to know what to do, and trusted her to do it.
She was always just a phone call away, but it had been up to Bud to make the call if she needed help.

And, she hadn’t.

In the end, it had been up to Doc to suddenly call her back home so she could get on with her life as an
archaeologist — and incidentally marry Glen. Somehow, from thousands of miles away he’d known what she really
wanted, and made sure it happened for her.

The only time Red had ever hidden anything from her had been that time she’d hidden from Bud the nature
of her relationship with Scott Arnold. The branch well and truly broke off on that one, with Red dumped up to her
armpits in very large alligators, indeed!

She’d forbidden Bud from investigating the boat that Bud’s brother, Bill, had disappeared from years before.
Red suspected Arnold of having murdered Bill, and didn’t want Bud inviting retaliation by examining the boat. She
hadn’t, however, explained it to Bud, but just gave her a summary order to stay away. That had ended so badly that
Red never kept anything from her again.

Until now.

Bud just knew her friend was going to do something undercover, again, after having sworn she never would.
It was only Doc’s assurance that he was looking out for Red that assuaged Bud’s fears.

But, if they thought she wasn’t going to be on the lookout, anyway, they had another think coming. The job
Red had assigned to her put her right in the thick of things, and she was going to keep her eyes peeled. If she saw
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anything that didn’t make sense, or that looked bad to her, Doc was going to get that call. Then he’d better be ready
with a good explanation!
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“I’'m getting stonewalled,” Glen complained to Bud over the telephone. “I told them we needed to get
information from inside the mausoleum to plan our approach, and that the people who’d been in there robbing the
place had the information. The cops have to know who was going in, even if they aren’t ready to make arrests.
They’ve practically admitted it, but won’t let me near the creeps to get information.”

“These guys,” he continued, “are as bad as the Japanese can be when they don’t want to admit that they
don’t want to cooperate! They just promise they’ll set it up, but never do.”

“What about Ju Long?” Bud asked. “He should be able to exert some influence. Can’t he set something up?
He should be able to get us in. ”

“Yes, he should be able to, but he’s no better than the rest. I’'m beginning to feel like a paranoid conspiracy

»
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“I’m getting a similar runaround here,” Bud complained. “I expected that by now Red and I would be
digging into who did what, but she and Doc just keep telling me to stay away from all that. They think I should just
concentrate on how we can get in and explore the site without getting toxified in the process.”

“That’s what I’'m getting here, too,” Glen said.

He thought for a minute, then changed his approach: “Look, how much can we actually accomplish without
knowing what’s in there?”

“If we don’t mind possibly duplicating efforts made by the bad guys,” Bud opined, “and possibly doing
things the hard way through ignorance, we can do quite a lot, actually.”

“Maybe we should just do it, then,” Glen said. “It’s what everybody seems to want us to do. I hate to
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succumb to pressure, but it would be the easier path to take.”
“Maybe we should look into applying a little pressure, ourselves,” Bud suggested.
“What do you have in mind?”
“Well, do you think Ju Long’s really in a position to do us any good, if he were well motivated?” Bud asked.
“Probably,” Glen replied. “How do you propose to motivate him?”

“Well, I have a ghost of an idea of where we might apply some leverage, but I don’t want to say anything,
yet. If it turns out I’'m wrong, it would be embarrassing, and I’ve already embarrassed myself enough for one
lifetime. Let’s wait until I get over there, and I'll see what I can arrange. In the meantime, let’s play at being
cooperative.”

“How do you propose we do that?”

“Look, except for being full of mercury, that mausoleum is just another hollow-barrow burial, right? It’s just
really big, and full of nasty stuff.”

“Supposedly,” Glen replied tentatively.

“SST’s involved because of their robotics technology for working in dangerous places.”

“Yes.”

“And yours truly is an expert with that kind of robotics and I’m a trained archaeologist to boot, right?”

“Well, T don’t know about robotics,” Glen said, “but I’d call you a half-trained archaeologist You’ve
excavated all of one minor shipwreck, and started surveying a couple more. That doesn’t qualify you to excavate a
site of this importance. Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
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“But, that’s what we have you for. You’re qualified.”

“Barely. I’'m not the most experienced guy in the world, either. This thing’s going to be done by a team of the
world’s greatest experts, and I’m sure they’ll be led by a Chinese scientist — somebody with a reputation, decades
of experience, and political connections.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know, yet. Ju Long will have a lot to say about that, and he’ll have orders from superiors going all
the way up to the Communist Central Committee. This project is a big deal with a lot of politics involved. Chinese
politics. Chinese Communist politics at that!”

“I’m just a guest,” he pointed out. “In fact, it’s unlikely that I’ll have any official status at all. I might be
listened to, but only if I’m polite. As a representative of SST, you won’t have any more influence than a bulldozer
salesperson. You’ll be able to suggest how many bulldozers to buy of what type, and maybe you’ll be asked to train
people to operate ‘em. Not much more than that. Don’t go expecting too much.”

“I still say,” Bud retorted, “what we need to do right now is to start by planning how we’d excavate it
manually, then modify the plan using SST’s technology to deal with the mercury. Basically, use Worms to
excavate, and whatever else is needed to keep toxic waste from escaping the site. Does that make sense?”

“Well,” Glen allowed, “it makes sense as long as you remember we’re just recommending what we think
your customers will need to have in order to do what they need to do. They don’t have to buy any of it.”

“But that’s what they want, right?”
“That’s what they say they want.”

“So, you work up a plan to do a traditional straight excavation of a hollow-barrow burial, and I’ll figure a
plan to make it OSHA and EPA safe. That should be good enough for the Chinese authorities, too.”
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“It’ll take me a week to come up with a rough plan for a traditional excavation,” Glen predicted.

“I’1l spend that time learning all I can about environmental and health effects of mercury compounds, and
how to mitigate them,” Bud responded.

“It was elemental mercury — really pure liquid,” Glen pointed out, “not compounds.”

“After twenty-two centuries,” Bud countered, “it will all have oxidized. There won’t be any elemental
mercury left. I think that’s a safe assumption, but I’ll research that, too.”

“Okay, when do you think you’ll be ready to propose to the Chinese?”

“Tentatively, let’s shoot for three weeks from now. I’ll work up a presentation, then come out there. Then we
can see about getting some grave-robber-sourced information, too.”
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Just a few days later, Bud thought she was being called on the carpet for something, and she thought she
knew what it was. She’d still been plotting ways get information about who was robbing the grave: doing what
she’d been told specifically not to do. That made her paranoid. Every time she saw Red or Doc, it reminded her
that she was disobeying their specific orders.

It made her uncomfortable enough that she’d moved back into Glen’s house in Tempe, despite the fact that it
meant living alone for the first time in years. It also meant waking up alone in the dark when the ghosts of the
pirates she’d snuffed invaded her dreams.

The last time she’d actually lived alone was the period of a couple of months when she was going through
the divorce with her first husband, Subramanian. She’d borrowed Doc’s old boat, the Strange Brew, and was living
aboard it in Miami Beach.

“Hiding out” was probably a better description. She just didn’t want to be around other people.

That period had ended when pirates decided they’d like to possess Strange Brew, themselves. The fact that
the boat came equipped with a statuesque blond, whom they could abuse to death, was just a perk to them. Their
business was the boat. Gang raping Bud was just sadistic recreation on the side. TV reception in the middle of the
Caribbean Sea was nonexistent, and testing Bud’s capacity to absorb physical and mental abuse was all the
entertainment they had. Fighting back in the only way she could, she’d managed to lead two of the pirates to their
deaths, and drown a third with her own hands.

After Red and Doc, with a little help from the Coast Guard, rescued her, she was in no shape for living on
her own, so she moved to the ranch in Scottsdale with them. She stayed there until she moved in with Glen.

So, except for a couple of unsatisfactory months on the boat, she hadn’t lived alone for years. For her to stay
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in her own home alone, with her husband on the other side of the Earth, made for a lonely existence. She missed
the happy companionship of her best friend and her family.

What she didn’t miss was constantly feeling like a criminal, plotting behind their backs.

When, first thing on a Wednesday morning, she was summoned to Doc’s office without being told what it
was about, her first thought was that he’d found out about her plotting, and was pissed. She felt miserable that he
was going to be mad at her. She also felt miserable because she knew there was no way she would drop the idea of
trying to find out who was behind the mausoleum break ins, no matter how many times she would be told to, and
so being caught wasn’t going to end her agony.

Worst of all, she felt miserable because she was afraid Doc would be mad enough at her to kick her out of
her job as an outside consultant for SST. On top of ruining her relationship with her adopted family, that would
probably wreck her position as a graduate student with Wheeler’s team, too. Who wanted a girl who refused to do
what she was told? She’d screwed up badly enough to wreck everything that meant anything in her life.

Well, not quite everything. She was still married to Glen, who would still be on her side. He’d be on her side,
however, from twelve thousand miles away. If Doc canned her, it would cancel her ticket back to China.

But, she’d probably screwed things up for Glen, too. Guilt by association. She’d have him back when he was
sent home in disgrace.

When she found Red and SST VP of Operations, Pat Dacy, sitting on the U-shaped couch in Doc’s office,
her worst fears seemed to be confirmed. She nearly burst into tears.

Wait a minute! Doc was smiling, not frowning. Red was positively beaming. She motioned for Bud sit next
to her on the couch, and gave her an excited hug when she did.

Without preamble, Doc said: “I called you in here to offer you Red’s job.”
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Bud’s head snapped around to search Red’s face, which showed the expression normally associated with an
excited puppy.

“Pat’s been talking about retiring for months,” Doc explained, “and finally decided to make it official. Red’s
going to take over as Vice President of Operations. That leaves us short one full-time Research Analyst. We want
you to fill the hole.”

Bud was stunned. She had no idea what to think.

“That means a number of things,” Doc continued, ignoring her lack of response. “It means you would
officially be a full time employee of Scottsdale Systems Technology at an executive level. We’re offering you the
same salary Red started at: a hundred grand a year. That means every month you’ll bring home an amount more-or-
less equal to what Harvard pays you for the year. It also entitles you to full benefits — healthcare, retirement, et
cetera. We’ll cover all your educational expenses, too. Wheeler will like that because we want you to keep working
on your Ph.D. research with his team, but he won’t have to pay you.”

“The downside,” he warned, “is that we’ll expect you to work for us, not Wheeler. You should discuss this
with him before you accept. It’s basically the same deal Red’s had with us for the past three years. She is expected
to carry a full research load at the University, while multiplexing with whatever work we assign here. Altogether
it’s considerably more than a full-time load. Life is tough for Ph.D. candidates. Talk to Red about the formalities
before you talk to Wheeler. And, when you talk to him, get Red involved as well. You’ll work directly for her, just
as she’s been working for Pat. I think we’ll keep you dotted to me for technical supervision, but that’s kind of
informal. You’re more of a hardware jock than Red was when she started, so you’ll need less technical supervision.
Actually, Gwen Petersen should be your best technical resource on the Qin Shi Huang project, but a major part of
your job is to determine what information you need, and go get it, yourself.”

“The most important thing,” Red interjected, “is for you to provide leadership for your team. So far, you’ve
just been responsible for the technology. The difference now is that you’ll be responsible for the technology
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developers. You’ll also need an assistant. I’'m taking Bonnie with me. Is there anybody you particularly trust, or
that you’ve worked well with in the past?”

“You guys don’t need me for that stuff,” Doc interrupted. “so get out of here. Red, take Bud to your office
and make sure she knows what she’s getting into. She needs to connect with Wheeler before accepting the job with
us. You can’t go assigning offices and assistants until you take care of the paperwork. Remember, she’s formally a
new hire, just as you were. She has to go through the same rigmarole. The only thing she already has that you
didn’t have is a security clearance.”

“She’s got a lot more management experience than I had,” Red pointed out.
“That’s true.”

“Are you going to make her learn to fly a plane?” Red added. “She already knows how to pilot everything
else, but a space shuttle.”

“Probably, but not until she’s done in China. Pat, would you go with them to make sure nothing gets missed?
Red has a lot to figure out all at once.”
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Red, Bud and Pat adjourned to Red’s office for the rest of the morning, where they started with Bud’s formal
employment application, segued into a job interview, which mostly consisted of Red explaining to Bud the
differences between what she’d be doing as a research analyst and what she’d done so far at SST as a part-time
consultant.

They’d then contacted Dr. Samuel Wheeler, Bud’s academic advisor in Harvard’s Archeology Department, to
discuss the situation with him. They worked out the formalities that would allow Bud to keep working on her thesis
with Wheeler, while becoming a full-time SST employee. Largely, that boiled down to SST guaranteeing that Bud
would have a certain amount of company time to spend on her thesis research.

She would also be granted a certain amount of credit for the work she’d be doing on the Qin Shi Huang
project, since that would be legitimate archaeological research under the direction of a qualified academic
professional — her husband. Wheeler had no problem loaning one of his graduate students to work on what
promised to be the most important dig of the decade, and maybe the century.

Red then gave Bud twenty-four hours to decide whether to take the job offer or not.
Pat, however, wanted to talk with Bud privately before she did anything else.

“Over the three years I’ve known you,” Pat began after dragging Bud into what was still her office until her
retirement took effect Friday, “I’ve watched you grow from a wise-assed punk to a responsible, professional
woman. But, something’s bothering you, now. Red’s noticed it, too, and asked me to see if you need any help. I’ve
already taken off my VP of Operations hat. I’m now closing the door (the door was already closed) for privacy, and
offering my services as an independent clinical psychologist, and a friend. Let’s just say that if you take the job, it’s
part of SST’s health-benefits package. If not, so what?”
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“I’m taking the job,” Bud interrupted.

“Either way, as your psychotherapist, I won’t tell anyone anything about what we say here — patient
confidentiality and all that.”

“Now,” she turned to what she really wanted to discuss, “tell Auntie Pat what’s wrong.”

Bud’s first impression of Pat had come from Red’s description of her as “that ex-hippie grandma” three years
before. Bud had thought it to be an apt description when she got to meet Pat in person. She had long, straight, gray
hair, which she usually tied in a ponytail extending down between her shoulder blades, but today let it hang loose
over her shoulders. That, combined with her still slim figure, made her look from a distance like an
unconventional, pretty woman a third of her probable age. She was short, with the top of her head at Bud’s nose
level. Her face had once been beautiful, before ravages of time had turned her skin into soft, seamed leather. Yes,
close up she looked like she’d be right at home knitting in a rocking chair by the fire, with an old, lazy gray cat at
her feet.

Since first meeting her, Bud had a lot of contact with the woman, who was always there to help “her Baby,”
Red, through the tough times. It looked like she was now offering to help Bud through the tough times, too.

That felt nice. Bud was prepared to take what Pat said at face value, and found herself wanting to tell her
things she was barely willing to admit to herself. Of course, that was a trust Pat had been trained to inspire, and had
spent a lifetime practicing.

“Why do you feel guilty?” Pat asked some twenty minutes later, after the whole story came out about Bud’s
planning her surreptitious investigation despite direct orders to the contrary, and how betraying her friends’ trust
made her feel.

“Am I wrong to do it?” Bud asked.

“I’m not interested in the right or wrong of what you do, or want to do. I’'m just concerned with your mental
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health. Guilt is a mechanism we have to motivate us to take certain actions and avoid others. Unfortunately, as an
ethical guide, it’s not very reliable. But, chronic guilt can be pretty destructive.”

“So,” Pat continued, “let’s find out why you feel guilty, and figure out how to keep it from becoming
chronic.”

“I come back to my question,” she reiterated, “which you’ve been ducking: ‘Why do you feel guilty?’”

After a long pause, Bud said: “Because I’'m doing, or at least planning to do, what Doc and Red expressly
told me not to do.”

“If you feel guilty about it, why are you doing it?”

“Because ... Because ... Because I have to! Somebody has to. They say they aren’t going to, but I don’t
believe them for a minute about that, either.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not the kind of thing they’d do. They wouldn’t let it lie any more than I would.”

“Follow that line of reasoning to its conclusion.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re thinking from your point of view. Apply the same reasoning from their point of view.”
“You mean, they don’t expect me to let it lie any more than I expect them to.”

Pat just nodded slowly with a sly smile.

“So, why don’t they want us to work together? Why’re they pushing me away from it?”

“You tell me. Think about the differences.”
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“Well, they’ve put me in the position of working from the outside — from the direction of the legitimate
government authorities. I don’t know what they’re planning on doing, but I’'m specifically supposed to start a
legitimate, public archaeological dig with Glen. The first thing we’ll want to do is explore the site, especially the
interior. Then, we’ll want to catalog everything that’s in there. Along the way, we’ll work to contain the pollution.”

“What will that mean to the looters?”

“It’ll make their activities difficult or impossible because when we have accurate information about what’s
in there, we’ll know right away if anything gets moved, or goes out. We’ll also set up security systems — Of course
we’ll set up security systems! — that they’d have to defeat in order to do anything in there. I’ve run a security
company before. We’ll set it up so that they can’t defeat the system without first revealing themselves.”

“And, what do you think Doc and Red will be doing all this time?”

“Oh! I get it! They’ll be coming in from the other side — where the criminals are. Red’s going undercover! It
felt like she was going down that rabbit hole, again. This time, she’s taking Doc with her. Good! She’ll need him.”

“They’ll need to work with the criminal-justice types,” Bud continued, thinking out loud, “or they’ll get
busted along with the crooks. We’ve been down that road before, too! But, the fewer people who know about it, the
better. Specifically, I need to stay away to avoid drawing attention to them. When I turn anything up about the
looters, I won't be running to Red with the information. That would tip the bad guys off to what she’s doing. I’'m
setting up a diversion to keep the bad guys from noticing what she’s doing. Neat!”

“So, by behaving exactly as you’re behaving ...”

“ ... ’'m doing exactly what they need me to do!”

“So, don’t feel guilty about it. You’re doing what they want, not what they said they want. Big difference!”
Bud flashed her a sunny smile. “Thanks. That helped a lot!”
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“It’s what I’'m here for.”

She meant that helping people deal with such issues was what she’d dedicated her life to. Just hearing Bud
say “thank you” gave her validation of her life’s work. That made it all worth while.

“Before you go,” Pat said, changing the subject, “I hear a little rumor that you’re trying to have an open
marriage with Glen. Is that true?”

“Well, that makes it sound a little conventional, like we ordered out of a lifestyle catalog: ‘Page 34, Item D,
Open Marriage. Complete package with forms and guidelines. $34.95 plus tax.” We don’t do conventional. Glen
and I just decided to leave off the ‘forsaking all others’ part of the traditional marriage vows. I like having
adventures, and so does Glen. We figure if we’re not hurting anyone, so what?”

“Ever wonder why that exclusivity clause is in the marriage tradition of just about every major culture?”
“You’re beginning to sound like Red’s Mom.”
“She’s a smart lady. I’d listen to her. Answer the question.”

“I figured guys put it in to cut down the odds they’d end up paying for somebody else’s kids. And women
wanted it to help drive away competition for their meal tickets. I’'m taking birth control until Glen and I decide to
have kids, so that takes care of the first reason. As for the second, I’'m pretty well off from investing Suby’s
alimony checks while I was living with Red after the divorce, and I have my own career. In fact, this little
promotion gives me as much income as Glen has. I’m not worried about a meal ticket.”

“You’ve forgotten the most important reason, which applies to both of you.”
“What’s that?”

“Remember that tradition is the sum total of all the things our ancestors over the past four million years have
found to work.”
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Bud smiled, recognizing the saying as something she’d heard multiple times from Doc. She figured she now
knew where he got it.

“The big reason the taboo against adultery is so universal,” Pat continued, “is that it works. It gives people a
warm, safe place to come home to, where they have reason to believe they’ll always be welcome. They won’t have
to shoo some stranger out of their bed when they come home needing a kiss and a cuddle. Knowing that your
partner has permission to fool around introduces a big element of doubt. Thinking that eventually your partner will
run across somebody who satisfies him or her better than you do — and nobody in their right mind thinks that’s
impossible — introduces another big element of doubt. How did you feel when you found that Suby wanted to dump
you for another girl?”

“I was pretty upset. I made Red cuddle up with me all night. When she went home, I started cruising bars
looking for someone else. That’s what got me in trouble with the pirates.”

“You needed that warm, safe place. It’s more important than people seem to know. How do Red and Doc
handle it?”

“Red won’t let anybody near Doc, even me. She’s very territorial.”
“And Doc?”

“Well, he’ll give Red anything she wants. He knows she wants a ‘No Trespassing’ sign hung around his
neck, so he lets her have it. He’ll look, but won’t touch. We used to be lovers, but we haven’t had sex since Red
slapped her brand on him. I know he still loves me, and will hold me, and even let me make out with him a little
when I need it, but no sex.”

“And, what’s his attitude toward Red?”

“That’s weird. He’s not at all possessive. He encourages her relationship with me.”
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“He knows you give her things he couldn’t possibly. You have anatomical features he doesn’t, just as he has
features you don’t. He knows Red likes to play with both feature sets, so he tries to make sure she has them to play
with. Just like he’d give her a train set to play with, or anything else she wanted.”

“Okay, but he paid a porn star to make love to her.”
“And what was her reaction?”

“She was violently pissed off. I’ve seen her punch him hard from time to time, but mostly in the upper arm.
Never anyplace it would cause more than a minor bruise. But, that time she cold decked him. She broke his tooth,
she was so pissed off.”

“How did he react?”
“That was weird, too. He was pleased! When he came to, he had a big dopey smile on his face.”
“Tell you anything?”

“At the time, I thought he was just dopey from being knocked out, or maybe embarrassed. You’re telling me
even he needed validation? It was all a test?”

“Everybody needs to know they have that warm, safe 