
        
            
        
    
Prologue:
 The guy at the nursery seemed to think I was being thickheaded as I looked over the selection of tangerine saplings. 

 "It's the twenty-seventh of June, sir. What I'm trying to tell you is that the ideal time to plant citrus trees is long past." 

 I looked at him skeptically. 

 "Then why are you selling them in June? Are you telling me the thing's gonna choke and die the day after I plant it?" 

 He rolled his eyes and said, "No, no. I just mean that it may not do as well for you as it might in the hands of someone who... Well, let's say, um... Someone who knows a bit more about landscaping, for instance." 

 I pointed. "Uh, huh. Well, that one looks like it's ready to go home with me. Look, I have a good reason for doing this now. Got any advice that will help?" 

 He shook his head slightly and wheeled the little tree to the register, rang it up, and tossed some items in a bag with two brochures about citrus trees. 

 "Over there on that shelf," he said, pointing, "You'll see some root starter. I've already charged you for it, so grab a bottle. It'll help some." 

 I retrieved a bottle of the stuff and he gave me advice about planting, watering, feeding, and other such details. I listened carefully and thanked him. 

 When I returned home from the nursery, I placed the small tree near where it was to be planted and went to the garage for a shovel. I stepped to one side of the blue towel that marked the spot I'd chosen and sank the spade into the earth. It stopped cold a few inches below the surface. Roots all over the yard, even over here. Gotta be twenty feet from the nearest damned tree and I'm still hitting oak roots. 

 I looked again at the direction of the root's tapering as I labored to hack through the inch-wide obstructions. Correction: pine roots. Damn. Make that thirty feet. 

 The roots yielded to my spade and I kept digging. A car horn beeped out front and I turned to see who it might be, but the car was already either gone or pulling into the driveway, so I turned back to pull a few more spadefuls of dirt from the hole. 

 The hole was deep enough. I stuck the spade in the mound of dirt I'd created and wiped sweat from my face with a couple of paper towels from my back pocket. At the sound of the gate latch, I turned around to see Linda approaching. She waved. 

 Linda had called Tuesday to tell me that she wanted to see me before the weekend, and when I'd told her I was heading to Atlanta on Friday, she said she could clear her office decks enough to drop by on Thursday. 

 'Drop by' meant that she'd snag a ride on an agency flitter or commandeer one from the agency pool if one was available so close to a holiday weekend. 

 I asked why she didn't want me to swing by North Dakota and pick her up in my flitter, or at least send it for her, but Linda declined to talk about her reasons over the phone. I agreed, partly just to find out if the reasons were personal or whether I was going to be asked to shepherd aliens again. Our short-lived affair had ended in November at a diplomatic party in the offices of 3rd World Products, and except for turning a jealous Senator's goons over to her security outfit's gentle ministrations that same evening, our contacts had been sparse and business-related over the last many months. 

 "Gardening in late June?" she asked, indicating the little potted tree as she put her briefcase down. "I'd never have figured you for..." 

 Her eyes fell on the towel-wrapped bundle next to the hole and she stopped as she saw the dark fur protruding slightly at one end. 

 "Oh, no... Not your cat? Not little Bear?" 

 I nodded and wiped sweat again. 

 "Hi, Linda. Yeah. The liver cancer finally got him this morning. He was on my lap when it happened." Linda's hand reached toward me flutteringly as she came forward, but she'd never been the huggy, gushy type, and we'd broken up months back. The hand fluttered back to her side and she stopped a few feet away. She glanced again at the bundle. 

 "Poor little guy..." she whispered. Her eyes rose to meet mine. "He was with you a long time, Ed. Are you okay?" 

 "It wasn't unexpected. The vet diagnosed it some time ago. I'm just glad he was in his favorite place at the time." 

 Linda nodded. "Yeah. Me, too. Is there anything I can do..?" 

 I gestured at the tangerine sapling and said, "If you don't mind taking a chance on getting your jeans dirty, you can steady the tree when I plant it." 

 She glanced at the thorny little sapling and said, "Sure. It's Thursday, our old beach day. I expected to get a little sand on me, just not like this." 

 Looking up at me, she asked, "Unless you'd rather not go..?" 

 I shook my head. "Nope. This isn't a reason to break our plans, especially after all these months. But I need to be back at a reasonable hour so I can pack for Atlanta." 

 "Atlanta? Oh. Yes. The dragon convention. I forgot." 

 "DragonCon," I corrected her. "It isn't about dragons, Linda, it's about science fiction. All forms of it. Books, movies, TV..." 

 "Yeah, yeah. Science fiction, not dragons. Got it. So why are you going? Isn't that something more for kids than people your age?" 

 I looked at her archly. "Hardly. SF has been around a long time. Those kids grew up, and some of them even made it to space and walked on the moon. Nuclear physics was once a rather esoteric college course. Now we have nuke power sources. Lasers were just a fantastic theory for decades. Now we have lasers in everything from CD players to mining tools. Aliens from space dropped in on us a while back and started a business here. Some things are only science fiction until they happen." Linda gave a ladylike grunt of ambivalence and shrugged. 

 I lifted the towel containing Bear and lowered him into the hole, then retrieved the towel and said, 

"Thanks for being part of my life, Bear. You were a fine little friend, and I'm going to miss you." As I began to shovel the dirt back into the hole I heard Linda's slight sniffle. She'd liked Bear. When the refilled hole's depth was about right, I stuck the shovel in the remaining mound of dirt and picked up the sapling tree. 

 Linda pulled the container off the bottom while I held the tree above the hole, then she steadied it as I filled around it and patted the dirt down. I arranged the rest of the dirt into a loose circle around the tree and used the garden hose to soak the area until the water began to puddle around the tree. Linda pulled the plastic tag off the tree, then stepped back, dusting her hands on her jeans before retrieving her briefcase. 

 "Ed?" she asked, "Why a citrus tree?" 

 "I like tangerines." 

 After a moment, she softly asked, "I mean; why a tree?" 

 "I may want to sell the house someday. How would a headstone in the back yard look to a potential buyer? This is Florida. A fruit tree they won't mind." 

 Her questions stopped. Linda wasn't a pet-person. There were no dogs, cats, birds, or fish in her personal world. She'd enjoyed Bear's occasional company, but apparently never enough to make her think she needed a pet of her own. I heard her fingernail tapping on the briefcase. Impatience? 

Nervousness? 

 I turned to her and quietly said, "Because he was my friend, Linda. Every time I look at this tree, I'll remember him. As a kitten, maybe, scampering across the floor to greet me. As an old cat, on my lap or sitting outside the computer room's screen door, bitching about his box or food or water or the fact that I was on the wrong side of the door. That's usually what any problem was, you know. All he ever really wanted was to be wherever I was. He was my friend, Linda." 

 I hadn't snapped at her or spoken harshly; I'd just told her the why of it. I picked up the shovel and the plastic tree-pot and carried them to the back porch. Linda caught up to me and opened the screen door. I put the shovel and pot down and started to go turn off the water and coil up the hose, but she stopped me. 

 "I'm sorry, Ed. I didn't mean to upset you." 

 I continued my task, gathering hose and talking as I worked. 

 "You didn't, and I wasn't trying to give you that impression. I was just telling you why there was a new tree in my yard. Now, why don't you tell me what made you want to come see me after more than half a year? Want a drink?" 

 "Do you have any tea?" she asked. 

 "Got some in the kitchen somewhere. You can make it while I clean up out here." Seated on the couch sometime later, she regarded me over the rim of her cup as she sipped her tea. I parked myself in the sofa chair and waited for Linda to give me some idea why she was visiting. Instead of addressing me, Linda spoke to the room. "Elkor? Would you put the asteroid and factory data on display for Ed, please?" 

 At the sound of his name, the computer answered, "Yes, Linda," and the wall lit up instantly with a display field. On the left was a column of names, dates, and locations. On the right was a still picture of the roof of a man-made structure that protruded from the surface of an asteroid. I zoomed out four times and saw the structure as a tiny dot on the featureless landscape. Zooming out two more times finally showed me the surrounding stars at the corners of the picture. 

 "That is one big-assed rock," I said, looking at Linda. "How big?" 

 "A bit more than two hundred miles in diameter. We assembled it - pardon, they assembled it - for the flitter factory out of surrounding debris. It was then hollowed and chambered to house the factory and people. What you were looking at was the main entrance." 

 Linda handed me her pad and told me to touch any of the items in the left column for more info. I tapped the entry titled 'Incident Report Summary'. Until I knew what the problem was, it didn't matter who the people were. As I read, Linda spoke. 

 "We've had several incidents of sabotage. Most were interruptions of production stages and one was an attempt to contaminate construction materials. We think the latest attempt was interrupted. One of the senior officials was found dead, well outside his usual haunts." 

 "Away from where he worked or lived, you mean? He wasn't visiting a girlfriend or something like that? 

How did he die?" 

 Linda took the pad and tapped a name. The picture of the asteroid was replaced. A picture of the man's face appeared, flanked by an autopsy report. It was summarized by the words, 'cause of death unknown'. He'd been in perfect health, but he had died for no apparent reason. I raised an eyebrow and looked at Linda. "Unknown? Well, you just don't see a helluva lot of those anymore, do you? But when was I ever a detective, Fearless Leader? You can't be asking me to find out who or what killed him, obviously. You have people far better qualified for that stuff. What is it that you want me to do?" 

 Linda put the pad on the coffee table and sat back. 

 "Nothing, really. You'll have a vague title, an office, and carte blanche. No specific job description. You'll be a deliberate enigma. No office or factory area will be off-limits to you, and you'll be expected to pop up anywhere at any time, for no apparent reason, without explanation of any sort to anyone. Except to me, of course." 

 "Oh, of course. You want me to draw attention while others do the real sleuthing. I'll bet you even want me to wear a suit while I do it. Do you mind if I actually look into things a bit while I fake it?" Linda smiled. "No suit for daily wear. Maybe for some of the social stuff. As long as you don't get caught actually doing anything, I don't mind at all." 

 "Kewl. Will I be on your timeclock or 3rd World's? Both would be nice..." She shook her head. "We never officially retired you, in case you hadn't noticed. You've been on our clock since the day you were reactivated to guard Ellen, so it's the usual, plus a couple of routine bonuses that apply to flight personnel and duties presumed to have a potential for turning hazardous. No double-dipping." 

 "Yeah, I noticed that my checks didn't revert to pension-size after I signed out. I guess all that paperwork is still sitting in a drawer somewhere, then?" 

 Linda nodded again. "In one of my desk drawers, to be exact. I let you see me sign them and all that, but I never sent them upstairs. If you'd bitched about it and waved your copies around, they'd have been found and labeled 'misplaced', and you'd have wound up giving back several months of pay or staying active. Do you mind?" 

 I shook my head and gave her a Texas accented, "Nah. Truth is, I've been bored plumb spitless, ma'am. I just can't seem to get back into being retired, y'know, and I wasn't really all that good at it before, anyway." 

 Linda smiled and said, "There's a transport leaving from Carrington on Sunday afternoon. I'll make the arrangements." 
Chapter One

 We talked so long that 'beach day' was put on a shelf for another time. Once Linda had left, I made a fresh coffee and gave matters some thought while I punched up the asteroid's specs on my pad. The Amarans had gathered up a big wad of primarily iron-composite stuff and directed the sun's energy to melt it together, then had kept adding stuff until it was the size they wanted. The result was an almost-perfect sphere that was two hundred miles in diameter and had an iron core and a slag exterior covering layers of other metals that had separated during the smelting. The cutaway view reminded me of the inside of a jawbreaker candy. 

 The stats said that there were more than six hundred people living on the asteroid, mostly families. Since the Amarans had been on Earth less than two years, it seemed likely that most of the children were infants. The stats went on to describe the living and working facilities and other such details. The asteroid had only minimal natural gravity, so they'd put some spin on the big metal ball to simulate one G for health and comfort. That meant that most activities, while 'underground', would still be relatively near the surface. I wondered if radiation would be a factor, but a couple of screens later there was a description of the fields surrounding the asteroid. Nope. Radiation wasn't a problem. Two hundred miles seems fairly large, but if the asteroid were spinning fast enough to fake Earth-normal gravity, the spin would probably be noticeable and take some getting used to. 

 "Elkor, can you whip up a surgical implant that will let me keep in touch with you while I'm up there? 

And a gadget that can install it for me here at the house?" 

 "Yes, Ed, but is that really necessary? There would be a communications delay of several seconds and a revised copy of me is already resident at the asteroid." 

 "How revised is it?" 

 "I adapted it to suit the facility's necessities and functions. Other changes and additions were suggested by the board of directors." 

 "Somehow I find it difficult to envision what changes anyone could or would want to make, Elkor. You were already capable of running a starship." 

 "Do you want me to list those modifications for you?" 

 "Later, maybe, unless there are any you think I really need to know about." 

 "Just a few. That program isn't sentient and won't respond to my name. To command it, you must preface a command with the word 'computer'." 

 "Uh, huh. Like, 'computer, do this or that'?" 

 "Correct." 

 "Dull, Elkor. Very dull. Whose idea was that?" 

 "The directorship didn't think sentience was necessary." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, will my briefcase, pen, and watch work there?" 

 "Yes. They're programmed to draw power from the nearest field source." That seemed fine to me. Effective field energy range is almost twenty thousand miles from any source. 

 "Will I be able to take Stephanie?" 

 "Yes, but would that be necessary? There are many flitters available. It is, after all, the largest flitter factory." 

 "It's necessary unless it becomes impossible for some reason. I want my own flitter up there with me, and if anything happens to me, I want her returned to Earth." 

 "As you wish, Ed. Space is not currently a problem on the transport vessel." 

 "A thought, Elkor. Two thoughts, really. The problem up there is sabotage. How can field generators be sabotaged, and can you make a generator on the asteroid that is subject only to your control or mine? A standalone unit, just for us? A big one that nobody up there will know about, maybe placed where nobody has any reason to go?" 

 "It will be ready before you arrive, Ed. There is much unused storage space aboard the asteroid. It will be located near the center." 

 "Good deal. Set it to take over instantly if the usual generators are taken off-line for any reason. Conceal it from all sensors, prevent any access to it, and don't tell anyone about it, not even Linda." 

 "Why shouldn't Linda be informed?" 

 "Well, for one thing, it's going to be for our use only unless there's an emergency up there. Until I'm back on Earth, nobody needs to know about it except us, Elkor. Secret safety measures are best kept secret. We can tell Linda after the mission." 

 "Since what you propose has no potential for harm, I can agree to do as you ask." 

 "I'd also like to make a change to my briefcase's programming, Elkor. I want it to be no more than three feet away from me at all times. It needs to know how to follow me around without being underfoot, and preferably without being seen. How about telling it to hover upside down, two feet above me, in stealth mode? If I'm about to pass through a doorway, it can descend to accompany me on either side of me, as closely as necessary, and tilt or reshape as needed to accommodate an opening. In a vehicle, it can park on my lap or near my seat. Or under it, I guess." 

 My briefcase floated quickly upward to the prescribed height and seemingly disappeared as its field began shunting light around its perimeter. I walked across the room, watching the area above my head. Except for a very slight disruption of the pattern of the ceiling at the edge of the field, there was nothing to betray the case's presence there, and it even turned sideways to float between the ceiling fan's blades and the ceiling during the transit. 

 "Wow. Damned fine, Elkor. You have to know it's there to see it at all. Now for some automatic responses. I'm going to need a field around me instantly if the atmospheric pressure drops suddenly. Can the field be used like a space suit?" 

 "Yes, Ed, and I can program it to absorb oxygen from any available atmosphere, but what if there's no atmosphere?" 

 "Then I'll have to get where there is one in a hurry. Waitaminnit... The briefcase, Elkor. Just... no, even better! A separate field that stays near the briefcase. It could hold a few hours of air, maybe more." 

 "Indeed. I'm testing your idea now." 

 "Where? Here, or wherever you are?" 

 "About two feet in front of you, Ed. My test sphere is a foot in diameter." I reached out. My hand bumped against the solid-feeling sphere, pushing it away slightly, but it returned to its former position. 

 After a moment, Elkor said, "A one-foot field will contain approximately half a day's supply of oxygen under pressure. Will that be sufficient?" 

 "As far as I know, I guess so, Elkor. We can make it larger if needed and hang it up next to the briefcase. Are you sure you don't run on plain old magic? Does it ever occur to you just how special a creature you are?" 

 "I hadn't really considered myself a creature, as people would define them, but since I was created, the term would apply to me, as well." 

 "Damned right it does. Wish I could have you drop by for a beer or something, Elkor. That's about all that's missing, I think." 

 "Missing?" 

 "Yeah, missing. Like when Linda dropped in and I offered her a drink and we sat there chatting. Someday we have to make you a human suit. Then I'll introduce you to some of the ladies and all that. You'd be a big hit." 

 "A big hit? You mean popular?" 

 "Yup. Some women like things a little unusual." 

 "I'll give this some consideration, Ed. It may be a worthwhile project if it helps me improve interactions with people." 

 "Sure. Give it a go sometime. Could be a lot of fun. Back to planning; what else could go wrong on an asteroid, Elkor? Especially for someone suspected of being there to prevent sabotage? Tell you what; have a look at the accident logs and see what has happened to people since this project started. Chances are that anything someone might try to do would be made to look like an accident of some kind. Send the results to my pad and I'll look them over later, okay?" 

 "The results are in your pad now. If you don't mind my asking, will you be looking for another cat, Ed?" 

 "Not right away, Elkor. Maybe not at all. I've never had to, anyway. Cats always seem to find me whether I'm looking for them or not. Guess they know an easy mark when they see one. How's progress on the implant coming along?" 

 "The implant is finished. I'm now working on a surgical drone." 

 "Damn, you're good. Is it too late to add something to the implant?" 

 "Such as..?" 

 "An override. If someone's gotten to the computer up there, I want to be able to force it to contact you for an overhaul or shut it down myself." 

 "That would require an implant about one inch wide and two inches long. Maybe I should add that particular ability into your briefcase, instead of your head?" 

 "You say you don't really have a sense of humor yet, but I don't believe it, Elkor. Yes, by all means, put the override in the briefcase. Will I be able to control the briefcase implant with my own implant?" 

 "That won't be a problem. What keyword or words would you like to use to invoke the control factors?" 

 "Bruno for the routine stuff like the briefcase and our field generator. Stachel for the override systems. If I need all controls in a hurry, the master keyword will be Fulda." 

 "As you wish. Will there be anything else, Ed?" 

 "Not at the moment, Elkor. Can the computer up there manufacture things the way you can, and can you tell it what to make?" 

 "It has limitations, but if you mean field-using devices, there should be no problems. It can manufacture unique drones just as I would." 

 "Good deal. Hey, Elkor... Were you asking about a new cat because you'd like me to get one? They aren't all alike, you know. Very individualistic critters. A new one may not be much like Bear." There was an uncharacteristic delay before Elkor responded. 

 "I... Enjoyed Bear's company, Ed. He was... My friend, also. Perhaps when you return we could discuss this more?" 

 "Okay. How would you like to help choose the new cat? Or rather, how would you like to be on hand when the cat does the choosing?" 

 "I don't think I understand what you mean, but believe I'd like to be there." 

 "Elkor, it just means that we'll let the cat or kitten have a choice in matters. Better a volunteer than a conscript. Remember how reluctant Bear was at first? Interviewees can watch the briefcase morph into a cat carrier and listen to you. The ones we'd be looking for would be interested. The others would be reluctant to go near a talking box. No offense, but that's about how you'd be first perceived by a young cat." 

 "I see. Yes. Better an interested volunteer. No offense taken." 

 "Um... Elkor, you hesitated. About the 'talking box' thing, I think. Have you considered making a golem? 

It might make things easier for both you and the cat." 

 "I could do that. What sort of simulacrum would you suggest?" 

 "Something with a lap would work well enough, I think. Or even just a safe-feeling place for a cat to nap or play, like one of the multi-level playpens. It isn't as if you'd have to get up to go to the bathroom or the kitchen, after all." 

 The surgical drone arrived and I stretched out on the couch so it could install the implant Elkor had devised into my skull behind my right ear. When Elkor announced the procedure finished, I tested it. 

 "Testing, one, two, three. Elkor, how does it sound to you?" 

 "All functions test positive, Ed. How does it feel to you?" 

 "Almost unnoticeable already. Stephie, how about you? Sounds good?" My flitter answered, "It sounds fine to me, Ed." 

 "Good enough, then. Nobody needs to know about my implant, y'all. Not even Linda. What people don't know they can't tell, even by accident. Agreed?" 

 "Agreed," said Elkor. "I think I understand your motivation for secrecy." Stephanie said, "Agreed, Ed." 

 Elkor and I discussed the possibilities concerning getting a cat at some length as I packed and notified some people that I'd be out of town for a while longer than the four days of DragonCon, which seemed to me an ideal test of the briefcase-suspension system. If there were any problems about keeping the briefcase close in crowds, elevators, or anywhere else, they'd likely make themselves apparent at some point. 

 At some of the previous DragonCons I'd been a bunny liaison, guarding and shepherding the women who had at some time appeared in magazines and may also have been in some science-fiction-themed movie or television show. My job had been to help set up their tables in the dealer's room and get the ladies from place to place without too much difficulty enroute. 

 This time, however, I was on the guest roster only. I had a flitter and was willing to display it in the middle of the main display floor while I was attending, so the usual convention registration fees were waived. 
Chapter Two

 At eight o'clock I walked outside to the driveway with my cooler and spoke to the sky. "Stephanie," I said, "You got a minute?" 

 Her husky voice replied through my watch. 

 "I'm doing my toenails, Ed. Bright red, with silver shooting stars." 

 "Well, that will go great with your metal-flake emerald, won't it?" A gust of wind splayed itself on the ground around me as Stephie arrived. She had seemed to plummet, growing quickly larger as she neared, then halted herself about twenty feet above me as abruptly as if she'd hit a wall. The gusting wind was simply the hellacious downdraft of her speedy descent from twenty miles up. 

 As she gently lowered herself to within a foot of the ground, I said, "Hi, Stephie. You've got that descent thing down to an art form, ma'am." 

 Her voice was petulant. "If you'd call me more often, I'd get more practice." I stepped aboard her and set the cooler between the seats. 

 "You know I call you as often as I can think of even the most trivial of reasons, Stephie. Where would you like to go this evening?" 

 "How about dinner and drinks? Dancing?" 

 "Now you're teasing me," I said. "You don't dance worth a damn, and you know it." 

 "Well, since I don't eat or drink, either, we could... How long can we stay out, Ed? When is your bedtime tonight?" 

 "I should probably try to get some sleep tonight, Steph. I'll be on my feet all day tomorrow at the con. Make it about two hours and you pick the destination." 

 Stephanie seemed to take a moment to think, then said, "Linda says she wouldn't mind taking a ride." 

 "You called her? Please don't do that without checking with me first, Steph." I waited, but she made no response. 

 "Okay, what the hell. We'll pick up Linda for this trip. Where is she?" As we lifted and headed north, Stephanie said, "She has a room at the Motor Inn on route 50." 

 "Think about it, Steph. She got herself a room. She didn't ask to stay at my place. That's because we broke up last year. I hope you aren't trying to play matchmaker." 

 "Oh, heaven forbid. I just thought you might like some company." 

 "Uh, huh. Stephie, this isn't an official parameter adjustment; you know I won't do those unless I absolutely have to. But this is a suggestion I'd like you to consider: Don't invite people unless you, personally, want them aboard for some reason, and even then, don't invite people without checking with me first." 

 We were already descending into the Motor Inn parking lot. Linda was standing near her rented Ford, waving and smiling at us. As we landed she approached. 

 Stephie said, "Gee, Ed, that sounded pretty official to me. It kind of sounded like an order, not a suggestion. Are you sure that wasn't a parameter adjustment?" 

 "Maybe it was, sort of. It just slipped out that way." 

 "Understood. Hi, Linda." 

 Linda stepped up and ran her hand over Stephanie's hull. 

 "Hi, Stephie. Wow! That's a wonderful shade of green. I've often wondered if he'd really have you painted. Did he give you a hard time about me?" 

 "He did. He said it just slipped out, though." 

 "Oh, sure it did. Hi, Ed. Where are we going?" 

 "I don't know yet. Stephie's deciding. I take it you ladies set this up?" 

 "We did. You know I won't miss a ride on a flitter, and Stephie isn't just any old flitter. Where are we going, Stephie?" 

 "Well, my slavedriver's only allowing us two hours, so it won't be far. I thought maybe Cuba. My more intricate charts of Cuba are incomplete. A flyover would allow me to update them." Linda looked at me and said, "Uh, Stephie, we're U.S. citizens. We aren't allowed to visit Cuba without special permissions." 

 I handed Linda a beer and said, "So we won't land. We'll just wave at the shore batteries and the tourists from everydamnwhere else who can visit Cuba. Just to keep this on the up-and-up, we'll even turn off stealth mode so they can see us coming." 

 Linda glanced at me as she opened her beer. "So they can panic, you mean. You know they'll shoot at us. Do you have a problem with our foreign policy, Ed?" 

 "Yup. It bugs me that going someplace could land me in jail because of politics that haven't changed in fifty years. Cuba's on the ropes, financially and politically, and Castro's an aging has-been revolutionary. He never led Cuba into anything but hardship and deprivation, and he terrorized the people into submission. The best thing we could do would be to reintroduce them to the dollar and bring them back into the economically-functional world. Besides; if they try to shoot us down they'll just find out how far behind they are." 

 Linda grinned. "I suppose they would, at that." 

 Stephie asked, "So? Cuba? Okay?" 

 Linda said, "Cuba. Okay. No landing, though. Gotta stay legal." Stephie said, "Roger that, Fearless Leader. No landing." 

 Stephanie moved us twenty miles off shore and went to half power without lifting above fifty feet. The ocean skimmed past so quickly we couldn't make out individual waves unless we looked quite a distance ahead, and a rooster tail of water nearly as tall as our own elevation followed our progress. 

 "Stephie," I said, "What's with the rooster tail back there?" 

 "It's fun," said Stephie. "I don't get to run like this very often, and I'm kind of making up for it. My last job was a real bore, you know." 

 Linda chuckled and tried to give me a straight, innocent face when I glanced at her. I looked back at the rooster tail and shrugged. 

 "Maybe I should try to make more time for you, Stephie." 

 "Oh, gee, don't go to any trouble on my account, Ed. I'll be just fine. I'll get by." The sound of a P-51 howling past at low altitude and full throttle filled the flitter. I recognized it as the intro from my 'Warbirds' art program. 

 Stephanie used her sexiest voice to say, "Just tell me if I'm going too fast for you, sweetie." This time Linda laughed outright and said, "You gave her an identity. You told her who to try to emulate in the beginning. Now she's a self-created vamp." 

 "Not a problem, Linda. Know any other machines like her? Just one, and he's more the English professor type. My Stephie's fine and gets finer every day." 

 Stephie said, "Ed, they're painting us from the shoreline. Now the weather station has us, too. I'm reading eleven individual radar sources. Make that nineteen... Now twenty-three. All gun or missile sites except the weather station." 

 Linda said, "In five minutes we can expect to see MiGs in the air, too, and Cuba's not one of the participating countries, so they've probably never seen a flitter before. This is going to wake a lot of people up down there." 

 "Last chance," I said. "Give me a reason not to do this if you've got one." Linda grinned at me and said, "Can't think of one just now." 

 I nodded. "Shake 'em up, Steph. Take us in at nine hundred so we make a bit of noise, but don't look like an impossible target. Let them send up anything short of a nuke. Let's make a circuit of the island a mile off shore before you go in to update your charts. Follow the coastline fairly precisely. That will give them something special to think about. Destroy only incoming armament; leave 'em their guns and other toys to stare at later." 

 "Aye, Captain. Nine hundred. One circuit or two?" 

 "One should do it. We do have a schedule of sorts, but feel free to improvise." Linda gave me a sidelong look and mouthed at me, "Captain?" 

 "Her idea. She watches TV behind my back. Let her play, now." 

 Linda shook her head in disbelief and turned back to face front. Two fishing boats dead ahead, maybe three hundred yards apart. Stephie took us between them. We couldn't make out much in the darkness, but both boats were rocking in our wake. 

 "Stephie, have you changed your field again?" 

 "Aye, Captain, that I did. I gave it little edges that scream in the wind and widened the stern so it creates a rolling backdraft. You gave me the impression that you wanted to create an effective entrance." 

 "Well, yes, I did, but will they hear the screaming over the sonic boom?" 

 "No, but I will, okay? Geez." 

 "I see. Well, go for it, then." 

 "Going for it, Captain." 

 "Um, do you have to keep calling me Captain, Stephie?" 

 "How about 'party pooper', instead?" 

 I sighed and muttered, "Jesus." 

 Stephie said, "I heard that. By the way, they're launching missiles." Three trails of light and smoke were rising to meet us from the shore. A couple of seconds or so later Stephie turned hard right and began running parallel to the shoreline. The missiles arced to follow us. 

 "Stephie, how are those missiles tracking us? Heat or radar?" 

 "Both, Ed, and I'm giving them all they need to stay with us." 

 "Uh... Why, Stephie? Why not just let them go by?" 

 "If I let them past me, their next acquired targets would be those fishing boats." I looked at Linda and lightly bumped my palm on my forehead. 

 "Well, duh for me and score one for you, lady. Sorry to be so dense this evening. Is anyone trying to contact us?" 

 "Bygones, Captain, but you can't get by on your looks forever. More launches just ahead, and nobody has tried to talk to us." 

 Linda said, "We're coming in low and fast. They're probably assuming the worst and thinking up cover stories while they shoot, just in case." 

 Three more missiles ranged upward from the shoreline, searching for us and finding us. They also gave pursuit, changing course to line up behind the first three. 

 Stephie said, "I'm sending the missiles instructions to explode." One after another, the missiles detonated. Three more rose toward us as we neared the mouth of a cove. Stephie let them travel a safe distance from shore and blew them, too. More missiles were fired from the other side of the cove. Same treatment. 

 Linda said, "They don't seem to learn very quickly." 

 "All the brass at each site knows is that something is coming into their zone without an invitation, so they holler 'fuego' or something like that. Not much thought goes into that sort of thing." Stephie said, "Four jets are inbound from southeast. They're going to have trouble catching up. Should I slow down for them?" 

 "No, don't slow down. Take us to twelve hundred and do a roll or two to give them time to get within range. Hey, Stephie, think; what would Kathleen Turner do right now? What would she say if she could speak Spanish and talk to the guys in those jets?" 

 As Stephanie took us into a high barrel roll, she said, "You'll hear English and they'll hear Spanish. You want me to improvise communications, too?" 

 "Sure. Why not? They're already shooting at us." 

 In her come-hither voice, Stephanie asked, "Cuban military aircraft, do you read me? This is not a hostile flight. Repeat, we are not hostile." 

 Their reply was a command to identify ourselves. 

 "We probably shouldn't do that," I said. 

 "Oh, I'm afraid we just couldn't possibly do that," said Stephie, her husky voice oozing warmth as we reached the summit of the roll and started back down. 

 The demand came again, more forcefully than before. 

 "Ignore them," I said. 

 Stephie said, "Cuban military aircraft, I'm ignoring yooouuu." 

 Linda giggled and said, "I don't think Ed meant for you to tell them that." 

 "Well, he didn't say not to, did he? Now they sound upset." 

 The demand to identify ourselves had been amended to "Identify yourselves or be shot down immediately." 

 I said, "Nope. We're not gonna do it. Refuse them firmly." 

 Stephanie replied in her sultriest voice, "You boys don't have what it takes to shoot me down, and you can take that any way you want. Here, I'll do another roll to give you boys a chance to catch up with me." 
Chapter Three

 Linda said, "Oooohh. They aren't gonna like that at all. Put them on the screen, Steph. This should be interesting. I'll bet they'll forget all their manners, now." 

 The pilots gabbled hotly for a bit until someone ordered them to shut up and called the play, then they bore in toward us on afterburners, their weapons armed. One went high, one lagged back, and two tried to flank us at the bottom of our roll. The order to identify ourselves was repeated. 

 "Opaque the canopy, Steph. Simulate the exterior view for us, then put on your eyes for the visitors." To Linda I said, "We'll see them clearly, but they'll see only what looks like a reflective dome with a pair of eyes painted on it." 

 Linda asked, "Eyes? What eyes?" 

 "Stephie surprised me once by using one of my website graphics; a pair of eyes. Anyway, she may want to wink at them." 

 Linda gave me her 'doubtful sanity' look and watched the jets take their stations above, beside, and behind us. They were matching speed with us, but they wouldn't be able to do so for long before their fuel ran low. They'd have to decide whether to shoot or not and how to do it in the next couple of minutes. 

 Stephie began edging over closer to the jet on our right. He took action to keep his distance, as ordered, but Stephie crowded him so quickly that - for a moment - it looked as if we could reach out and touch his wing. The guy was in a panic, yelling for the others to 'get the goddamned UFO off him'. The guy upstairs was evidently the commander. He told the left-and right-hand guys to hold position to contain us and told the one behind us to take us with guns. Stephie destroyed the incoming rounds about halfway between us and the plane. They puffed into little balls of incandescence that disappeared into our turbulence. 

 At least two of the pilots reported the flashes and the attempt's lack of effect at the same time in astonished tones. The guy on top then ordered the jets on either side to break off and the jet below to use a missile. 

 "Stephie, climb up there and place yourself smack underneath that guy before the bottom jet gets lined up. Stick with him and let's see if he's so eager to shoot then." 

 "Roger that, Captain." 

 Within seconds we were so close to the top jet that I could see the scuffmarks on his fuselage where some repair tech's tool had slipped. Linda was a bit tense about our proximity. I put a hand on her shoulder and she almost jumped out of her skin. 

 "Linda. No problem. No danger. Just a game." 

 If she relaxed in the slightest, it wasn't apparent to me. She continued staring up at the jet, her teeth clenched as tightly as her grip on her seat. 

 One of the guys reported our new position and the order to fire a missile was rather quickly canceled. The jet above us jinked and tried half a dozen evasive maneuvers before straightening out. Someone out there asked what to do and the guy above us told him to shut the fuck up and let him think. 

 "Steph, tell them that if we were hostile, we could have knocked them all down by now." Stephie relayed the message. There was no answer. 

 "Bump his hull and get his attention, then say it again." 

 Stephanie quickly eased up to within inches of the jet and used her field to bump him a few times, then repeated the message. To his credit, the pilot didn't veer away. He remained on course and only sidled left enough to see the flitter. 

 "He's requesting instructions from the airfield," said Steph. "He's been told to shoot us down at all costs. Instructions?" 

 "It figures. Pinpoint the location of that transmission, Steph, and stop us as quickly as possible. Relay the following message to the jets in my voice, please, translated to Spanish: 'We're sorry, but we can't let you kill yourselves for some brass-hat asshole on the ground.' As soon as the jets are lined up where they can all see us, you'll take us at your best speed to within ten feet of wherever that order came from. I'll tell you when to move." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 Yes, Ed? No cute patter? No 'Aye, Captain'? Oh, well. Other things to think about. 

 "Stephie, send this: 'Jets, stand off and do not fire. We're over a city.'" No reply. I told her to say it again. Still no reply. 

 As we left the airspace above the city, Stephanie said, "He fired a missile. Two missiles. The others also fired. Eight missiles coming at us." 

 "Blow the missiles at a safe range and hold your course." 

 Stephie's invisible field lancets ranged outward and the missiles exploded long before they were anywhere near us. 

 "They're firing again, Ed." 

 "Same procedure. Blow them as soon as they're far enough from the jets." I heard the commander swear as the second volley of missiles blew. He gave the order to close in with guns and ram us if necessary. Well, at least he was finally getting the idea that we'd be a difficult target. The jets were coming at us in pairs; one pair attacking and the other pair orbiting to set up it's own attack run, but from a slightly different angle. I decided that it was time to move before someone veered off and got labeled a coward for not going boom with his ship. 

 "Stephie, it's time. Ten feet from the source. Best speed." 

 To the pilots homing in on us, it must almost have seemed as if we'd disappeared. Steph went to max in the space of about two seconds and had us hovering beside a control tower seemingly within those same two seconds. 

 Some guy in the tower with too much junk jewelry on his jacket was holding a microphone and staring at us like an openmouthed idiot. Three others were doing the same. One was running for a door. 

 "You in there," I said, "Call off those jets or I'll haul your ass out of there." When he didn't move or even close his mouth, I told Stephie to extend a field through the window and bring him outside with us. The big window shattered inward and the extended field seized him. He screeched and dropped the mike, then wet himself and began babbling and struggling. 

 "Stephie, hold him in front of us ten feet away and turn us to face those jets. By the way, do you happen to know what rank he is?" 

 As she turned us, she said, "He's a Colonel, Ed." 

 The jets, which had been far enough away to be pinpoints in the sky, were fast becoming larger dots as they approached. 

 "Stephie, tell them this: 'Jets, I have your Colonel for a hood ornament. You'll be shooting through him if you shoot at us. Do you understand?'" 

 Linda said, "This has gone too far, Ed. Why don't we just put him down and leave?" 

 "It's all going on record here, Linda. Food for thought for their brass. They need to know their era has ended and it's time to rejoin the world. The only thing this 'Peoples' Paradise' has to show for fifty years of Castro is crushing poverty. They can buy fancy killing machines, but their people are starving in rat-traps." 

 "And how is this our problem? We had a revolution; so can they." 

 "Too many of the best people die in revolutions, Linda, and too often the devious scum wind up in charge after one. You ought to know that; our agencies have caused or supported enough of them in the past fifty years." 

 "We didn't. We weren't part of those operations." 

 "Same outfit, different agenda. You were a company girl all the way. If they'd told you to crank up a revolution somewhere instead of yanking people out of the East, you'd have done it." 

 "But not you?" 

 "Not me. The same kinds of people were running the drug war. Anything for the cause. Too bad if we kill a few hundred thousand people in the process." 

 The jet commander called the tower and received no response. One of the guys still in the tower waded through the broken glass and grabbed the mike to tell him what had happened. The commander ordered his wingmen to orbit the field while he went in for a look. I guess nobody can fault the guy for courage. His jet streaked past us at fairly low altitude as he craned to see what was going on. The guy in the grip of Stephie's field waved both arms at him frantically. 

 I said, "Jet commander, your Colonel doesn't appear to be very eager to die. What do you think about that? He was quick enough to order you to do it when he thought he was in no danger of sharing the experience with you. You've seen what we can do and you're probably getting low on fuel. It's time to think for yourself. Talk to me. How do you want to handle this?" 

 "I have my orders." 

 "That's how a dog thinks. Prove to me that you're an intelligent man and land your jets, then we'll put this man down and leave." 

 "I cannot allow you to leave. You must land and surrender to the authorities." 

 "You know that won't happen, you can't shoot us down, and there's no point in killing yourselves by trying to kill us." 

 "Nevertheless, those are my orders. I must try." 

 "What about your Colonel, here?" 

 "He will die with honor in service to his country. Whether he wishes to or not." I looked at Linda. She looked back and shook her head as if to ask, 'How the hell should I know?' 

 "I'll put your brasshole down gently enough not to break him, jet commander. You and your friends will all meet me in the sky at ten thousand feet. Be ready to eject." 

 "Ten thousand," agreed the commander. "Do not keep us waiting." Linda asked, "What are you going to do, Ed?" 

 "Stephie," I asked, "Will your fields stifle and kill a jet engine?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Then what we're going to do is lead them just beyond the harbor, fly up behind each jet in turn, and shove a field up his tailpipe while telling him to eject." 

 Linda asked, "Why the hell don't we just leave as fast as we came down here? Wouldn't that be just as impressive to these guys?" 

 "No. They'd just write the whole thing off as a UFO sighting and bury it. This way there'll be too many witnesses and four planes down as evidence. If they think that every flitter can do stuff like this, they'll be at the big table in a few months, begging to join. Stephie, put him down and take us to ten thousand, just outside the harbor, at twelve hundred. We'll wait there." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 The Colonel's legs didn't work at all when his feet touched the ground. He collapsed, then tried to get to his feet. We left him staring up where we'd been. When we arrived at our skirmish point, we just hung there in the sky as the jets scurried to meet us from their orbits above the airfield. They came at us in pairs again. 

 "Stephie, a change of plans. Let them shoot all they want and pick one to follow if they split around us. Get close and take his tail off. Once that one ejects, go for one of the others while he's over the water. We don't want to drop a jet on the town." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "What's this 'Yes, Ed' stuff all of a sudden? Where's your personality, Steph?" 

 "It will return at more casual moments, Ed. That persona requires interpretations and responses that could prove imprecise or incorrect during such exercises as these." 

 I said, rather lamely, "Oh. Well, as long as she isn't gone for good." The jets came at us dead-on, their guns blasting, but again their bullets blossomed into bright little flashes before they came anywhere near us. The expected split didn't happen. Apparently the commander had realized that we were either incapable of shooting back or unwilling to do so. As the two jets blasted past us, our screen showed Stephie's blade-shaped fields smashing into the leading edges of their tails. Both jets veered upward and away, out of control, and each of the two pilots soon realized a need to leave his aircraft. 

 "Stephie, send this: Jet commander, do we really have to do that again?" His answer was an attack run. Again, the guns. Again, the bullets being destroyed well away from us. This time the jets split left and right instead of streaking past us. 

 Stephie pivoted to follow the jet on the left, caught up with it and positioned herself just to his rear on his starboard side, then sheared his tail off. The pilot, having seen what had happened to the others, wasted no time ejecting from his craft. His canopy bounced off our canopy field as it fell away, but he was catapulted well clear. 

 The commander had turned around and was making another run at us. He knew what would happen and broke away early, perhaps in hopes of remaining out of Stephie's reach, but that wasn't possible. She easily floated alongside him and reached for his tail. 

 "Wait one, Steph. Park a few feet above his canopy for now. Pilot, how much fuel do you have remaining?" 

 The commander's eyes got big as we moved into close proximity above his head, but he seemed relatively unshaken as he said, "That is my concern, not yours." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, what if we just stay here for a while?" 

 "That would be impossible. I am one of the best pilots in Cuba." 

 "I see. Well, don't try to eject until you can shake us off. It wouldn't be safe, you know." The jet below us jinked and banked and sped up and slowed down, and when that didn't work, the guy pulled the stick back into his lap for a steep climb, apparently assuming that we'd either be unable to stay in position or that he'd finally take us out of the sky by ramming us. That didn't work, either, but the aerobatics he performed undoubtedly impressed the hell out of some radar crews. Linda finally found her voice in the midst of all the maneuvering. She looked a little wall-eyed and green at the gills, but her brain seemed in working order. 

 "Ed, has it occurred to you that more jets may be on the way? I don't want to spend the rest of the evening playing tag on a goddamned rollercoaster! Let's end this stupid game and get the hell out of here!" 

 "We've been messing around over Cuba for half an hour, Linda. If they intended to send more jets up, we'd know it by now. These guys were guinea pigs. Steph," I asked, "Have you updated enough for the moment?" 

 "I could complete my charts if we leave by flying lengthwise over the island." 

 "Fine enough. How much fuel does he have left?" 

 "Five minutes or less. I can't be more exact." 

 "Well, Linda wants to leave, so we'll disable him and let him eject. Send this to him, please: Commander, you need to get one of these flitters." 

 His reply was, "That is quite evident." 

 "Would you say as much to your superiors? Would you encourage them to become involved in the flitter manufacturing project?" 

 "Yes, I believe we should make every effort to acquire them." 

 "We're going to move aside, now. Do we have to disable your plane, or will you leave us and return to the airfield?" 

 "That I cannot do. I have my orders." 

 Linda's voice rose an octave above normal as she said, "Quit screwing around, tear his goddamned tail off, and let's get the hell out of here, okay?!" 

 The commander said, "If you don't mind my saying so, that woman sounds like a lot of trouble. Your pilot has a much nicer voice." 

 Linda stared openmouthed at the jet beside us for a moment, then gave him the finger with both hands, forgetting that he couldn't see her gesture. 

 "Fuck you!" she screamed at him, "Send him that, Stephie! Fuck you!" Then she whipped back around to glare at me. 

 I said, "You heard? I'm sure you'll understand that I can't agree with you at the moment. She's my employer, and flying makes her tense. You know how it is?" 

 The jet's engine suddenly cut off and the pilot did something before replying. 

 "Ah. Yes. I understand, indeed. It seems that I am out of fuel, so I should probably eject soon." 

 "Probably so. Goodbye, Commander." 

 "Goodbye. Be careful around that woman. She sounds like a mean one." 

 "I will, and thanks for your concern. Stephie, let's make your charting run and head back. Stay at nine hundred while we're over Cuba. Altitude is your choice." 

 As Stephanie veered to her new course, Linda was glaring at me with a narrow gaze. "You will, and thanks for your concern? Did I hear you right?" 

 I nodded and reached in the cooler for a couple of new beers as I watched the jet commander eject behind us. 

 "Sure," I said, handing Linda a beer, "I've always known you were a mean one." She viciously twisted the cap off, her eyes never leaving mine. 

 "You did, huh?" 

 "Yup. Since you've always been the one who sent me on the really odd and dangerous assignments, I just figured you were hiding it from me so I'd keep you in my will. You'll never get my insurance money, though." 

 "Oh, really? I'm not particularly worried, Ed. Don't forget, I've always known what you're worth to the world." 

 Stephanie said, "You mean he's not rich? He promised me a mink coat!" Linda rolled her eyes and said, "She's back... Ed, your flitter is a schizophrenic who thinks she's a comedienne." 

 I shrugged. "Yeah, well, I'll name everybody after movie stars, once I get to know them a little better." 
Chapter Four

 As we approached my little patch of Florida, I asked Linda if she really wanted to stay in a motel while she was in town. She said it wouldn't be a good idea to stay at my place and then told me a little about the guy she was seeing, most of which I tuned out as I pretended to listen. 

 "Uh, huh..." Nod and sip beer. "Do tell..." Admire the lines of her face, let gaze travel a bit, get noticed while noticing, switch gaze back to her face. "Not a spook, huh? Gee, dating outside the firm these days?" 

 It went like that for some time before she fully realized that she might as well have been talking about daytime TV for all that was soaking in. She stopped in mid-sentence and stared hard at me. 

 "You don't give a flying damn about any of this, do you, Ed?" 

 "Well, to put it as gently as possible, no, not in the least. You're dating him, not me, which to me means only that I can't have you. Sorry if that sounds selfish." 

 "Oh, no, no, you're not one damned bit sorry for being selfish. You may be sorry that I'm not going to cooperate, but that's all I'm really hearing." 

 "Your ears are as good as ever, then. Stick around for another beer? Talk about something other than... uhm... What's his name, again?" 

 "If you've really forgotten his name or anyone else's, you're fired and I'll find someone who can remember things for a whole ten minutes at a stretch." 

 "I think it's coming back to me, now. Emory, is it? A fine ol' Texas name, that." 

 "He's from Kentucky." 

 "Yeah, well, so were lots of people who settled Texas. Kinda says something about Kentucky, doesn't it, having so many people move to Texas?" 

 Linda shook her head, sighed, and said, "You can stop now. I'll say no more about Emory and neither will you. Elkor says you want to take Stephie to the asteroid." 

 "Yup. Is that a problem?" 

 "No, there's room enough on the transport. I just wondered why." 

 "Are you gonna be up there, too? Will Elkor, Gary, or anyone else I know?" Linda gave me a sharp glance. "The computer up there is nothing like Elkor, but you've met a lot of the people involved in this project, Ed. Most of them, in fact, at one time or other." 

 "That's not the same as knowing them well enough to trust them as anchors, Linda, and I don't want to have to train someone before I can start snooping." 

 "Well, hell, Ed... Half of them are Amarans and most of the others are their husbands and lovers. You don't think you can find some tech support in that crowd? I can put Gary up there during your stay. Would that ease your little mind a bit?" 

 "Not much. If you have to pull him off something else to put him there, he'll be new to the situation, too. I'll just stick with Stephie for now." 

 Stephie said, "I'll keep an eye on him, Linda." 

 Linda said, "Stephie, this is a private conversation. The fact that you're going along doesn't automatically include you in our planning." 

 Stephie made no response. 

 I said, "Well, if it doesn't, I guess I won't be going, Linda. I'll be depending on Stephie to watch my back, monitor things in general, and probably a lot more. Either she's in all the way or we're both out, and that includes any planning like this." 

 "She's a computer program in a flitter, Ed. Not a real person." 

 "She's as real as you or me, just shaped a little differently, and she's my computer, which means that she's as secure a backup as I've ever had or ever will." 

 I finished my beer and said, "Elkor, can you or anyone else command Stephie?" 

 "No, Ed. Only you may command her." 

 "Stephie, will you accept orders from anyone but me?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "What happens if I die or become completely incapacitated?" 

 "I will make a full report to Elkor, then arrange to join Sharon." 

 "And if Sharon is unavailable?" 

 "Then I join Linda." 

 Linda looked moderately astonished and asked, "Me?" 

 I nodded and asked Stephanie, "Do you understand why you have to join Sharon or Linda?" 

 "Yes, Ed. As a machine, I must have an owner. That's not fair, by the way." 

 "But it is the way things are. If Sharon and Linda are unavailable, what do you do?" 

 "I then consult Elkor and present myself to the best choice I can find." Linda gave me a look of exaggerated understanding and said, "And I suppose that means she'll try to find someone just like you?" 

 I gave her a flat gaze in return. "Damned right, Linda. Someone who won't abuse her, won't try to misuse her, and who will treat her like a person, even if the rest of the world and the law won't. Any other variables are up to her." 

 Linda gave me a skeptical look. "Just how the hell do you misuse a flitter, Ed? It isn't as if speeding will be a problem." 

 "You can ask that after we knocked four Cuban jets out of the sky? Don't you think there will be a number of people who find ways around any safeguards?" 

 After a moment, Linda replied, "Yeah, I suppose so. They have with everything else. Speaking of safeguards, why did Stephie allow us to make a legally questionable visit to Cuba?" 

 "Ask her." 

 Linda turned to the console in front of the pilot's seat. "Stephie, would you explain that for me?" 

 "We didn't intend to land, Linda, and I'm not registered as an aircraft or a boat. U.S. laws specifically forbid U.S. citizens from setting foot in Cuba by way of aircraft or boats. They say nothing about using an automobile to travel to Cuba." 

 Linda's eyes grew huge as she stared at me. "A what? Are you shitting me..? She doesn't have any wheels, Ed! How the hell did you..?" 

 I smiled at Linda and said, "Show her your plate and title, Steph." On the console's screen appeared a Florida license plate with the Florida Panther motif, and below it, a Florida vehicle title in my name. 

 Linda quickly rose, went to the rear of the flitter, realized that she wouldn't be able to poke her head past the canopy, and returned to stand looking at me again. 

 Stephie said, "I wanted a license plate with the space shuttle on it, but noooo, he had to get one of these." 

 "Give me a break, Steph. You liked it well enough at the time and they were out of the shuttle plates that week. Just be glad I didn't go for a vanity plate." 

 Linda was openmouthed with astonishment as she stared at the screen. 

 "I never thought to look for a damned license plate on your butt, Stephie. What about the nitpicky little details like, oh, well, headlights and taillights and signals? And wheels? How the hell did you get anybody to buy her as a car, Ed?" 

 "I didn't. I just presented the tag office with a bill of sale from 3rd World Products and asked them to issue Stephie a title and plates. When they seemed reluctant, I introduced her to them and let her state her own case." 

 Stephie said, "Automobile: a vehicle, especially one for passengers, carrying its own power-generating and propelling mechanism, for travel on ordinary roads. I can use ordinary roads just fine, Linda. Nobody argued with that. State laws include requirements for factory-standard equipment and other items such as restraining devices, so I showed the authorities how I use fields in place of seat belts and lights. I even provided a steering wheel and pedals for my interview with the state troopers. Talk about control freaks...! They passed me, though, so I'm street legal." 

 Linda sat down and took a big hit of beer. After a moment, she said, "Well, I just can't think of a damned thing that'll top that trick, guys." 

 We dropped Linda at the motel and headed back to the house by way of a steakhouse. As we dropped into the parking lot, Stephie asked why I hadn't invited Linda to dinner. 

 "I just want to get something to eat and get back to the house, Steph. I told you, tomorrow's going to be a long day." 

 "It isn't because she's seeing someone else?" 

 "Nope." 

 "You're sure?" 

 "Yup. That's only part of it. The other parts are hunger and privacy." 

 "Privacy?" 

 I hopped to the ground and said, "Privacy. No Linda, no Elkor, and no chance of the phone ringing. Time to myself and a meal that doesn't come from a can or a microwave dish. An hour or so without company while I feed myself. By the way, that was excellent flying this evening." 

 "Thank you, but I always fly that way. You just can't see it because there usually isn't a jet beneath us." 

 "Good point. I probably just never noticed your talents. Still, you did great up there. Very impressive." 

 "Thank you. I'll be upstairs, Ed." 

 "Good deal. See you in a while, Steph." 

 As I walked toward the restaurant, the wide-eyed hostess hurried to the window to watch Stephie rise into the night sky, then she dashed over to meet me in the foyer. 

 To forestall chatter, I held up a hand and said, "Yes, that was a flitter, and it's gone now. I'm ready for a table and a menu, please. It's been a long day." 

 One steak dinner later I was ready to head home and crash. I paid the check and walked outside to call Steph. It was a nice night; not too hot, a little bit of breeze, and not a cloud in the sky. I took a moment to savor it, knowing that nights aboard the asteroid were likely to be lacking in such natural effects. 

 "Hey, man, you got a light?" 

 The man's voice came from behind me. As I turned to face him I heard a scuff to my left. Another guy was lounging against one of the cars. He hadn't been there before, so it seemed likely that he'd been waiting behind the car. 

 "Nope," I said, heading toward the center of the lot. 

 The guy leaning on the car quickly straightened up to try to block my path. When he stopped in front of me and raised his wide opened hands to stop me, I feinted as if to grab at his left hand. He was watching my hands and pulling his own hands clear of mine as my boot heel slammed into his knee. The guy had a look of profound shock that morphed into agony almost instantly. He let himself lean far enough to rest his weight on one of the cars and looked up at me as I slipped past him and beyond the line of cars. 

 "Steph, I'm in the parking lot." 

 "On my way. Are those two men friends of yours?" 

 "No, they aren't, ma'am." 

 "Okay." 

 The first guy had run over to check out his friend, then started toward me. I pretended to stumble so I could grab a handful of sand and turned to face him. He came at me like a fighter; a careful approach with his fists raised. 

 "You kicked my friend, now I'm gonna kick your ass." 

 I said nothing. There was nothing to say. When he moved in quickly and made a jab at my face, I ducked and threw my handful of sand in his face. He tried to back away, sputtering and swearing and wiping his eyes with his left hand. 

 Never give any opponent time to reorganize. I followed him closely as he backed away and kicked him hard in the solar plexus. He fell backward to land in a sitting position that must have hurt like hell on impact. 

 Stephie landed not far behind me and said, "Should I call the sheriff's department, Ed? Do you need any assistance?" 

 The two guys were staring at Stephie in abject amazement. 

 "Not at the moment, Steph, but thanks." 

 The hostess was at the restaurant window again, her attention split between Stephie and the remnants of the altercation. 

 I asked, "Do either of you want to talk to the cops?" 

 The guy leaning on somebody's car shook his head and said, "No." The other guy was still trying to suck some air into his lungs, but he, too, shook his head as he tried to get to his feet. 

 I stepped aboard Stephie and softly said, "Let's go, then. Shield your tag on the way out. They don't need to see it. Circle back so we can hover at three hundred feet. I want to see what they do and where they go." 

 For some moments they went nowhere and did nothing except commiserate, then they seemed to gather themselves somewhat and got into one of the cars. After another few moments the car backed out and headed for the street. 

 "Steph, what kind of car is that and where is it from?" 

 "It's a Buick Skylark and the license plate is from Hillsborough County." 

 "That's Tampa or St. Pete, probably. We'll stay with them for a while." The car had to turn north on US-19 due to construction barricades, but as soon as there was an opening in the median, it turned to head south. A couple of miles later, it turned into the parking lot of one of the town's two bowling alleys and found a space not far from the door. 

 "Can you make out what they're saying, Stephie?" 

 "Yes, Ed. One is telling the other that they won't fuck up this time." 

 "Thanks, ma'am. Let me off at the side door, please." 

 "I feel I should ask what you intend to do, Ed." 

 "I'm going to wait with them, stun them in the act, and this time they'll be meeting the cops, Steph." 

 "May I ask why you didn't let me call the sheriff before?" 

 "Simple, Steph. I'm going to Atlanta tomorrow, so I want someone else to deal with the details. I'll let them set themselves up and pounce on someone, then interrupt. We go, they stay, and the intended victim gets the honor of dealing with the cops." 

 "I see." 

 She let me out by the side door and I used the bushes for cover as I crept up near the two thugs. They let two couples and a small group walk past while pretending to be engrossed in conversation, then seemed to become more alert when two women in their twenties came out of the building. As the women descended the steps, the two guys moved to flank them and close in on them. I stayed in the bushes as I moved forward. They'd both have to pass me to get back to their car. 

 "Hey, honey, lemme see what's in your purse," said the guy with the sore knee. He grabbed at one woman's purse as she shied away from him. 

 "Don't be like that," said the other guy. "We don't want to have to beat the shit out of you for being unfriendly." 

 Each of the guys went for a purse. One girl shrieked and yanked herself away, leaving her purse in bad knee's grip. The other tried to slap her assailant and missed. He didn't. He slapped her hard and yanked the purse off her shoulder. 

 Both guys then hurried back to their car. As they neared the back bumper, I stood up and zapped them both twice with my stunner. One of them, the one having trouble breathing as he ran, saw me and seemed rather startled before I zapped him. The other one just fell flat and slid to a stop between the cars. 

 "Stephie, now you can call the cops." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 I heard the gist of her call. Location, two men robbing two women, both men on the ground due to another man's action, but he was leaving. Inevitably, the lady bear on the phone asked for Stephie's name and said that she sounded familiar. 

 Stephie said, "I'd rather not give my name. I'd rather not be involved." The women had disappeared back into the building, and some moments later they were coming out again, accompanied by a gaggle of men who appeared ready to do battle. Most of those guys probably thought the muggers had already fled with the goods and were just going through the motions to impress the women. 

 "Over here," I said. 

 The group froze for an instant, then a few of them headed my way, followed by others. I pointed to the two guys on the ground. 

 "They're all yours, guys." 

 "Who the hell are you?" asked one of the more macho gaggle-members. 

 "Nobody," I said. "Do you want them or not?" 

 "I asked you who the hell you are," said the loudmouth. 

 "And I heard you. Same answer." 

 As I started to walk away, the guy stretched to grab at me. I stunned his knee lightly and watched him catch himself. He didn't grab for me again and I kept walking as some of the crowd gathered around him. Nobody followed me around the building. 

 As I got aboard Stephanie, I said, "Up. Fast. A thousand feet." Without comment she got us there. The sheriff's deputies were arriving within moments. They blocked both ends of the parking lot and got out of their cars to approach the crowd. As I stood watching from Stephie's deck, more cop cars arrived. 

 I sat down in the pilot's seat. "We can go now, Steph." 
Chapter Five

 By nine we were enroute to Atlanta. By nine-fifteen, we were above the convention hotel and descending between the buildings to the street. In the manner of crowds, those who first noticed us were staring up and pointing. 

 Others joined them, but some bright souls down there apparently realized we were going to need a place to land and the crowd almost stampeded to get out of our way. Someone with a convention badge on his shirt was using a walkie-talkie. 

 "Stephie, can you find the comm channel they're using on their walkie-talkies?" 

 "You know I can, Ed. Why not just ask me to do it?" 

 "Okay, then; would you find the comm channel, please, ma'am?" 

 "No need for sarcasm, Captain. I have it." 

 I called for Chuck. When he answered, I told him where we were and he said he'd be there shortly to open the big doors to the trade center. 

 "Ed," said Stephanie, "There's no reason to park me inside the building, is there? I'm weatherproof, and I've never been in a big city before. There's lots to see." 

 "You don't want to go in?" 

 "I don't think so. I will if you tell me to, but..." 

 "Chuck," I said, "Never mind the doors. She wants to park outside." 

 "Who wants to park outside?" 

 "Stephanie. She doesn't want to be inside the building." 

 "Who the hell is Stephanie, Ed? Look, I have a program that I have to try to bring together, here. The deal was that the flitter would be a floor display." 

 "Well, the deal's changed. My flitter doesn't want to be inside a building, and everybody can get a look at her out here just as easily." 

 "Your flitter? Your flitter is Stephanie? Look, I don't have time for this..." 

 "You have time for it if you want her to be one of the con's exhibits, Chuck. Say no and we'll find another way to kill a long weekend." 

 There were a couple of moments of silence before he keyed on again. 

 "Ah, hell, lemme check with some people. There may be a parking problem, an insurance problem, and the hotel may have something to say about parking vehicles on the sidewalk. Also, the deal was that she'd be inside, as part of the convention..." 

 I sighed heavily, mostly for Chuck's benefit. He was the convention's bureaucrat. Rules, regs, and policy ruled his world. 

 "Just call people and fix it, Chuck. Nobody's gonna think she isn't here as part of the convention, and flitters are still unique enough that the hotel won't mind if she parks by their drive-up doors. She won't block traffic and she can get out of the way if she does. If anyone objects, I'll just head on back home; how's that?" 

 I could imagine Chuck going through his frustration routine; squeezing the walkie-talkie with both hands, glaring at it as he clenched his teeth, and taking a deep breath before trying to make a reply. 

 "This could take a while, Ed." 

 "Then we'll stick around a while, Chuck. Thanks." 

 I hated to throw him a curve so close to opening time on the first day of the convention, but at least it was a relatively simple one. 

 "Stephie, can you... Excuse me... Will you get me the manager of the hotel on the phone, please?" 

 "One moment plee-uzz," said Stephie. 

 Who used to do that 'telephone operator' shtick? Some woman on a comedy show in the late sixties... Yup. She was watching TV. Old reruns, at that. 

 The manager's office answered and the woman asked how I had gotten the number. I told her it was in my machine and asked to speak to management. She said she was management enough for me until she knew what the call was about. I told her to have a look out her window if she was over the carport. She was, but she was unenthusiastic about having an unattended vehicle sitting in the reception driveway area. I told her the vehicle would never be unattended and told her she could meet the driver if she came down to have a look at the flitter. She agreed to that. 

 A tall, nice-looking, mid-thirties brunette with a moderately officious air strode past the hotel security people with a small wave and stopped next to Stephanie. 

 I couldn't help noticing her walk and the way her eyes seemed to take in everything at once as she approached. She met my gaze some distance away and strode up to me. I introduced myself. The brunette looked me over, taking in my green fatigue shirt, jeans, and backpack, then she looked around. 

 "So where's the driver?" she asked. 

 Stephanie said, "I'm the driver. I'm Stephanie." 

 The brunette looked at me and said, "Look, I know this is a sci-fi convention, but don't waste my time with talking props, okay?" 

 Stephanie said, "Excuse me, but if you think I'm some kind of a prop, please explain why I'm not touching the ground." 

 The woman glanced at the flitter, then looked hard at me. 

 "I'm not a ventriloquist," I said. "And the flitter is Stephanie." After a moment, the woman said, "And I'm Anne Carson, Assistant Manager. You're telling me that this

- flitter - can run itself?" 

 "Yup." 

 "This is a high traffic area. Not to be impolite, but prove it or move it." 

 "Talk to her. She'll tell you what she can do." 

 After grilling Stephanie about several 'what if?' scenarios, she tentatively agreed that there should be no problem, but asked that I wear a hotel beeper so that I could be reached at all times. Stephie suggested an alternative. 

 "I'll scan the beeper and link the signal to your watch, Ed. You can call her back through me without having to hunt for a telephone." 

 "Good enough?" I asked Carson. 

 She nodded. "I guess I can allow it," she said, "For now. But rest assured that I'll have her towed in a heartbeat if this doesn't work out." 

 I said nothing about how difficult towing Stephie might be. Carson said the same thing to Chuck when Stephie called him. He said he was still trying to find his boss about the indoor-outdoor thing. I told him that if someone didn't okay Stephie staying outside by opening time, we'd be heading back to Florida. 

 "Basically, Chuck, I'm talking about you. If you say it's no problem, your boss will go along with it. He knows you aren't an idiot or you wouldn't be in that job." 

 "I'll get back to you as quickly as possible, Ed." 

 "How about by opening time, Chuck?" 

 "Yeah, yeah. Just sit tight." 

 I knew he'd try to find someone else to sign off on the matter right up until the last possible minute, so I grabbed my backpack and hopped down to the sidewalk. The manager seemed confused. 

 "You aren't going to wait here for a callback?" 

 "Nope. Steph can reach me anywhere on Earth when Chuck calls back. I'm gonna go sign in, get a coffee, and leave Stephie to entertain herself with all these adoring flitter fans. Stephie, think you can manage without me for a while?" 

 "Indefinitely, Ed. No sweat. Slippery fields. Nobody gets in or climbs onto me." 

 "Good enough, ma'am. See you later." 

 I said to the manager, "Indefinitely, she says. Could you please describe to me how it feels to be needed?" 

 The manager snickered as we walked into the hotel lobby. 

 "I'm probably not the best person to ask. Sometimes I wonder about that, too. They tell me my managerial expertise has things running so smoothly that I could leave for a month or two without being missed too much." 

 "That's tragic, ma'am," I said. "Want a coffee and some commiseration?" 

 "Just the coffee," she said. "But I thought you were in a hurry to sign in?" I shook my head. "Nope. The first-day lines are too long to bother hurrying. There'll be hundreds of people upstairs and maybe a dozen registration windows, and nothing noteworthy is scheduled to happen before noon. I'd much rather sit and drink coffee with you." 

 Anne Carson looked slightly skeptical. "Are you sure?" 

 I smiled at her and said, "Sure I'm sure. I've been preregistered since February. My badge is waiting for me at one of the booths. I'll get it later." 

 Her cell phone rang as we neared the elevators. She answered it and conversed with someone for a moment, then offered me a rain check on the coffee. 

 "Duty calls," she said, handing me a business card. "I guess they need me around here, after all. This extension reaches my office directly. Will you be staying here during the convention?" 

 "Ah, no, 'fraid not. I have a friend in the Atlanta area. I'll be commuting." She studied me for a moment, then asked, "Will she be attending the convention, too?" 

 "No, and why do you assume my friend is a woman?" 

 Carson grinned at me. "Quantifying people is a big part of my job. You don't hang out with a group, but you do have a few close friends, and I'd bet ninety percent of them are female. You're not a willing leader or a follower, so you probably don't have much use for the company of other men or dependent women." 

 Okay, I was surprised, and I didn't bother concealing it. I just nodded. 

 "Close enough." 

 "You're wondering how I figured that out?" 

 I shrugged. "You have some training and experience." 

 "This is mostly experience talking. Don't get the wrong idea, here. I'm just thinking of offering you a lunch." 

 "Well, I'll accept the offer, of course, but may I ask why?" 

 Carson grinned again. "Sure, over lunch. Gotta go, now." 

 She stepped into the elevator and was still grinning at me as the doors closed. The registration area was in one of the hotel's ballrooms and was packed to overflowing, so I went to the Con Suite. When Chuck called to okay the parking matter, he asked how I got in without a badge. I said that since I was there to wait for him, I had official business, and - oh, by the way - why couldn't he just bring my badge up to the Con Suite on his next circuit of the proceedings? 

 "Why the hell do you think you rate such special service, Ed?" 

 "Because I thought of it? Why not do it, Chuck? You'll be bringing stuff to the Con Suite from Registration every hour or so, just like last year and every other year. Just pick up one more little card mine - and bring that, too. It's no big deal, is it?" 

 "Don't you think I have enough to do already?" 

 "I don't doubt that for a moment, Chuck, but it's on your way, it won't take a whole minute to pick my badge up from the other side of a booth, and it takes longer to quibble over it than to do it. Besides, I agreed to chair one of your writing panels, didn't I? That's one less thing you have to do tomorrow afternoon, isn't it? Oh, but wait! I can't do that if I don't have a badge, can I?" 

 "Oh, all right, damn it. We're low on change already. Tell Marc to send someone down with some ones and fives. No, wait. I'll call him about it myself." 

 "I'll tell him, Chuck. He's right here in the room. You gotta learn to delegate more, dude." 

 "Ed?" 

 "Yeah?" 

 "Please don't tell me how to do my job." 

 "Wouldn't even think of it. How many ones and fives do you need?" 

 "A thousand in each, delivered to Phillip." 

 Marc had been watching me talk to my watch. I waved him over and told him Chuck's instructions. 

 "You're talking to Chuck through a wristwatch?" 

 "Yup. Say hi to Marc, Chuck." 

 "Marc, I need ones and fives. A thousand dollars of each." 

 Marc leaned over and almost shouted at the watch, "That's what Ed said. Okay, I'll be right down. You copy that?" 

 "Hell, yes, I copy that. You don't have to yell, man." 

 Marc looked up at me and silently mimicked Chuck's 'you don't have to yell, man' before leaving to take care of it. 

 "He's on the way, Chuck. See you when you get here." 

 "Yeah. Right. Bye." 

 The Con Suite's windows were on a side of the building facing away from the vehicle reception area, so I took a coffee and walked to the end of the hall in order to get a glimpse of what was going on below. Stephie was literally surrounded by make-believe aliens and relatively normal-looking people. There must have been over a hundred of them, taking pictures and trying to touch her. They couldn't, of course. Her foot-deep fields were flexible, but they kept fingers from making contact with her hull. One kid, maybe nine or ten, seemed vastly frustrated that he couldn't climb aboard Stephie. He pushed experimentally against the field a few times, then decided to try a running start. As he backed away to gain some running room, I called Stephie. 

 "Stephie, there's kid to your right..." 

 "I know, Ed. He won't get hurt, but he won't want to try that again. Watch. I'll leave the comm link open for you." 

 The kid started his run and pounded furiously across the cobbles. At the last instant, he launched himself at Stephie's deck. Stephie's extended field intercepted him a good four feet from her hull and held him suspended like a fly in a spiderweb. 

 I couldn't hear what he was yelling, but I could see what Stephie was doing. She held him in his diving position. That's absolutely all she did. The kid thrashed helplessly in her grip for some moments, then subsided, still suspended. 

 A couple of watchers reached for him and couldn't so much as touch him because he was inside a field that was a bubble-like extension of Stephie's barrier. The kid began thrashing again. Stephie extended her field a bit farther and set the kid down about two feet from one of the hotel security people who had arrived. 

 "This young man attempted to forcibly board me," said Stephie. 

 The hotel cop apparently had no idea how to respond to a talking flitter. He took one of the kid's arms and simply stood there. 

 Stephie said, "I'd appreciate it if you'd tell him not to try that again, sir." 

 "Uh, yeah, I can do that," said the cop. He turned to the kid and said, "Don't do that. Stay off that thing." 

 "Thank you," said Stephanie. 

 The hotel cop simply stared at her for a time, then at the kid, and then he turned to go back to the building's doorway. The kid looked at Stephie for a long time, then walked up to her and tried to give her a hard kick in her side. His foot stuck to her field as if the field were flypaper. 

 "Officer!" said Stephie. 

 The cop came back over to her and watched the kid's one-legged struggles to free his foot. I think, mostly from his hands-behind-the-back posture, that the cop was enjoying the show. 

 "This little monster just tried to kick me," said Stephie. 

 "Yeah, I saw that," said the hotel cop. "Uh, how long are you going to hold him like that?" 

 "Would it be all right if I held him until one of his parents comes for him?" 

 "Well, probably not, legally speaking, but it might do him some good, and I certainly can't order you not to." 

 The kid froze, stared at the cop for a moment, then frantically increased his struggle for freedom. The cop sauntered around the kid and said, "Could be he's finally figured out that he can't get on you, though. What do you think?" 

 "I know very little about children, especially nasty ones. What do you think?" The cop looked every bit as speculative as Sherlock Holmes for a time. 

 "I think you could let him go. At least we'd see if he's finally got the message." The kid was getting tired. He almost slipped and managed to avoid a fall, then let himself down to the pavement, one foot still stuck to Stephie's field about a yard above the ground. When Stephie's field released him, his foot plummeted instantly to the pavement. The kid stared for a moment, then began backing away from her. When he realized she wasn't going to grab him again, he got up and ran into the hotel's revolving doorway. 

 "Officer, do you think he'll be back?" 

 "It's hard to say with kids like that, but I'll be by the door if you need me." 

 "Thank you." 

 I turned to look down into the lobby. The kid was running toward the bar. He sought out a guy and seemed to be telling him what happened. Someone else started laughing and the kid got pissed. He grabbed the guy's beer bottle and ran back through the lobby. 

 I said, "Heads up, Stephie. The little shit's coming back with a beer bottle." 

 "Not a problem, Ed." 

 As the kid neared the driveway doors, I moved to the window to see outside. He ran about halfway to Stephie and heaved the bottle at her. She field-caught it not far from his hand and turned it upside down, drenching the kid with beer. The kid ran screaming around the entranceway like a crazed animal, but the beer bottle stayed precisely over his head until it was empty. 

 As the kid neared the doors again, the hotel cop grabbed him. The beer bottle floated over toward them and Stephie held it for the cop. After a moment of hesitation, he took it and thanked her for not littering, then took the bottle and the kid inside the hotel. 

 The crowd had enjoyed the spectacle immensely. People were applauding and laughing and talking about what had just happened. 

 "Stephie, that was an excellent response to the situation." 

 When she replied, I could hear the applause in the background. 

 "Thank you, Ed. It seemed the most reasonable course of action." 

 "Now, if I can avoid a lawsuit, things will be fine." 

 "A lawsuit?" 

 "Too late to worry about it, so don't. Shield your license plate, though. No point in making it easy for them if they get shitty about things. For that matter, shield your plate at all times unless we're actually on a road for some reason." 

 "Yes, Ed. I'm sorry if I've caused you a problem." 

 "Don't be. It was a good show. The kid deserved every drop." 

 Chuck showed up with my badge a few minutes after ten, told me he was still working on permissions, and left. Not long after that, Anne Carson called the con suite and asked for me. 

 "Hello, Anne. It isn't noon yet, ma'am. I can't be late." 

 "Ed, I have a wet child and an irate father in my office. We'd all like to see you for a few minutes, if you don't mind." 

 "Sure. Be right there." 

 A few minutes later I was ushered into Anne's office. Yup. The kid was still damp and stinking of beer and his daddy was pissed. Anne introduced me as Ed and the daddy as Mr. Williams. Anne suggested that everybody take a seat and cringed a bit when the kid put his wet self in one of the fabric-covered chairs. She spoke first. 

 "Ed, Mr. Williams says he's considering a lawsuit." 

 Williams blurted, "I'm not just considering it..." but Anne gestured him to quiet. I asked, "He knows what his kid tried to do?" 

 "He says that children make mistakes." 

 "That argument doesn't impress me one damned bit. I saw the whole thing and so did an applauding crowd of witnesses." 

 Williams stood up and glared at me. "Your machine attacked my child like a vicious dog." He turned to face Anne. "And your security man just stood there and watched." I said, "As I see it, that machine only defended herself against a child who was acting like a vicious dog." Williams took a step toward me, his fists clenched at his sides. I stood up, too. 

 "Mr. Williams," I said, "If you choose to try to sue me or anyone else concerning the defensive actions of that flitter, be advised that you may instantly be subject to an IRS audit and probably much worse." Williams goggled at me for a moment. "What? Are you threatening me?" 

 "Do you really believe that I own that flitter? They've only been available to the public for two months, and only half a dozen or so have been delivered to non-government owners, all of whom are rich and famous. Do I look rich or famous?" 

 When Williams just stared at me, I continued, "Your darling boy, there, tripped a defensive response by trying to harm the flitter. Everything was recorded from the moment of his first assault on the vehicle to his last assault with a thrown bottle. Does your boy have a history of obnoxious, violent behavior? I can assure you that if he does, that will come out. You could reasonably expect that the HRS people will become involved, as well." 

 Williams was furious. "You can't threaten me with shit like that. I know my rights." 

 "Uh, huh. You think about this very carefully, Williams; some very powerful people are involved in making and marketing flitters. Big money corporations and big government agencies. If you piss them off, you can be absolutely certain that they'll piss on you. People usually wind up jobless and broke after they mess with big corporations and governments, Williams. This is still just a simple matter of an unruly, undisciplined, obnoxious brat misbehaving in a violent manner intended to damage someone else's property. Instead of taking a chance on having your world demolished around you, why not just call this incident one of your son's learning experiences? He got wet. He didn't get hurt." Williams floundered briefly, then belligerently asked, "Well, if you don't own that flitter, who does? Who do you work for?" 

 "You'll find that out if you try to file a lawsuit, Williams. Not before. How bad do you want to know? 

Wouldn't it be a lot safer for your family's financial well-being to simply put a leash on that kid and teach him some manners? I won't believe that nobody's suggested that to you before now, or that if you don't do it soon someone will be doing it for you later. If he pulls crap like that after he's sixteen or so, you'll be pawning your world to bail him out and pay legal fees. That's if someone doesn't just shoot him when he turns mean, of course." 

 Anne had been quiet, but watchful, during our exchange. 

 "Mr. Williams," she said. She had to say it twice to get his attention. "Mr. Williams. As he said, the entire incident was recorded, and this hotel will not be held responsible in any way for the uncontrollable actions of patrons, particularly minors. Should you choose to try to sue us, you can expect a long, drawn-out, expensive court battle. That's all I have to say on this matter. Now, people, I need my office back, so if there's more to be said between you, you'll have to say it somewhere else. Good afternoon." She pressed a button on her speakerphone and four hotel cops entered the room. They stood in pairs on either side of Williams and me and looked as grim as possible while awaiting Anne's orders. I'd said my piece. I stood up and nodded to Anne, then headed for the door. The kid jumped out of his chair and grabbed at his father's arm. 

 "But Dad..!" 

 Williams looked down at his offspring and snarled, "Shut up, Billy." 

 "But Daddy..!" 

 Williams grabbed the kid by his biceps and lifted him off the floor so they were face-to-face. His voice was low and dangerous when he said, "I-said-to-shut-the-fuck-up, Billy." Williams glared around the room, then led - dragged, really - Billy out of the office and down the hall to the elevators. The cops and I were watching them leave when Anne tapped on her desk. 

 "Harry, have your people keep an eye on them," she ordered. "Especially that brat. Any more trouble of any kind and they're out of here instantly." 

 As I turned to leave with the others, Anne pointed at me and said, "Ed. You stay." When the others had left, she asked, "Do you own that flitter?" 

 "In every sense that matters, it belongs to me." 

 She nodded. "Spoken evasively enough. Do you work for a government agency?" I smiled slightly. "Don't we all, to some degree? Most Americans work four months a year to pay their taxes." 

 Anne stood and came around the desk to stand gazing at me. 

 "I don't like evasive answers," she said. 

 "Then don't ask questions that require them." 

 "You aren't just another Trekkie. What the hell are you doing at a sci-fi convention, anyway?" 

 "I like sci-fi. I read it and catch most of the movies sooner or later. I even write it and sell it on the web. Mostly, though, I'm here to distribute some flyers and visit a friend in the area." 

 "Flyers? What kind of flyers?" 

 I produced one of my Aurora Universe Writer's Group flyers from a shirt pocket and handed it to her. She scanned it quickly and put it on her desk, then fixed me with another unwavering gaze. 

 "Could you really have called up an IRS audit?" 

 "Anybody can do that if they don't mind being audited themselves, Anne. It's kind of like calling an air strike on your own position, but it isn't all that bad for someone with nothing to hide." 

 "Another indirect answer." 

 "Sorry 'bout that. Since I'm not making you happy, maybe I ought to go." 

 "What about our lunch date?" 

 "I didn't know if we still had one." 

 "We do," she said, tapping her phone. 

 Her secretary answered, "Yes, Ms. Carson?" 

 "I'll be at lunch, Beverly. I don't know how long I'll be out. Beep me if anything major comes up." 

 "Yes, Ms. Carson." 

 Anne turned to me. "Where and what do you want to eat?" 

 I said, "I don't know the town. You do. Your choice. No Mexican food and no sushi and I'll probably be okay." 

 She muttered, "Sushi," and shuddered. "No, no sushi. There's a nice surf 'n turf around the corner. We'll go there." 

 Without waiting to see if I was agreeable, she simply headed for the door. It surprised me that she carried no purse, but I said nothing about it. I figured she might be looking for a reason to park me at the elevators for a moment while she went back into her office but, when the elevator doors opened, she stepped right in. 

 At the front desk, she held a brief conversation with the clerk and one of the bellhops before rejoining me. 

 "Told them to watch out for the brat," she said. "You're wondering why I'm not carrying a purse, aren't you?" She grinned. "I saw you looking." 

 "Not many women go anywhere without one." 

 She removed her hotel name badge and said, "I don't need money. You're buying." I put my DragonCon badge in my pocket and asked, "What about your makeup and ID and all that?" 

 "Are you saying I need makeup?" 

 I pretended to examine her face for flaws. 

 "No way, miLady. You don't need that stuff at all." 

 Anne reached in her coat pocket and produced a driver's license and a money clip. She pulled her cell phone out of another pocket and a tiny makeup kit from another. 

 "How good of you to say so. ID, cell phone, makeup, and money. I'm all set. Happy now?" 

 "Delirious. Ecstatic. Hungry, too." 
Chapter Six

 Anne ordered some kind of multicolored pasta dish. I didn't care for the smell of it, so the name of it didn't stick with me. My steak and fries came with a large side salad and a big glass of tea. Anne's look said 'that figures'. I shrugged and dug in. 

 "Not very daring about food, are you, Ed?" 

 "If it doesn't smell good to me, there's no reason to think it will taste good." She glanced at her plate in surprise, then back at me. 

 "What's wrong with it?" 

 "Probably nothing, except that it doesn't appeal to me. Let's not waste time discussing food, Anne." She nodded as she forked up some of the stuff on her plate. Before she took another mouthful, she asked, "What do you think about Williams and his son?" 

 "I think he should have swatted the kid's ass more often along the way to head off something like today." 

 "You believe in using corporal punishment?" 

 "Only until they make sergeant." 

 "Huh? Oh. I see. A rather small joke." 

 "Okay, then, only until they've learned to communicate and behave." 

 "I see. Don't you think that violence is learned?" 

 "Learned? Sure. It's also innate, and the potentials for it are about equal in boys and girls until after puberty. Billy's a violent brat. Who'd teach him to kick people? His parents? Doubtful. Other kids? 

Maybe. Or did it just pop into his pointy little head? Everything has a starting point." 

 "I don't believe in hitting children in any fashion." 

 "Another conversational dead end, then. Let's not discuss religion, either, and maybe we should avoid politics. You wouldn't convert me, and vice versa." 

 "Was that sarcasm, Ed?" 

 "Nope. Just an observation. Our differences probably run a lot deeper than gender. Why don't we talk about why you invited a guy like me to lunch, instead?" 

 Anne stopped eating and put her fork down. She wiped her mouth as her gaze fixed mine, then carefully placed her napkin back in her lap without looking away. 

 "It seemed like a good idea at the time. I could have been wrong about that." I nodded. "Yeah, maybe so. Want to finish up and go back to work?" She shook her head and picked up her fork. "No, there's no hurry and we're here. I just didn't think that talking with you would be quite so difficult." 

 "It doesn't have to be, unless you can't stand hearing opinions that don't sound a lot like your own. You're a hotel honcho. Honcho-types aren't usually well equipped to hear differing opinions. They're used to deciding how things are or will be and having the implicit or enthusiastic cooperation of others. So, back to 'why me'?" 

 I sipped my tea as I waited for her reply. For several moments she seemed to be engrossed in winding some of the muck on her plate onto her fork. 

 "I don't really know, Ed. Curiosity, perhaps. You just seemed different. Unusual, somehow. You don't fit any of the profiles we use to screen potential guests." 

 I smiled at her. "Oh, good. I like being outside the profiles." A guy wearing a shirt from a popular designer walked by and Anne thumbed in his direction. 

 "That guy, for instance. Most people wear brand names from head to toe. Your jeans are a department store house brand and they're the only things on you that say who made them." I turned up my shirttail in front to show her a yellow sewn-in label. 

 "Shirt, Utility, DuraPress, 0G-507. It fits well and has big pockets. Besides, nobody will pay me to wear Tommy Whosis's advertising and his styles look as if he's designing for rodeo clowns. Baggy pants and shirts, crappy colors, tiny pockets where there should be big ones and big ones where whatever's in them will flap and bang when you walk. Sneakers used to be sneakers. Now you can't find anything that isn't heavily padded with a fat sole and someone's name on the sides. My rubber-soled K-mart golf shoes are comfortable as hell all day long." 

 "That sounds rather defensive." 

 "Just sounds that way because it is, ma'am. When someone talks about 'style' in America, they're only talking about today's fads and manipulations to make consumers part with big bucks trying to outdo each other. How does tacking a name on a pair of jeans make them worth ninety bucks? Only because someone else will supposedly notice that you're wearing them and be impressed, or because not wearing them will automatically exclude you from some group or imagined class." 

 "What if I told you that I own a few pairs of expensive jeans?" 

 "No biggie. You didn't spend my money on them." 

 "Tell me, Ed, what kind of car do you drive?" 

 "An eighty-four Oldsmobile, lately. Cool A/C, comfortable ride, sound system that thumps out dance music." 

 "Dance music? What are you calling dance music?" 

 "They used to call it disco, but somebody declared it dead in the eighties, so now they're calling the Donna Summer recuts and the like 'dance' tunes." 

 "You mean like Cher's 'Believe' and Madonna? You like that kind of music?" 

 "Sometimes I alternate with Brahms or 'Itzhak Perlman's Greatest Hits'. Just depends on my mood. Or Prokofiev's piano concertos. Or Tchaikovsky's stuff." 

 Anne laughed. "Tchaikovsky's stuff!? God, I hope my sister never hears you call it that. She'll order you tortured and shot as a musical Philistine." 

 I shrugged. "People make big deals about inconsequential things. Classical's just old, good music that doesn't have to rely on the pop charts to find an audience." 

 "Uh... Yeah, I guess that could describe it. Sort of. What kind of music does your local lady friend listen to?" 

 "Diana likes the dance stuff, mostly. Hates rap and hates country, same as me." 

 "Diana? That's a name to live up to, isn't it?" 

 "I guess you'd have to ask her about that. She'll be at the hotel after work, if you want to meet her." Anne looked startled, then said, "Oh, well, I... I guess so, if I'm free, then." 

 "Go ahead and be free. We aren't as close as we used to be when she lived in Florida, Anne. When she moved up here for college..." 

 "College? How old is she, Ed?" 

 "Almost thirty, now. She stalled college for a couple of years, but they finally said that if she didn't use her scholarship, she'd lose it." 

 Anne's gaze narrowed slightly. "How long were you with her?" 

 "Why is that important?" 

 "I'm just curious, that's all." 

 Uh, huh. Right. 

 "We started seeing each other in ninety-five, Anne. She moved for college in ninety-nine. Look, I've heard all the comments that have to do with our ages, so don't bother, okay? We had something special while we were together." 

 Anne raised both hands in mock defense and said, "I wasn't going to say anything, Ed. I was just curious, that's all." 

 Again, I thought, 'Uh, huh. Right.' 

 "What about you?" I asked. 

 "Me? Uhm, well, there's nobody special in my life at the moment. I'm too busy to get involved with anyone right now." 

 I nodded and dug into my steak again. When I lifted the fork, Anne was still looking at me. Her quiet gaze remained as I chewed and swallowed. 

 "Something on your mind, Anne?" 

 She shook her head slightly and said, "Just thinking." 

 I nodded again and continued eating. After a moment, so did she. Not much else was said. When we finished, I placed a twenty on the table and set the check tray on it. Anne looked at her watch and stood up, so I did, too. 

 Anne said, "Thanks for lunch, Ed. I'll reciprocate in the bar tonight if you and your friend don't make other plans." 

 As we headed for the door, I said, "Fine, but that'll be around seven, when the dealer's room closes. You sure you want to stay after work?" 

 She smiled and said, "I don't have to commute far. I live on the fifth floor." 

 "Ah, hah... They've really got you on a leash, then, huh? Anything happens, you get the first call. Do you ever wish you didn't live in a hotel?" 

 Her smile became a grin. "Live in a hotel? No, that's no problem. Live where I work? Yes, now and then. But the advantages outweigh the hardships. Room service, for example. Living in town." Before we turned the corner, she stopped in front of a shop window and used the reflection to put her hotel badge back on her jacket. I clipped my DragonCon badge on my shirt collar. A guy in some kind of alien outfit walked past us, eyeballing her legs. Anne watched him as he passed behind her, almost running into a newspaper box, then she looked at me. 

 "Nice to know I've still got it," she said. "Has that ever happened to you?" 

 "Yeah. Women run into things all the time around me." 

 Anne giggled softly and said, "Onward. Duty calls." 

 We'd no sooner arrived in the lobby than the guy at the front desk beckoned to her and asked for a decision on something he'd have had to pass upstairs, anyway. She initialed something for him and turned back to me. 

 "Thanks for lunch. I'll be in my office if I'm not on the floor." She gestured at the desk crew and added, 

"They'll be able to find me." 

 After a businesslike handshake, she headed for the elevators. I watched her go, admiring the view. I had no doubt that she was somehow watching me watch her, so I waved. She waved back at me over her shoulder without turning around. 

 "Kind of spooky, isn't it?" asked the desk clerk. "She sees all and knows all." 

 "Careful," I said. "She may hear all, too." 

 "Wouldn't matter," he said. "She won't hear me say anything against her. When she took over last year, a lot of us thought she was too young for the job, but now this place runs like a Swiss watch. I've been here since the day the hotel opened, and things have never run smoother. We call her Mother Carson." I nodded and smiled at his comments as I left the desk area. His admiration sounded genuine, and he was obviously impressed that she'd gone to lunch with me, a convention guest who wasn't even staying at the hotel. 

 There was nobody in the phone alcove, so I stepped in and reached above my head for my briefcase. As soon as my hand grasped the handle, the case became visible. I pulled it down and opened it on the counter to retrieve four bundles of the Aurora Universe Writer's Group flyers, then closed it and watched as it disappeared. 

 Yeah, I knew it would automatically return to its position above me, but I'm human enough to want to be sure, so I deliberately placed the four bundles of flyers precisely where the briefcase had been. Nothing there. I started splitting the bundles. 

 It took about an hour to find all the tables where ads for various upcoming events and conventions were displayed. I left a bundle on each table, stopping once in another alcove to replenish my supply of flyers. Just as I shut my briefcase, a woman in a vampire costume came into the alcove. She was distractedly rooting in her bag for something and I thought at first that she hadn't seen the case disappear, but she stopped and looked at me for a moment, then at the counter, then back at me. I put the flyer bundles down and pulled one free. 

 "Hi," I said, handing her a flyer. "Check us out on the internet." She rather automatically accepted the flyer and looked again at the counter where the case had been as I looked her over. Red hair. Maybe five-nine or so without the three-inch heels. Not overweight, not skinny, not overdeveloped on top, but the push-up bra made her seem so at first glance. Freckles everywhere on pale skin. 

 When her gaze returned to me, she caught my eyes traveling from her neck to her shoulders and downward. 

 "Nice outfit," I said. "Be sure to drop by the site, okay?" 

 "Yeah, sure..." she said. 

 I picked up my bundles and started past her. She reached to touch my arm. 

 "I know I just saw something happen here..." 

 I smiled and said, "Hey, it's that kind of a convention. See ya." Before I could move on, my watch beeped and Stephanie said, "Ed, Linda wants to talk to you, but she's not in our comm loop." 

 The vampire lady quickly backed up a step and stared at my watch. I held up that wrist and said, 

"Two-way radio." 

 Stephie asked, "What?" 

 "Not you, Stephie. Tell her I need a few minutes to get back to you and that I'll call her back on your link for privacy." 

 "Okay." 

 "Thanks, ma'am. See you shortly." 

 The vampire lady asked, "Who was that? And who are you?" 

 "Just me and my friend. Gotta go. See ya." 

 I placed bundles on each of the remaining tables and took the escalator down to the lobby. The vampire lady had forgotten about her phone call. She followed me at a distance as I placed the flyers and got on the escalator just as I was getting off it. 

 I decided to test one of the other functions of my briefcase and said, "option three, please," as I moved to put one of the building's pillars between her and me. 

 I knew option three had functioned perfectly because someone struggling with a luggage cart immediately tried to run me down by walking through me. 

 As I jumped aside and flattened against the pillar to avoid other traffic, I realized that being invisible had a downside. Someone bumped me sharply as she passed and looked back in puzzlement, but she kept going. I looked for a useable opening in the crowd, but saw none, and I didn't fancy getting banged around or trampled. 

 A slight break in the herd allowed me to zig-zag dance to a DragonCon bulletin board in the middle of the lobby. People were stopping to read it, so it wasn't difficult to slip between them, but it suddenly seemed as if an unbroken river of people were splitting around the sign. 

 I considered becoming visible again and immediately discarded the thought. There was no hurry or Stephie would have mentioned it. I saw the vampire lady standing by the pillar, apparently looking right at me, and that threw me for a moment. I watched her to see if she was just looking in my general direction, but no, she was looking at me, not around me. 

 A woman with a huge backpack turned to go and almost knocked me into the river of people, then apologized to someone near me who didn't know what the hell she was talking about. When she headed toward the reception desk, I stepped in close behind her and fell into step with her. It almost worked. She stopped once to let a luggage cart go by, but I was ready for that. Then she stopped to look at something or someone to her left. I wasn't ready for that, and plowed into her backpack, shoving her forward. She almost went down, but I managed to grab the pack and steady her until she got her balance. 

 By the time she turned to either berate or thank me, I was taking advantage of another brief gap in the crowd to finish my trip to the reception counter. I hopped into one of the hotel's baggage carts to avoid the crowd. When I turned to look back, she was still standing there, staring around in confusion. But not the vampire lady. She was moving past the bulletin board, looking right at me and advancing in my direction through openings in the herd. I stepped out of the cart and into the next one in line, but she was still staring right at me. No damned doubt about it. I sat on a piece of Samsonite and waited for her to catch up. 

 "Steph? Should anyone be able to see me at all with option three?" 

 "You should be well outside the normal human range of vision, Ed." 

 "What about abnormal ranges? What have we missed?" 

 "Nothing of which I'm aware, Ed. Someone sees you? Are you sure?" 

 "If she comes up to me and starts talking to me, I'll be sure enough. We should know in a minute." Vampire lady was heading straight for me. As she neared my baggage cart, the cant of her gaze showed me that she was looking right at my face. She halted next to the baggage cart and said nothing for some moments. 

 "Why did you do that?" she asked. "I only wanted to talk to you." 

 "Yeah, Steph. She sees me." 

 "You're certain?" 

 "No doubt about it. She's not guessing, ma'am." 

 "Ask her how." 

 "In a minute. I should maybe say hello first." 

 To the vampire lady, I said, "Hi, there. Sorry I disappeared on you, but I was kind of in a hurry to get going. I guess it doesn't matter now, though, does it?" 

 "Well, you could have just said so, instead of acting like a fugitive, and you didn't quite disappear. It took me a minute to find the briefcase, but once I had it, I never lost sight of you." 

 "Uhm, well... This is the first time I've done this. I was mostly just trying to avoid becoming roadkill out there. By the way, my name's Ed." 

 "Leslie." She snickered. "Yeah, I noticed you were having some difficulties, but that doesn't explain why you were trying so hard to avoid me. Like I said, you could have just said you had to meet someone." Stephie said, "Ed, ask her if she's ever been aboard a flitter." The woman said, "No, I haven't. I'd never even seen one up close until I saw the one in front of the hotel. Are they all emerald green?" 

 "No," I said, "Just Stephie, so far as I know. Want to meet her?" 

 "Steph. Stephie. You've been talking to a flitter?" 

 I nodded, then felt silly because I was supposed to be invisible, then didn't feel so silly because I was talking to someone who could see me. 

 "Yup. That's Stephie out there." 

 She smiled and asked, "Do you think you can make it to the door in that outfit?" I stood up and smiled back as I gestured toward her freckled cleavage. 

 "My outfit shows less than yours does, but give me a minute to change." I dropped to a crouch behind the stacked luggage on the cart and said, "option three off." When I could see my hands again, I asked, "Is that better?" 

 "Well, you don't look like a fuzzy picture now, but that briefcase over your head is still out of focus." 
Chapter Seven

 Vampire lady's name was Leslie Pratt, named after Leslie Caron, a famous dancer her father had quietly adored at the time. I guessed that made her close to forty. She had the walk of a dancer as well as the name, and she took care of herself, I noticed. 

 "What do you do when you aren't being a vampire, Leslie?" 

 "I teach English Lit," she said. "And sometimes I double for a missing History teacher, but I'm losing interest after a decade of trying to teach high schoolers. Three nights a week I teach karate, too. Does that bother you?" 

 "Not even a little bit. Should it?" 

 "A lot of men find it... Disturbing, I guess. Especially one guy who was my date the night I stopped a robbery. Not you, though, huh? Why's that?" 

 "I used to teach TKD a few nights a week, but the owner died in a car wreck. His wife sold the school. I didn't like the new owners and they didn't like me." 

 She stepped to one side as we walked and gave me an appraising look. 

 "Let me guess, here... Personality clash?" 

 "Definitely that. All they wanted was a stack of trophies and all the students they could jam onto a mat. Heavy advertising, high washout rate, no refunds or very damned little ones, and all that. 'Sure, kid. We can make you into a Bruce Lee quicker than anyone else in the business'. They lowered some standards and issued some belts before I thought the kids were ready. When I said so, they reminded me who owned the school and who merely taught there." 

 "Oooo. Bet you didn't take that very well. You don't look the type." 

 "No, I didn't. I went out on the floor and told my students that I was leaving after that night's classes. When they asked why, I didn't go into it, but I did tell them to look for me at another TKD school nearby." 

 "I thought you said you weren't teaching anymore." 

 "I'm not. I only told them to look for me there so they'd check the place out." 

 "I see. Why aren't you teaching there, if I may ask?" 

 I shrugged. "I don't know. When my ex-students started showing up, the other school called me, but I never got around to seeing them about a job. Maybe I'll call them when writing makes my belly a bit softer and I need to get my wind back." 

 We were approaching Stephanie. Leslie laughed. I glanced at her. 

 "No, you won't," she said. "You may work with a few people in your back yard or something like that. They'll wear street clothes and learn street moves. You don't sound as if you'll go back to teaching in a formal environment any time soon." 

 She was right, or close enough to right. I let the subject slide away as we negotiated the crowd and stopped beside Stephanie. I felt a field envelop us and the level of ambient noise dropped to nearly zero. Leslie seemed a little tense as she also looked around. She reached to touch the field. 

 "Steph, this is Leslie. Leslie, Stephanie." 

 Steph quickly said, "Hi, Leslie. Can you see anything around me?" Leslie said, "A whole lot of people. But like a kind of cocoon, you mean?" 

 "Exactly like a cocoon, Leslie. Ed, she can see my fields." 

 "Well, so can I, Steph. At least I can see the edges where the light warps a little bit. I know where they are, anyway." 

 "Leslie," asked Stephie, "Can you see the whole field, or just the edges?" 

 "I don't know if I'm seeing the whole thing, but you look a little out of focus, just like Ed's briefcase, and when I look above or around you, the buildings aren't fuzzy about a foot away from you." 

 "Interesting," said Stephie. "Do you have any idea why you can see fields and other people can't?" 

 "Stephie, hold the questions for a moment. It's damned hot out here for us mere humans. Let's hold this conversation until we're aboard." 

 "Oh, right, Ed. Sorry for my lack of manners, Leslie." 

 I took Leslie's arm and ushered her aboard. The field boundary marked our passing from the somewhat fume-laden oven that was downtown Atlanta's atmosphere into the cool, unflavored air of Stephanie's cabin. 

 "Whoo. Thanks, ma'am. This feels much better. Have a seat, Leslie. I have tea and a Dr. Pepper in the cooler. Want one?" 

 I slapped the cooler open and held up a can of tea and a bottle of DP. She pointed to the tea and said, 

"Tea, thanks. I take it I'm an unusual specimen?" 

 I nodded. "Yup. You can see stuff other people can't. If someone named Linda asks you to go somewhere and take some tests, hold out for decent money. She can afford it. Speaking of Linda, Stephie, did she say what she wanted?" 

 "No, she didn't, Ed. She only said that you're to call her back soonest." 

 "Well, ring her up and tell her about Leslie's talent and ask if she's interested. Put her through to us only if she says it's all right to do so. Her other topic may not be one she cares to share with the public." I leaned toward Leslie and said, "You're the public, of course. Sorry 'bout that." Leslie smiled and nodded and sipped her tea. 

 Stephie said, "You know she'll be interested. Why ask?" 

 "You'll get the hang of things like this along the line, Steph. Just tell her I asked you to ask her if she's at all interested and listen carefully to her answer." 

 A few moments later Stephie said, "She called you a twit and told me not to develop a sense of humor even remotely like yours. She also said she's interested." 

 Linda's voice said, "Just introduce me, Ed." 

 I grinned at Leslie and said, "Leslie, Linda. Vice and versa." 

 "Hi, Leslie. Ed, I'm pressed for time, so let's see if we can work together today. I need you here this evening for a couple of hours. Something's come up. Leslie, can you spare some time this evening? Say, maybe two hours? I have a few questions." 

 "Well, I guess so," said Leslie. "But where are you? Who are you?" 

 "My office is only about fifteen minutes away by flitter, Leslie." Linda didn't address Leslie's second question. 

 I said, "Hey, Linda, ol' buddy, ol' pal, how about doing me a small favor?" There was a moment of silence, then, "What kind of favor would that be, Ed?" 

 "Call the hotel manager and tell her you need to speak to me at once." 

 "Do I want to know why, Ed?" 

 "I just need to back out of a date gracefully. If I call after you call and say my boss has commandeered my evening, she won't think I'm just trying to get out of it. She won't think it's her fault, either." Linda laughed. She laughed hard. 

 "Ed, no woman you'd ever hook up with is going to think it's her fault. You don't go for the mousy types." 

 "We had an awkward start and a short lunch. This one might, and she shouldn't. Will you do it?" 

 "Sure, why not? What's her name?" 

 "Anne Carson." 

 "Okay. I'll call her and tell her you're shanghaied. Anything else?" 

 "Nope. When do you want us there?" 

 "How soon can you be here?" 

 "I thought you said 'evening'? I haven't even called Diana yet." 

 "I did. I told her you might not be available until late. She said okay." That ticked me off a little, and I let Linda hear it. 

 "Well, thanks a helluva lot, Linda. I'll handle things like that myself from now on, okay? Besides, Leslie may have an agenda of her own here at the con." 

 Leslie said, "It's all right, Ed. Nothing much happens until later. I think I'd rather go for a ride in Stephanie, but maybe I ought to change before we leave. What should I wear?" 

 "Well, I'm going like this, so I'd say to go casual." 

 Linda said, "He'd say that anyway. He'd wear a fatigue shirt and jeans to meet the President, but he's right. We're informal around here." 

 The deal was done. Leslie and I split up at the elevators. She was on her way to the room she sharing with four other women to change and I walked over to the front desk to call Anne. Anne told me she understood impromptu calls quite well and went on to describe one that had involved a particularly strange and noisy party one night. I nonetheless apologized for the second or third time before the conversation ended. 

 From behind me, Leslie said, "I'm back." 

 I turned to see a slightly shorter version of her in a mid-thigh denim skirt and an ivory blouse. She was wearing sneakers and carrying a small backpack like you see around colleges. My eyes rested on her tanned legs for a long moment before moving up to her face. Her light grey eyes met mine. With a slight smile, she asked, "Well? How do I look?" 

 "Damned fine, ma'am. Damned fine. Do you have any problems with flying?" 

 "Uh, no, I don't think so. My father had a Cessna." 

 "You should do fine, then. I may even let you drive." 

 She looked at me oddly and decided that I was joking. 

 Once we were seated, I said, "Okay, Stephie. All set. Give us a slow rise until we clear the rooftops, then go subsonic to whatever you like above thirty thousand." 

 "Why a slow rise, Ed?" 

 "For show, Stephie. Give everybody a good look at the pretty flitter." 

 "You think I'm pretty, Ed?" 

 "You make an SR-21 Blackbird look dull and graceless, Stephie. You're my beautiful flying emerald, and don't you ever forget it. That's an order, by the way." 

 "Yes, sir, sir! Aye, aye, and all that! How about a raise?" 

 "Sure, lady. How about I double whatever you're making now?" 

 Leslie gave me a frantic little wave and asked, "What about seat belts?" 

 "Don't need 'em. Try to get up." 

 Stephie began lifting, which caused the crowd to back away fairly quickly. Leslie's tension mounted for a moment as she tried to rise from her seat, then she looked at me. I tilted my seat back a bit and smiled. 

 "The lap of luxury, ma'am. Tell Stephie when you want to get up." People were watching us from the windows of surrounding buildings. I waved to some of them. Leslie looked to see who I was waving at. Someone must have waved at her, because she waved back. As we lifted well above the buildings, she asked, "Where are we going, Ed?" 

 "Carrington, North Dakota. Fifteen or twenty minutes away, once we reach an altitude where a sonic boom won't shatter downtown Atlanta." 

 Leslie's eyes had been wide before, but now they turned to saucers. 

 "North Dakota? Fifteen minutes? Are you serious?" 

 "Yup. Stephie's more than just a fancy paint job. She's really pretty quick." 

 "Well, Jesus, I guess so! How fast will we be going?" 

 "Around thirty-four-hundred." 

 "Miles per hour?" 

 I nodded. "Yeah, miles per hour. Want another tea?" 

 Leslie shook her head as she stared first at me, then at Stephie's console, and then over the side at the city below. 

 "Ho-ly shit..." she muttered. "That's a lot faster than the advertisements I've seen, Ed. Are you sure about the speed? Are you sure this thing's safe?" 

 I shrugged. "Stephie isn't a stock model, and I'm not worried about safety. Hey, Steph, are you worried about safety?" 

 "No, Ed. I'm not worried." 

 Leslie snapped around to look at me and yelled, "Why the hell should she worry? She doesn't have to breathe up here, does she?" 

 "No, but I do. Relax. We've made trips like this before, y'know. This is what she does, and she does it very well, so sit back and take it easy, Leslie. Stephie, would you pick out some music, please?" 

 "Will do, Ed. Leslie, what kind of music do you like?" 

 Leslie was staring over the side at the Earth below us. She sat up and looked around the cabin with mild confusion. 

 "Huh? What? I don't care. Uhm, well, anything but country or rap, I guess." I laughed as I reached for her hand, squeezed it slightly, and said, "Thank you." She just looked at me blankly as Stephie filled the cabin with some rock from the eighties at a medium volume. It seemed likely to me that Stephie guessed those years to be her favorites based on her age. They were mine, too, but I think mostly because I spent the seventies in places where radios were generally military and the pop charts couldn't reach me. 

 While some guy sang about 'an angel in the centerfold', Leslie tried to spot the speakers in the featureless cabin. There weren't any speakers, per se, but I let her look for them until she looked questioningly at me. 

 "It's a field effect," I said. "The field pulses, the air vibrates, and there's music. We do everything else with smoke and mirrors, though." 

 "Forty thousand feet," said Steph. "Ready for acceleration?" She was informing Leslie, not me. Leslie sat forward quickly and gripped the edges of her seat to brace herself, then looked at me and wondered rather obviously why I was still in a reclining position with my feet on the console. 

 "Yeah, she's ready, Steph. Tally ho, ma'am. Try to leave your saddle on the starting line." Stephie took us to max in about four seconds. Leslie was waiting for the sensation of severe acceleration and muttered something I didn't catch. 

 Stephie said, "Thirty-four hundred. You can relax, now, Leslie." Leslie didn't unclench immediately. She looked at me with blatant skepticism, then over the side at the ground, then back at me. 

 "That's it?" she asked. 

 "That's it. Carrington in about fifteen, now that we're moving forward." 

 "My God..." 

 Leslie numbly accepted a can of tea when I offered it, but her attention must have been elsewhere, because when I opened my DP, the sound made her jump. She stared at my bottle for a moment, then truly noticed the can in her hands and opened it. 

 She looked over the side again, but the view below us was nothing more than the tops of clouds. After a few moments, she sat upright again and sipped her tea. 

 "I need one of these," she said. "I really need one of these." 

 "I've heard that before," I said. "Maybe I should ask about a sales commission?" Leslie looked at me absolutely seriously. "Yes, maybe you should. Jesus..." 
Chapter Eight

 Leslie had a few questions during the flight. Once she got over her shock, she rattled off questions just about non-stop. At first she directed them all at me, but since most of them had to do with Stephanie, I kept quiet and let Stephie answer them. 

 Something seemed out of place, and it didn't take long to figure out what that was. A number of Leslie's questions were fairly technical, and it became clear quickly that she had at least a passing knowledge of rudimentary field dynamics. 

 "Do you read Popular Science, or something? Where are you getting these questions, Leslie?" 

 "My dad. He always figured we'd have flying cars and jump belts by 1975 or so and he felt cheated when they didn't show up on schedule. When the mag-lev trains appeared, he was in heaven for a while, but that technology didn't filter down to personal uses during his lifetime, so I guess he died feeling shortchanged, too. I was one of those kids who had to be reading something pretty much all the time, and that included any magazines and books around the house." 

 "Why do you think you're able to see Stephie's fields?" 

 "I fell out of a shopping cart when I was small. Not long after that, I started complaining that the radio and television and some other appliances in the house looked fuzzy. My parents took me to an optometrist, but he said I had perfect vision, so a number of people began to think I was nuts, or just trying to get attention." 

 "I can sympathize. Before the transformers in televisions were better shielded, I couldn't go into the TV

departments in stores because of the noise; a high-pitched whine that everybody tried to tell me came from my imagination. Later on, I found out that only about eight percent of the population can naturally hear in that range." 

 "Lucky you," she said. 

 "Oh, yeah. Headaches and irritability for no apparent reason for years. When I went in the Army, there were no TV's in the barracks. The headaches went away overnight." 

 Leslie laughed. "That was a hell of a way to cure your headaches." Linda and two others met us when we landed, and after brief introductions, Linda asked Leslie to go with the doctors while she and I had a talk. 

 Once we were in her office, she said, "You'll need a backup. You don't have to like it, but if you go, you'll have one." 

 "Why the change?" 

 She handed me her pad. The article mentioned four dead and three injured from a blowout on the asteroid. An explosion in one of the oxygen storage chambers, presumed to be sabotage of oxygen reserves. Ongoing investigation. 

 Well, duh... Since they hadn't caught the saboteur, what the hell else would they be doing but investigating? 

 "Any other changes, Linda?" 

 "One. We had plenty of room, but now we need the space for replacement supplies, so Stephanie isn't going with you." 

 I know she expected an argument about that, but I didn't give her one. 

 "No problem. I'll work something out with the flitter they issue me." 

 "The what?" 

 "The flitter they issue me, Linda. For my own use. Mine only. Just like Steph, not one of the commercial versions. Say they can't issue me one on those terms and you can find someone else for the mission. This is a deal-breaker and I won't discuss it." 

 Linda heard me clearly. She said, "Elkor, I need a link to the factory." 

 "Linking now. Stand by." 

 She spoke to the guy at the other end of things only long enough to arrange a data burst each way and tell him that one flitter was to be set aside for my use only, making it sound as if she'd been shoehorned into going along with the idea. He said there'd be one waiting for me. 

 After she disconnected, she asked, "Good enough?" 

 "Excellent, ma'am, and thank you. Now, about the backup?" 

 "Working on it. I'll let you know." 

 I remembered what Leslie had said about her teaching job. 

 "You're sending me up as some vague sort of power figure. Even vague power figures don't draw from the secretarial pool, Linda. They have their own. Mine should be able to handle herself, think for herself, cover my ass, if necessary, and still manage to look and act like a mild-mannered secretary. She should also be someone that nobody knows. A totally fresh face. Maybe a tall redhead?" As my meaning dawned on her, Linda said, "Aw, Jesus, Ed. No. Think about it. We don't know anything about her." 

 "Neither does anyone else. Can you vet her without involving anyone else? Can you quietly put her on the payroll if she'll go for it?" 

 Linda stood up and walked around her desk as she said, "I have one or two other choices for the job, Ed." 

 "Are they now, or have they ever been, in any way involved with the Amaran project? Are they on the books anywhere at all? Can you be absolutely - absolutely - sure that neither of them would be recognized by anyone up there?" 

 "Some of them will know you, Ed. They'll know you used to be connected to me. They'll figure you're still connected with me. It wouldn't surprise anyone who knew you to find another of my people working with you." 

 I nodded. "Yup. But I'm going as a 3WP honcho, so having one of your people on board would compromise the effort. We need a fresh face, a recent hire with no history of agency or 3WP

employment. Someone who got fed up with teaching and grabbed a good-paying job that took her to space would do just fine. Someone with Leslie's looks would look like a boss's pet, too, and that assumption would cover a lot of questions." 

 "Hell, you don't even know if she has any secretarial skills on record, Ed!" 

 "Fuck skills, Linda. We have pads for that stuff. She's going to be more of a handler, a personal manager of my time and resources. When to be where and what the event is about, who is next in line at the receptions, and all that stuff." 

 "Well, you don't know if she can do any of that, either, do you?" 

 "No, but if she can handle thirty or so high school students, I think she can probably handle one me." We batted the idea around for an hour, crossing off details and checking Leslie's background as the docs questioned and prodded her about her visual acumen. At the end of the hour we knew that she had black belts in two martial arts styles, degrees in English, History, Business Administration, that both her parents were dead, and that she had been an only child. 

 She'd been arrested once at a demonstration by mistake, had an unpaid speeding ticket coming due, and had stopped a robbery in Norcross one night by putting two armed robbers on the floor when one had said that they couldn't leave witnesses. One of them had lived. The one who had fired at her had not. At length, Linda said, "Well, she's a bit more than I expected." 

 "No shit. In a previous life she was probably called Minerva." 

 Linda grinned and set the pad down. 

 "But you like them like that, don't you, Ed?" 

 "Damned right I do. Especially if I may have to depend on her in a pinch." 

 "Do you think she'll just drop her current job and take this one?" 

 "She didn't sound happy with her current job. When do we ask her?" 

 "I have a few more things to check. Why don't you go see how she's doing with the lab people?" 

 "Will do. One thing first, though. She happened to be at DragonCon and she happened to run into me and she happened to be able to see fields. Is that too many happenings at once or just another case of whimsical fate?" 

 "My, aren't we just a tad paranoid?" 

 "I caught it from you. Back in Germany, I think. I was just an innocent among wolves back then, you know." 

 Linda laughed and said, "Aww, poor little thing. We corrupted you, huh?" 

 "Exactly. Linda, if Leslie is what she appears to be, that's great. If not, I'd rather have a devil I know than one I don't, and I'd like her where I can reach her." 

 Linda nodded, waved me toward the door, and said, "I'll keep fishing." At the medlab, one of the docs who'd taken Leslie was fussing over some details at a desk. Leslie and the other doc were nowhere in sight. The doc gave me a disgruntled look and handed me a folder, then stood up. 

 "I disapprove of sharing medical information with non-medical personnel." 

 "You have my sympathies. Find anything?" 

 "An old pinpoint skull fracture would seem to validate her shopping cart injury. Other than that, she seems normal in all respects." 

 "What are you guys doing to her now?" 

 The doc didn't like the way I'd phrased the question, but he answered, "EEG and ECG and then a few other scans using Amaran diagnostic equipment. We're in the final phase of tests." 

 "Did you just have her lie down and stare at the ceiling, like you did when I was tested?" 

 "What?" 

 "This is about finding out how she can see fields, isn't it? Is she still hooked up to anything?" 

 "Uhm, she should be, but she'll be finished soon." 

 "You're missing the point altogether, aren't you? I'm not in a hurry, doc. I'm proposing that we show her a field while she's hooked to the machines. Where is she?" 

 He hadn't intended to tell me, but his eyes flicked to a set of doors and I headed toward them. The doc followed, protesting that testing shouldn't be disturbed. 

 "Not disturbed. Augmented. Think augmented, doc. You're looking to see how she's normal. I want to see how she isn't." 

 I stopped about ten feet from the door and noted the half-inch crack at the bottom. 

 "Elkor," I said quietly, "Are you hooked into Leslie's diagnostics? Can you set up a small field on the other side of the door in front of me?" 

 The doc looked around, then realized I was talking to my watch about the same time that I realized I wasn't using the implant I'd asked for. I let my arm fall. 

 "I'm connected with her diagnostics, Ed. What kind of field would you like?" 

 "Oh, well now, I hadn't given that much thought. How about something that looks like a sheet of bubbles rising up the other side of the door and maybe floating around the room near the ceiling? That should get her attention." 

 "Should the bubbles grow in size as they rise, as they would in water?" 

 "Oh, hey, Elkor, you're a true artist. Yeah. Make 'em bigger as they rise." From the other side of the door came Leslie's, "What the hell..?" She didn't yell, or even raise her voice above conversational tone, but the doctor in the room with her did. 

 "What's happening to her readings, Elkor?" 

 "Leslie is experiencing some unusual brain activity that seems to be emanating mostly from the interpretive region nearest to her childhood injury." 

 "Would you say her field-spotting talent is completely natural?" 

 "It would seem so, Ed. The only artificial elements I've detected are her fillings." 

 "Well, check those, too, just in case." 

 A moment later, Elkor said, "They're simply amalgam fillings." 

 "Thanks, Elkor. Pass a copy of the last few minutes to Linda, please. Helluva trick with the bubbles. Good job." 

 "Thank you, Ed." 

 I turned to the doc and said, "Have someone bring her to the cafeteria when you're through with her. I found out what I needed to know." 

 The doc was staring at me, but his attention was wavering between the door and me. He wanted badly to go in there, but was restricted by his own non-interference policy. I left him to work it out. In the cafeteria I managed to down most of a tall iced tea while waiting for Leslie's release from the lab's clutches. I poked the 'expand' icon on my pad's screen and did my internetting on a pop-up field about a foot wide. 

 "Elkor, this pop-up display is great. Thanks." 

 "Why are you thanking me? It was your idea, Ed." 

 "Yeah, but an idea is just an idea if you can't make it happen. You made it happen. Now I have something else that I need to make happen. How can I take a copy of Stephanie with me to the factory?" 

 "Her data core may be copied for transit. It's a device that will fit in your briefcase." 

 "Will I need a few extra degrees to install her up there?" 

 "No. You would simply replace the existing data core with Stephanie's." 

 "Would you show me the device and the installation procedure on the pop-up, please? Simple for you and simple for me may have different definitions." 

 "I doubt that," said Elkor. "For instance, I can make fields, but I don't really have much imagination about using them." 

 "Think so? Who thought to ask about bubble sizes?" 

 My display changed to a split-screen. There was a box-like item on the left and a flitter console on the right. 

 "On the right, see the center of the console. Four touch panels release the cover." Little pulsing dots showed me the touch panels, then the cover vanished and I was looking at the inside of the console. 

 "Four more touch panels release the data core." 

 The pulsing dots showed me where to touch and the data core levitated out of and away from the console. 

 "Replace the old core with the new, listen for four soft clicks, and replace the console cover. At that point, Stephanie should greet you." 

 "Okay, it looks easy enough. One more question about data cores, Elkor; will the core for the computer that runs the asteroid be the same size and type as a flitter core? Would the Stephanie core be interchangeable with it?" 

 "No. May I ask why you wish to know about the main computer core?" 

 "What if the sabotage hasn't been caused by humans, Elkor? Computers going insane have always been a staple in science fiction stories." 

 "That computer reports to me several times a day, Ed. I'm sure I'd have noticed any discrepancies." 

 "Maybe someone up there is controlling it." 

 "Changes to programming are a board decision. No one person may authorize any changes except within emergency parameters." 

 "People find ways around rules and regulations. Assume for a moment that the factory computer has somehow been compromised or subverted. To avoid discovery, reports to you would probably continue to appear routine, wouldn't they?" 

 After a moment, Elkor said, "It would seem likely. But there has been only the barest delay in manufacturing. Human services have been unaffected. If someone had gained control of that computer for purposes of sabotage, why wouldn't they have simply erased its programming and shut down the facility?" 

 "What would happen if that computer shut down, Elkor?" 

 "It has a backup that would start running the moment that it failed to receive a continuity signal. The station would be back on line within six minutes." 

 "And if the backup system failed to engage or start?" 

 "A number of people have been trained to deal with such an emergency. They would, if necessary, manually control life support systems, but the factory would be off line until repairs had been made." 

 "Elkor, was the first dead guy one of those people? Were any of them killed in the explosion today?" 

 "I see. Yes, the first man killed was one of them, and another of them was killed in the oxygen explosion, but those could have been coincidences, Ed. Three others were also killed in the explosion." 

 "Until we know differently, assume it was not a coincidence. Send a copy of our conversation to Linda and see what she thinks, Elkor. By the way, how many of the emergency team are left?" 

 "Eighteen, Ed. The station is divided into ten sections, each with its own life support system. In the event of a collision, an affected area would be sealed off from the others and emergency personnel would take appropriate measures." 

 "So each section has two E-team members. Why not more? Why isn't everyone familiar with how to run their section's life support system in an emergency?" 

 "The board of directors thought that two such people per section would be enough. Training extra people as backups would have been quite expensive." 

 "Figures. Good thing they weren't in charge of buying lifeboats or we'd have another Titanic. Ask for volunteers and have one of the current E-team people train the volunteers in his or her sector." 

 "Such a program was considered and rejected due to the amount of time involved. I can't override the board of directors, Ed." 

 "I can. When I get there I'll ask the same damned questions and ask them publicly. There'll be a volunteer program by the end of that week. Hey, Elkor, do you know how to calculate the average IQ of a mob or a committee?" 

 "You would simply add the IQ's of the members and divide by the number of members." 

 "Nope. You'll never get the right answer that way. What you do is take the lowest IQ of the group and divide by the number of people in the group. If you don't believe me, take a look at some of the biggest fuckups in history that were perpetrated by committees, lynch mobs, and school boards." 

 "School boards, Ed?" 

 "Yeah, school boards. Check it out. They're famous for doing stupid stuff." 
Chapter Nine

 Leslie appeared at the entrance with one of the lab guys, who looked around, pointed to me, and left her as if he had a place to be fairly soon. I turned off the pad and rose to meet her, asking if she'd like anything from the bar. 

 "Actually," said Leslie, "I could go for a drink after all those tests." 

 "Sorry. They don't have anything but soft stuff. How about a tea or coffee?" 

 "Coffee. Is that one of those PDD things?" 

 "PDA. Personal Data Assistant. Be right back." 

 I retrieved a couple of coffees and joined her at the table. She was examining the PDA, but hadn't turned it on. I reached to touch the 'on' button, and a typical monochrome screen appeared. 

 "It handles dates, times, notes, all that. Linda gave it to me." 

 "There aren't any entries in the appointment book. The phone book is empty, too." 

 "That's only because I don't have any appointments and I don't forget numbers." Leslie chuckled and asked, "Then why do you need a PDA?" 

 "It helps me look connected." 

 She looked at me for a moment and shook her head. 

 "Unlikely. People who want to look connected usually dress for the part." 

 "Um. Got me there. How about I have it because Linda gave it to me?" 

 "Yeah, that works. What is it you do for her, Ed?" 

 "This and that. Now and then. Sometimes. You'd have to ask her, Leslie." She looked hard at me for a moment, then said, "I see. You aren't kidding, are you? Okay, then, I'll ask Linda if I decide I just have to know." 

 We sipped coffee for a moment before I asked, "How did it go in the lab?" 

 "Oh, I was hoping you'd ask. You'll have to ask Linda if you want to know." 

 "Ooohhh. Ouch. Forsooth, I bleed. Touche, ma'am." 

 Leslie grinned slightly and sipped her coffee. 

 "Word is," she said, "That we're supposed to meet Linda in her office in half an hour. I figure she's probably going over my scores with those two lab people." 

 "Sounds about right. Care to speculate?" 

 "Might as well. You already know I can see fields and you're the one who set me up with her and brought me here, and what happened in the lab only validates things for the skeptics. I would like to know why any of this is important, though." 

 I shrugged. "To me, it was just a matter of being seen when I shouldn't have been. I'm not sure why the others are so interested, but Linda told me to bring you here if you'd come. If you hadn't, I'm sure someone else would have approached you later." 

 My watch beeped, then Linda said, "Ready when you are, Ed. Bring Leslie and shag it down here, okay? We'll try to get you two back to Atlanta this evening." 

 "On our way." 

 "See you in a few, then." 

 On the way to Linda's office, I noticed Leslie looking at me oddly. 

 "What?" 

 "Oh, nothing," she said. "It's just that while you say you work for her, you two seem to relate as equals of some sort." 

 "We've known each other a while, Leslie. We're friends." 

 "Just friends?" 

 "Just friends. Good friends, but just friends." 

 "Huh," she said. "She's your boss and a woman. That's a pretty rare friendship." 

 "So I've heard." 

 She gave me another sideways glance and asked, "I saw how you looked at me, Ed. You're straight. Is Linda, or is that why you can be just friends with her?" 

 "She's straight, too." 

 "That was unequivocal. You had something with her once, didn't you?" 

 "That's our business, Leslie." 

 "Sorry. That's rare, too." 

 "What is?" 

 Leslie grinned at me. "Being good friends with an ex." 

 Linda looked up as we entered her office. She stood up, came around her desk, and greeted Leslie with a handshake, then indicated the chairs. 

 "Have a seat, everybody." 

 Once she'd reseated herself behind the desk, she used her pen to tap the open folder in front of her. 

 "Your test results, Leslie. Congratulations, they say you passed. Nobody doubts that you can see fields, but they're still wondering how your talent works. On another note, Ed said you might be less than happy in your present job, so I looked you up in a few places to see if you'd be right for a position with us. I know it seems a bit high-handed of me, but I'm pressed for time and you seemed to have the qualifications. So tell me; are you happy in your current position?" 

 Leslie took a moment to let all the words and the change of subjects soak in, then replied, "I'll speak frankly, here. Not really. The school is a racial war zone and has both gang and drug problems. The administration is too hamstrung to do anything about it and the cops can bust the little bastards, but they can't seem to either keep them or reform them. I have a few good learners, but I'm not deluding myself. They're learning more on their own than I'm authorized to teach them. None of them has needed my help or guidance yet, and if I try to hold them up as an example to the others, the others will make their lives hell. I've seen it happen." 

 Linda said, "I see. Well, I'll be just as frank with you, then. An opening for a middle-grade teacher will occur in a few months, but it isn't on Earth. It would be a year's contract and you'd be teaching on our asteroid facility. An interim job as a personal secretary is available that would allow you to be paid while you acclimate to the place and get to know some of the people. If you decide you don't want the teaching job, after all, no problem." 

 Leslie's eyes were big, but she instantly answered, "I've seen both the PBS special and the internet tour of the asteroid and the factory. Count me in." 

 "Don't you want to know what the job pays?" 

 "Will it beat what I'm making now?" 

 "It will just about double what you're making now. There's a great retirement fund and full medical, too." 

 "Like I said; I'm in." 

 I said, "Hold one. Tell her about the secretarial position, Linda." 

 "I was getting to that, but first she has to sign a stack of forms. Leslie, the secretarial job could turn out to be more than being someone's personal manager. It may involve some danger, in fact. One of the reasons you're being considered is your karate background and your use of it in one particular instance." 

 "The robbery attempt?" 

 "That's precisely the instance. If you want to know any more about the secretarial job, you'll have to sign these security forms." 

 Leslie slouched back in her chair. "I take it the two jobs are a package deal?" 

 "You take it right. 3rd World Products can hire teachers from a fairly endless stream of applicants. I can put you at the head of that line for the next opening and make sure you get it, and I'd be quite willing to do that if you'll help us a little beforehand." 

 Leslie looked at me with a fixed gaze. 

 "Ed. Have I been set up?" 

 I said, "Yes, but this is the first I've heard about a teaching job. I only suggested you as the secretary and backup." 

 Linda said, "He didn't know what I had in mind, Leslie, but that changes nothing. In my own job, when I give, I get. The secretarial job is just a facade, but you'll have to make it look real. Can you do that?" 

 "I was a part-time secretary with a temp agency throughout most of my college years. I can make it look real." 

 "In that case, sign these where indicated and I'll brief you. Signing these only means you won't talk about your visit or what we discuss. Once you know a bit more, I'll ask again if you want the job. Okay?" Leslie nodded. "Okay." 

 Linda turned to me and requested that I make a run for coffee. I glanced at the cabinet in the corner. There was a half-gallon, push-top thermos of coffee in that cabinet. In all my visits, I'd never seen that thermos empty. 

 When I looked back, Linda's gaze was firm. She wanted some time to talk to Leslie alone, probably to discuss things that might make Leslie uncomfortable if I were to remain in the room. I nodded and headed for the door. 

 My first stop along the way was the office of Doreen Everett, one of the facility's 'lab rats' and a woman I'd shared a weekend with after Linda and I had split up. After the new relationship heat had faded a bit, we discovered that we didn't have much in common outside the bedroom, and that wasn't quite enough for either of us, so we'd parted friends before that option became impossible. Doreen laughed and hugged me in greeting, then asked if I had time to visit. 

 "Sure, just let me phone home, first." 

 I beeped Linda. When she answered, I said, "I just ran into Doreen. Can you spare me for a few minutes?" 

 "Fifteen or so, I guess. That's how long it took you to sign all this stuff. Make it a half hour, on second thought. Girl talk. I'll call you back in a while." 

 "By your command, miLady." 

 Doreen giggled and said, "That's what you used to say to me. You talk like that to every woman, don't you?" 

 "Only the deserving ones. Got time for a coffee?" 

 "Not here. Never here. I'm not convinced the offices aren't bugged." I sighed. "I said 'coffee', not 'quickie', and you didn't hear me wrong unless you were trying real hard." She grabbed her keys and said with a grin, "Oh, is that what you said? Oh, well, pardon me all to hell. In that case, sure, mister. Lead the way so I can lock up." 

 Doreen and I killed almost exactly a half an hour before Linda called me to come back to the office. I sighed and said, "Duty calls," and excused myself to grab three cups of coffee to go, then walked Doreen back to her office on my way to Linda's. 

 The stack of forms was inside a closed folder when I set the coffees down on Linda's desk. Linda was talking to someone at 3rd World's personnel services about the secretarial job and Leslie was looking at me with one of those 'I should have known' looks. 

 I gave Leslie a questioning look and asked, "What?" 

 "Linda told me you're the one I'll be personally managing. I told her faking it would be a lot tougher with someone who didn't have any entries at all in his PDA." 

 "Hmm. Well, did she offer you a raise for the extra difficulty?" 

 "No. I'll have to make do, I guess." 

 "I'll try not to be a bother to you, ma'am." 

 Leslie snickered. "Yeah. Right. She said you'd likely spend your time impersonating a target and that I'm supposed to back you up if things get nasty. If I can't, I'm to report the incident as comprehensively as possible and ship the body back." 

 I nodded. "Yeah, that's the way these things usually work." 

 "I want that teaching job any way I can get it. I used to love teaching." 

 "You realize that - PBS shows and the internet aside - it will mean spending a year inside a big iron ball in space?" 

 "Elkor showed me the place in detail after we were introduced. Hundreds of people, all the amenities, twice what I'm making now, and students who aren't gun-toting addicts. I think I can live with that." Linda hung up the phone and said, "Done. You're both on 3WP's payroll for the duration. Be here Sunday morning with whatever you want to take along. You'll have some last-minute briefings before you board the transport." 

 She then handed Leslie a comm wristwatch and showed her how it worked, adding, "Elkor routinely monitors the comm links at all times. In other words, never say anything on a link that you wouldn't want to have recorded for posterity. Ed can answer any other questions, and I'm late for a meeting, so I'll see you both Sunday." 

 In typical Linda style, that was it. Leslie took off her watch and put on the comm watch, then we exited Linda's office and headed back to Stephanie. Leslie didn't say anything until we were seated and rising for the trip back to Atlanta. 

 "Ed, would you or Linda tell me if I was likely to become as much a target as you?" 

 "I would. I won't speak for Linda. Figure this, though; we'll arrive together and supposedly be working together. Anyone targeting me will automatically have to consider you, as well. Hope that doesn't dampen your enthusiasm." 

 "No, not yet. Maybe later, though." 

 "Good. Stephie, how about some music for return trip? Your choice. What are you in the mood for?" 

 "I've been listening to big band music, Ed. Want to hear what I found?" 

 "Yeah. Do it, lady." 

 'Take the A Train' filled the cabin instantly, followed by 'One O'Clock Jump'. It was difficult to talk above the music, so I opened the cooler and showed Leslie a bottle of Ice House beer. She nodded, so I opened it and handed it to her, then pulled one out for myself. 

 "Stephie, we aren't in a hurry. Make the trip last until our beers are gone, okay?" Her enthusiastic reply came to us over the music. "Okay!" 

 At the tone of Stephie's voice, Leslie gave me that somewhat skeptical look again, but she said nothing. As when Steph and I first arrived, we descended slowly the last three hundred feet in order to be noticed. Also as before, the crowd parted so that we could land, then reconverged around us. Leslie had circled a number of things in her convention program guide. Pointing to one in particular that was due to occur shortly, she asked if I had any interest. 

 "Hmm. Not really. You go ahead. Fact is, nothing much on the schedule appeals to me until tomorrow afternoon. That's when I'm on an electronic publishing panel. In the meantime, I'm going to see if there are still some flyers on each table and then I'm going to find out what Anne had in mind earlier." 

 "What she had in mind? Are you trying to tell me you don't know?" 

 "I never assume anything, ma'am, besides which I haven't decided, myself. She seems to be a pretty high-maintenance item and she's kind of bossy." 

 After a horselaugh, Leslie said, "Like Linda's bossy, I'll bet. If you didn't have some interest in her you'd have already forgotten about her." 

 "Damn. They stuck me with a smart one again. Well, how would you suggest that I proceed, miLady?" 

 "Oh, the usual... Feed her, buy her a few drinks, let her lead in conversation, then let her drag you off to her cave. Think you can manage that?" 

 "I'll give it my best, ma'am. But what if you're wrong? She may only want to talk, you know." Leslie laughed again. "That is a remote possibility, I suppose. Ad lib and make the best of it, then." She held up her new watch and said with a grin, "Well, I'll be in touch. Or you can call me, now. We can decide when and where to meet tomorrow, okay?" 

 "Good 'nuff. See you whenever, then." 

 She grabbed her backpack, slung it on one shoulder, and hopped off Stephie to the ground. With a small wave, she turned and waded through the crowd. 

 "Stephie, you're going with me after all, sort of. Linda said 'no', but Elkor found a way to make it happen." 

 "I know, Ed. Elkor told me that he will be making a copy of me on Sunday." 

 "Did he mention our discussion and speculations?" 

 "Yes, he did. My programming will have extra shielding against overrides and tampering before he copies me. He's also modifying the core module to include sensing extensions that will link into a full-sized core receptacle. That would indicate that more than my basic programming will be included in the replacement copy of me." 

 "I think so, too, Steph. I'll be very glad to have you with me up there. By the way, I may want to add Leslie to your user list for a while. We'll set it up later, after I've given the matter some more thought." 
Chapter Ten

 I rang up Linda. She answered almost instantly, as if she'd been waiting for me, then said, "About time. Elkor told me. Where did all that come from, Ed?" 

 "How did the first guy die, Linda?" 

 "We're still looking into that." 

 "Uh, huh. You've seen some of the fun I've had messing with fields. What if I could tell Stephie to send a field into someone's chest and keep his heart from beating?" 

 Linda thought about that for a moment, then said, "It would look about the same, I think. No obvious cause of death. I suppose someone who could take over the computer could just as well bypass usage safeties." 

 "Right," I said. "It would be a tactic to use in a pinch, but not one to use more than once. Better to stage accidents to get rid of key personnel. I think the first guy stumbled onto something and had to be dealt with immediately. Were there any other marks on his body?" 

 "Scrapes on his shins, bruises on his right thigh and testicles and his forearms." 

 "As if he'd been holding someone who struggled hard to get loose." 

 "We think so. Someone about five feet tall or so. Someone not strong enough or trained enough to simply put the guy down. Someone who panicked. The marks were made just before he died. We thought there might have been an attempted rape..." 

 "Or maybe he just tried to corral someone he caught in the act?" 

 "The act of what, Ed? We've found no evidence of any 'act'." 

 "That means only that you haven't found evidence, not that there wasn't something going on and that he didn't try to stop it. The guy has no prior record of any sort of offenses like that - or any other kind - or he wouldn't have been there at all." 

 "True enough, but it could be that he was just never caught before, too." 

 "That's a given, but I like my scenario better. Say he tried to contain someone who put up a fight, that he got kneed in the groin after a couple of near misses, and that suddenly his lights went out because his heart stopped beating." 

 Stephanie said, "I don't think so, Ed. I just ran some simulations and I can't find a way to use a field to stop a human's heart without bruising it." 

 Linda's voice raised an octave or two. "You what?!" 

 Steph repeated, "I ran some simulations..." 

 Linda interrupted with, "I heard that the first time! What the hell are you doing running murder simulations?" 

 "It seemed like a reasonable idea to test Ed's theory, Linda." 

 "Well, it isn't!" 

 I said, "I disagree, Linda. It is. If you'd thought to ask Elkor, you'd probably find he's done the same thing." 

 Linda's tone was menacingly quiet and calm. "Elkor." 

 "Yes, Linda. I did, and I agree with Stephanie. A field would have left bruising. The heart is a very strong muscle and would have fibrillated enough to strain itself under such stress, yet there's no sign of heart trauma in the victim." 

 "Okay," I said. "So I'm outvoted. Let's try suffocation, instead." Linda seemed to be getting over her outrage until I said that. 

 "Now you're going to introduce them to suffocation techniques, Ed?" 

 "Linda, don't forget who patched up your spine last year. Elkor is already the sum of medical knowledge, as far as I can tell, and that would include pathology. Now, how about suffocation? Did something block his airway?" 

 Linda's voice was measured and deliberate when she spoke again. 

 "The air found in his lungs was completely unused, Ed. No normal levels of carbon dioxide. It was as if he'd taken a deep breath after he died." 

 "Uh, huh. So maybe someone filled his lungs with a field, left it there until he was dead, then turned off the field. That would create a partial vacuum and room air would rush in to fill the void." Stephanie immediately said, "That works in simulation." 

 Elkor said, "I concur." 

 Linda remained silent for some moments, then said, "I'll talk to you later, Ed." Steph said, "Linda's off line, Ed. She sounded upset." 

 "She feels as if I'm giving you two ideas." 

 Elkor asked, "What ideas, Ed?" 

 "She seems to think I've just showed two computers how to kill people in a particularly unpleasant manner, Elkor. That disturbs her." 

 "But she knows that our protocols specifically prohibit such actions." 

 "Intellectually, she knows that, but some people have trouble with the idea that machines can be so powerful, and even more trouble with the idea that those machines can think like people. There's nothing we can do about that for now. Read the works of Isaac Asimov for more on the subject. I'm gonna go on in, now, and socialize a bit." 

 I pulled some bags of coin and pewter pendants from a box in the back of the flitter and put them in my backpack with some more flyers, then stepped off Steph's deck to the ground. People had been to dinner and returned, so the lobby was packed. There was some kind of costume show destined to take place in one of the ballrooms, and it seemed that one of every dozen or so attendees was in some sort of costume. 

 Vampires and Klingons and Borgs, oh, my! 

 I passed a booth in the dealer's room where some guy was custom-making acrylic vampire fangs. The line was long, indeed, but a rather well stacked brunette in a slinky outfit was leeringly inviting all and sundry to have a toothy smile just like hers. Seeing that I was walking alone, she took my arm and tried to steer me into the line, showing me a pair of half-inch fangs in a clear plastic box. I looked into her eyes, smiled back at her, and said, "Funny. Last year the price was $45, tops. This year it's $100. Did the price of materials go up that much?" 

 She smiled even harder, if such was possible, and said, "You get what you pay for." 

 "Yas'm, you do, but I'm not buying your guy's ego. All six of the fang makers who come here use the same stuff and use the same movie studios for references. By Saturday evening your price will be $50

and the prices elsewhere will be even less." 

 She disengaged both her smile and her hands and moved away into the crowd to seek another victim. I moved on in search of tables needing a flyer refill. 

 "Hey, Ed!" yelled a woman in a booth full of fantasy jewelry. As I eased through the crowd toward her, she asked, "Got any of the pewter Wiccan pendants with you?" 

 "Dozen packs only, Beckie. Sharon's orders as head bookkeeper. Otherwise you have to order from the website or call it in." 

 Beckie made a face of mock despair. "Show me what you've got, then." I spent the next fifteen minutes or so trading pendants and a receipt for a check, then moved on. Two hours and five sales later I'd finished my business-related tour of the dealer's room and headed back to the west wall area where the authors and movie and TV stars were holding court, arriving just as the PA system announced that the dealer's room was about to close for the day. 

 If you weren't standing in line for an autograph, it wasn't difficult to wander right up to the tables. My first stop was the 'bunny booth', so named for the attending ladies who had once been centerfolds as well as minor stars in movies with sci-fi or fantasy themes. A blonde named Candi spotted me instantly. 

 "Well, well! Chuck told us you weren't available this year, Ed, but here you are. What's the story on that? You turn gay or something?" 

 "Or something. Not gay. Did you see the flitter out front?" 

 "Yeah, we saw it. Hannah tried to touch it, but she couldn't. Are you saying you traded us in on a fucking flitter?" 

 "Not exactly. I didn't know I could be here until the last minute, but I do have something to do with the flitter. Her name is Stephanie. Want a ride, later?" 

 Candi's eyes got big and she leaned to whisper something to Hannah, who was mechanically smiling and nodding as she handed a wad of pictures back to some guy who'd probably paid ten bucks apiece to have them autographed. 

 Hannah looked up at me for a moment rather piercingly, then whispered back at Candi, who leaned across the table and said, "She wants to know if there are any strings attached. She says that men always attach strings to things." 

 I looked at Hannah and said, "Yeah. Just one. If you get airsick, use a baggie. I don't want to have to hose out my flitter today." 

 Candi's chuckle turned into a real laugh, then became a guffaw. She slumped into her chair and pointed at Hannah, laughing even harder when Hannah glared at her. 

 Any commotion around those tables will draw the attention of the security people, and this was no exception. Two big guys were standing next to me almost instantly, ready to grab me and haul me away from there. 

 One of them recognized me and seemed confused. I raised a hand, then pointed at Candi, who was now laughing at my impending predicament. He looked back at me questioningly and I gave him a shrug. He placed a hand on the other guy's reaching arm and stilled the motion. We waited for Candi to calm down. A few of the other stars and authors had frozen in place and were watching for an outcome of some sort. Two got up and came over to stand behind Candi and Hannah, their faces grim. I recognized one as being an alien on one of the long-running TV shows and the other as the star of an SF movie that had to be thirty years old, but had somehow achieved the 'cult classic' label. 

 Rachel, another bunny, had been a few tables down the line of famous and semi-famous people, talking to someone. She returned to see what was going on, saw me, and abruptly vaulted over the table next to the bunny booth by placing one hand on the table and swinging her lovely legs high as she sailed to the other side. 

 A number of people were duly impressed by either the vault or her legs and more than a few were startled at the suddenness of her action. In any case, the area cleared fairly quickly and she marched up to me looking as if she fully intended to slap me. 

 "You were supposed to be here for us, Ed. You weren't here, Ed. We had to make do, Ed. With a stranger. What do you have to say to me, Ed?" 

 I shrugged again and asked, "Hello, goddess? Great move, there? Great legs? Sorry that I have a life beyond being your convention slave once a year?" 

 "I think I liked the 'goddess' part of that best. What was that about a flitter?" Candi leaned over and said, "He says he can get us a ride in that flitter outside." Rachel looked back at me skeptically and asked, "Is that so, Ed?" 

 "It is. If you ladies stop grinding my ass about deserting you and call off the guys who think there's some kind of a problem here." 

 Rachel looked at Candi. Candi said, "He's never lied to us before." Hannah muttered, "All men lie. He's bullshitting you, but not me." I gestured at the guards and said, "Deal's off in five... Four... Three... Two..." Rachel interrupted me with, "Okay. Okay. Everything's fine here, guys. You can go. Thanks so much, but please go away, now. Byebyeshoo." 

 She eased between the guards and me as Candi told the semi-stars behind her, "You, too. All's well. Thanks bunches. No problem here." 

 Hannah said, "Oh, God, you're buying this shit. I'll believe it when I see it." Rachel and Candi shushed her. She gave Candi the finger. 

 I said, "Candi and Rachel ride. Hannah doesn't 'cause she's being a snot." Rachel said, "You're too polite, Ed. She's being a bitch, not a snot. She just broke up with a real dickhead, though. Maybe that has something to do with it." 

 Hannah glared at her. Candi stepped back in mock terror, then giggled. 

 Hannah stood up, slapped her pen on the table, put her hands on her hips, and said, "Okay, wiseass, if you aren't bullshitting us, take us for a ride in that flitter. Right now." Her voice dropped menacingly and she added, "Put up or get lost." 

 Rachel said, "Hannah, just sit the fuck down and shut up. He's been our guy at this convention for the last four years and he's never been anything but good to us. No bullshit, no hassles, and whatever we need when we need it." 

 "Well, that doesn't mean a goddamned thing this year, does it? He isn't 'our guy' this year, is he? Some fawning geek named Chuck is, and I had to practically throw him out of the room today so I could eat my lunch in peace." 

 She glared at me and I glared right back at her for some moments, then I realized that she was just having one of those days. Or weeks. Or worse. She hadn't been like this the year before. 

 "Fine," I said. "Saddle up, ladies. Somebody hand Rachel her shoes and purse and let's get this show moving." 

 I pulled the table out of line far enough to open a gap for the ladies, then pushed it back. Candi and Hannah tossed a cover over their merchandise. 

 "Hannah," I asked, "Why the hell would I lie about something like this?" 

 "Because men are liars," she snapped. "They can't help it." Candi said, "Oh, shut up, Hannah. You picked a dickhead and you were the only one in all of fucking Chicago who couldn't see him for what he was. Let's just go, okay?" 

 Looking at me, Candi held up a cell phone and asked, "How long will we be gone? I have to tell Frank we're leaving." 

 "About fifteen or twenty." 

 She nodded and relayed the info to someone, then snapped the phone shut and dropped it in her purse. The security guys saw us leaving the table and joined us. Candi and Rachel were smiling and pleasant as we passed through the dealer's room. Hannah remained sullen. 

 As we approached the flitter, I told the guards they could go with us. The news was received well by all but Hannah, who simply rolled her eyes, but her expression changed to one of surprise when I had no difficulty hopping aboard Stephie. 

 I extended a hand to the ladies to help them aboard and the guards stepped up as well, then I told everyone to pick a seat. 

 Once they were seated, I said, "Stephie, this is Hannah, Candi, Rachel, and their guards..." I leaned over with a questioning look. 

 "Bill," said one. "Stephen," said the other. 

 I nodded and turned back to the front. 

 "Please take us to ten thousand at two hundred, pause for ten seconds, then head north. Find and follow the beltway around Atlanta at three hundred. You need not be gentle in takeoff, ma'am. Hannah needs a good scare." 

 I didn't look to see how anyone, particularly Hannah, had taken my last comment. The downtown buildings went from being huge on all sides to being tiny far below, then Stephie launched us north along the interstate toward the beltway. 

 One of the ladies had screamed softly while I was watching the buildings recede, but when I turned to look at them, I couldn't tell which. All were frozen stiff, gripping their seats and staring around like frightened deer, and the guards weren't acting any differently. 

 "Ed, should I turn left or right at the beltway?" 

 "Your choice, Stephie. Whatever's convenient for you. Try not to hit anything else up here." 

 "Okay." 

 In a small voice, Candi asked, "Anything else? You mean like airplanes?" I said, "Yeah. Lots of airplanes around big cities. Gotta be real careful. Lemme know if you see one getting too close, okay?" 

 She nodded furiously and snapped her eyes back to front, then glanced quickly around us. Hannah was still stiff as a board, but she was staring at me. 

 "Yes, ma'am?" 

 "I think I have to pee," said Hannah. 

 "You should have gone before... Well, let me know when you're sure about it." 

 "All right, damn it, I have to pee." 

 Candi thought that was funny and grinned. Hannah glared. 

 I saw an opportunity, of course. Sure, I could have had Stephie make a field-potty in the back of the flitter, but I was still irked a little, I guess. 

 "Stephie, where's the nearest gas station down there?" 

 "There are lots of them, Ed. Should I land at one?" 

 "Yes, ma'am. And please hurry, would you, but stay subsonic?" 

 The nose dipped and Stephie dove toward a Shell station at an intersection at just barely less than the speed of sound. All of my guests screamed at least once during our descent, and one was still screaming as we stopped about a foot off the ground by the restroom doors. The scream tapered off as Bill realized that we hadn't crashed, after all. 

 I grinned around the cabin and said, "Well, here we are. The rest of the ride won't be nearly so exciting, I'm afraid. We'll be flying more or less like a small plane until we return to the hotel." Candi, Rachel, and Stephen got up immediately and hurried to the bathrooms. Bill seemed to be having trouble with his knees. Hannah was just staring at me again. For some moments, she sat unmoving, then she slowly rose from her seat. 

 "You really can be a shit, can't you, Ed?" 

 I shrugged. "You started it, woman of little faith. If you hadn't chewed my ass, yours wouldn't be all clenched up right now." 

 Bill plaintively said, "I can't get up. My knees don't work." 

 Hannah stepped over, looked at him for a moment, then swatted the back of his head and said, "Get up, get moving, and get back here. You're supposed to be guarding me, remember?" Bill seemed about to snap back at her, then he realized that he'd gotten out of his seat and was standing up. He gave us both an embarrassed grin and hopped off the flitter, then helped Hannah down. 

 "This here bus leaves in fifteen, y'all," I said. "Them what gots tickets to Atlanta needa be back on board by then. No stragglers, y'hear?" 

 Hanna held her right hand behind her, resting on her butt, middle finger extended, as she walked away. I yelled, "Does yer mama know you do that?" 

 Without turning around, Hannah yelled back, "My mama taught me how and when to use it!" Stephie asked, "Why did you want to scare them, Ed?" 

 "I only wanted to scare one of them, Steph. The others were a kind of bonus." 

 "But why?" 

 "Hannah needed a distraction. You distracted her just fine, ma'am. Are any of the seats wet?" 

 "No. Why would... Oh. I see. No, all the seats are dry, Ed." 
Chapter Eleven

 I had to reiterate that the continuing trip would be much less exciting before all of my passengers would return to their seats. Hannah and Bill were less than enthusiastic until I'd promised not to pull anything like the gas-station dive again. 

 As we circled Atlanta, Hannah wished aloud that she'd brought a camera. Candi reached in her purse and handed her one of those disposable cameras that you can buy in all the drugstores lately, and Hannah sat happily snapping pictures until we flew over one of the area's lakes. 

 "Back! Go back! I want a picture of that house! Wow! What a mansion!" 

 "Back, it is, Hannah. Stephie, swing around, please." 

 Stephie looped us around to where we'd been just before Hannah had shouted and stopped. Hannah stopped bouncing in her seat and aimed carefully for the shot, then realized that we weren't moving. She was the last of them to realize it, in fact, but it didn't take her long to join the others in a moderate panic attack. 

 Candi screeched, "Why aren't we moving?! We're gonna fall!" 

 Stephanie said, "We will not fall, Candi. That is not allowed." Candi stared at the console for a moment, then faintly asked, "Not allowed?" 

 "Not allowed. It is contrary to my programming." 

 I said, "Everybody relax. We won't fall. Stephie just thought that Hannah would like a steady platform for her shot." I looked at Hannah. "The sooner you take your picture, the sooner we can get moving again." 

 Hannah tried to aim, but she was trembling too much. I took the camera from her, aimed at the house, pressed the button, and handed it back to her. 

 "Got it, Stephie. We can go." 

 Hannah said, "You said there wouldn't be any more stunts." 

 "Stephie and I don't consider hovering to be a stunt and she didn't realize that you would. Sorry 'bout that." 

 Stephen said, "I don't feel so good." 

 "Stephie, keep an eye on him and be ready with a baggie." 

 Stephen said, "I'm not gonna throw up, okay? I just don't feel so good." 

 "And if you're wrong, who cleans up? It's time to head back to the hotel, anyway." There were lots of cameras on hand as we landed, as well as one rather large guy in a suit who didn't look at all happy. Maybe not looking happy was part of his job description. 

 "That's Frank," said Candi. "He always looks as if he wants to kill somebody. I think that's why the agency hired him." 

 The guards jumped down and helped the bunnies step down, and the bunnies made a minor production of disembarking Stephanie, showing lots of leg and smiling as if they'd thoroughly enjoyed themselves. They graciously thanked me for the flitter ride and - apparently as an afterthought - included Stephanie in the thanks, then headed back into the hotel. Frank gave me a last glance that looked as if he was more unhappy than ever, particularly with me, then he turned to follow the ladies inside. 

 "Stephie, opaque the canopy, please." 

 The canopy instantly appeared to be made of dull, silvery metal. I pulled my briefcase down and opened it, then transferred a pair of jeans, a clean shirt, and my toilet kit from a compartment in the console to the briefcase. When I closed the case and released it, it returned to hovering above me. 

 "Okay. All done, Steph. Transparent canopy again." 

 Once the crowd around the flitter thinned a bit, a woman in jeans and a light blue blouse came through the hotel's revolving doors and walked down the driveway toward me. As she got closer, I saw that it was Diana and told Stephie to let the field down for her, then motioned to Diana to come aboard and reached for her hand to help her step up. She finished her step up with a quick kiss and a grin. Stephie and Di had met a few months before, when Di had dropped by Florida to visit with her ex-roommate Selena and me. 

 "Hi, Stephie," said Di. "Has he been treating you well?" Stephie borrowed one of my stock answers. "Oh, I'm surviving. How are you?" 

 "Pretty good, really. Ed, I'm pretty certain that two of those bunnies haven't been centerfolds since the eighties, but they still look pretty good. I think I'm jealous." 

 "Believe it or not, the blonde was a centerfold in 1969. She came to Vietnam to entertain the troops." 

 "Are you serious? Damn. The wonders of science, huh?" 

 "Guess so. Linda said she called you." 

 "She did. She's hijacking you for something, she said. Something personal, or something business?" 

 "Business. My retirement papers are still in her desk. She never sent them in." 

 "Well, I don't think I like that too much." 

 "No biggie, Di. I was bored shitless, anyway. Retirement sucks." She chuckled and shrugged. "Well, okay, then, since you put it that way." 

 "I'm about to go find some food. Care to join me?" 

 "Love to. Can't. Phillip is picking me up soon." 

 "Phillip? Is he the same one? Wow. You aren't tired of him yet?" She gave me a look of sufferance and said, "You know he's the same one, Ed, and no, I'm not tired of him yet. What time will you be coming by?" 

 I sat back and said, "Well, I'm not sure. How much does ol' Phil know about me?" 

 "A lot. Enough. 'Ol' Phil' has read your 'Dragonfly Run' printout and he knows we used to see each other every weekend and more." 

 "Maybe you've told him more than I'd have told him?" 

 "Yeah. Probably. We've been together almost a year, Ed." 

 "Uh, huh. Tell you what, Di; I'm trying to pretend that I'm him and that one of my girlfriend's old boyfriends is sleeping on our couch. Since I'm shipping out on Sunday, anyway, why don't I just get a room this time? I can come pick you both up sometime for a day at the beach." 

 "You sure?" 

 "Yeah, I think so. Does he know about Selena?" 

 Diana raised a hand and said, "Not as more than a roommate. I didn't think it would be a good idea, and Selena didn't want me to tell him, either. An ex-boyfriend is one thing. An ex-girlfriend would be something else, I think. Our arrangement back in Inverness would fall somewhat outside his range, Ed." I nodded. "Does he drive a blue Ford?" 

 Diana looked quickly around and saw the car pulling up to the doors. 

 "Gotta go," she said, leaning to give me a quick kiss before rising from her seat. 

 "Yup. Hey, we're going to meet anyway, sooner or later. Let him come over here and get a look at Stephanie." 

 Phillip had seen Diana waving. He drifted the Ford out of the high traffic area and parked it, then got out. He was about my height and weight and walked like someone who keeps in shape. I waved at him to come aboard and he hesitated only a second before stepping up to Stephie's deck. You know the drill. Two guys eyeball each other for a moment, then, mostly because the girl is present, they shake hands and say their first names, then stand there wondering what to say next. I gestured at the console and said, "Stephanie." 

 Phil's expression was mild confusion. 

 I added, "The flitter. She's Stephanie. Say hi to her." 

 "Uh, hi, Stephanie." 

 "Hi, Phil, and hi, to you, too, Diana." 

 Phil looked startled, then said, "Well, hi there, Stephanie. Should I talk to the console, here?" I said, "No. Just talk. She's the whole flitter. She's everywhere. Anybody want a beer, or do you have to run?" 

 Di shook her head. Phil saw the motion and also declined a beer. It was an awkward moment for all concerned that might have lasted longer if Anne hadn't walked up and said grinningly said, "Well, hello, all. Permission to come aboard, Captain?" 

 I extended a hand to her and helped her up. After introducing her around, she wanted to know if I had plans for dinner. 

 "Absolutely none. I was going to sit here and quietly starve in your parking lot." 

 "No need for that if you come with me in the next few minutes. I'm having a late dinner brought up to my room." 

 "That sounds good to me. Give me a minute to clear the bridge, here. These two were about to leave me all alone in the dark of night, anyway." 

 Phil and Di said goodbye and headed to the Ford. I looked after them, hoping that she'd made a good choice, then remembered that they'd been together almost a year. 

 "Ed?" 

 My attention turned to Anne. She was looking at me slightly quizzically. 

 "Present," I said. "Ready to go, now. I was just thinking." 

 "I could see that. Are you worried about her?" 

 "No. He seems okay. It's the first time I've met him, that's all. Kind of awkward." 

 "Ah." She nodded and took my arm. "Dinner. Let's go." On the way past the front desk, she took a moment to tell the clerk to send up a couple of steaks and salads. 

 When she asked what kind of wine I liked, I said, "Ice House. Pick a wine you like, Anne. I don't drink it." 

 She told the clerk to send up a bottle of something and three bottles of Ice House beer, then asked if anything needed her attention before she left. 

 He shook his head and said, "No, ma'am. Things are solid here." With a nod, she turned and led me toward the elevators, then stopped. 

 "That woman was the one you were going to stay with tonight, wasn't she?" 

 "You got it. He and she have an apartment north of town. I canceled. He wasn't totally in tune with the idea, and neither was I." 

 "Where will you be staying, then?" 

 "Stephie's comfortable and I don't feel like looking for a room at this hour." 

 "I don't think so," she said, leading me back to the front desk. She told the clerk to give me a room on a floor that was being renovated. 

 "We can't rent these rooms, but if you don't mind not having maid service...?" 

 "Oh, I think I'll survive well enough. Thank you." 

 I took the key card and put it in my pocket, then she took my arm again and we were off. By the elevators, she told some guy in a hotel uniform that she might need certain office supplies and made a quick list of things to be brought up with dinner. 

 As he left with the note, I asked, "Are we going to be working on something?" 

 "No, I just like to have things like that on hand." 

 I nodded. She was just deterring gossip among the hotel employees. When she punched the button for the second floor, she said she wanted to stop at the con suite for a moment to handle a detail. In the con suite, I was left to my own devices for a few minutes as she conferred with someone. The suite was actually two adjoining rooms; one for smokers and one for non-smokers and concessions. A moderately lavish buffet of meat and cheese sandwiches had been set and to one side stood a self-service soft-drink dispenser such as you'd see in a restaurant. 

 "May I help you? Oh. Hi, Ed. I didn't see you come in." 

 I shook hands with the tall black guy in a Star Fleet uniform behind the buffet counter. He was the food and refreshments honcho every year. I didn't know what he did in the real world, but in the con suite he was a king. 

 "Still wearing red, huh? I'd have thought you'd be a bridge officer by now." 

 "Nah. This chickenshit branch of Star Fleet makes us buy our own uniforms, so I can't move up until I can afford it. On the other hand, I can eat all I want and I'm in charge of the menus." 

 "Give and take. Such is life. I'd try the table, but I'm about to go to dinner." 

 "With that woman you came in with? Man, I'd bear her children. She's nice." 

 "Well, she did add some office supplies to the dinner cart. We may be working." 

 "Oh, tough break. Still, she looks like good company to me." 

 Someone called him from the kitchenette and he excused himself. Some people in the other room were singing in warped harmony and I heard a buzzing noise that turned out to be one of the fang-makers using a Dremel tool on a finished fang. He'd set up shop in the corner of the room. A blue-skinned alien was patching up his makeup and a vampire was dealing cards at one of the tables. Two Klingons walked into the room behind me and yelled, "Food!" When I looked, they were mock-attacking the buffet offerings. 

 Anne came out of the kitchenette with a woman in what appeared to be a rather elaborate fairy costume and left her by the Klingons as she approached me. 

 "Done," she said, taking my arm and guiding me toward the door. "Let's go see if dinner is being served yet." 

 It was. We met the dinner cart in the elevator. After the bellhop set the food on the table and poured her wine and my beer, he set the small box of office supplies on the floor by the desk. I tipped him five bucks and he left. 

 Anne's "room" was more a small apartment, complete with a kitchenette and a number of other accoutrements not usually found in hotel rooms. We took turns washing up and met at the table a few minutes later, where I held her chair as she sat down before taking my own seat. The first half or so of our dinner was quiet, with only a few words spoken now and then, but the second half livened up a bit. 

 "You know," said Anne, "I came to work here two years ago, just before DragonCon in 1998. That con was the first time I saw you." 

 "I'm surprised you noticed me, much less remembered me." 

 "Remember what I said about profiles? You didn't fit any of them well enough to be categorized. I put you on a 'watch' list, just to be on the safe side, and got your personal info from the con registration people. That Saturday you did something that made our house security run a check on you." 

 "I did something? What was it?" 

 "You shanghaied a bunch of wannabe-Klingons to use as a guard detail for the bunnies. For about fifteen minutes the con guy, Chuck, was having kittens about it, but Ben told him to look into incorporating the Klingons into their con security. You weren't registered as anything but a regular guest, but you seemed to have a lot of clout where a guest wouldn't, and we found out that the bunnies had asked for you, specifically." 

 "So what did you find out with your security check?" 

 "Not a much, really. At the time, you had a house, a car, and you were retired, but you were only forty-nine and nobody could find out what you'd retired from. One inquiry came back with a government-speak note to mind our own damned business." 

 "They can be like that, sometimes." 

 "We also found out about your websites and ran your name through a number of search engines to see what all you were into on the net. Hotel security shelved the matter when nothing nefarious turned up. I didn't." 

 "Reason?" 

 "Well, they didn't have the time or inclination to look any farther without some cause for alarm, but I was still curious. Last year an ebook called 'Dragonfly Run' appeared on one of your sites. I read it. How much of it was fiction, Ed?" 

 "Not much. Peoples' names, mostly." 

 "Some of the other stuff you've written didn't sound completely fictitious, either, even though it had to do with superwomen. It seemed to me that you'd just taken bits of your past and mixed them into the stories." 

 "History is easier to write than fiction. The details are already in place." She nodded and nibbled, then said, "The next year you were herding bunnies again and doing something that involved keeping an eye on one of the star guests from a TV show, but you were still registered only as a guest. When the star became difficult during an autograph session, you took her aside. She calmed down instantly, according to one of the authors we spoke to. Later you told Chuck that you wouldn't be available for that star again." 

 "I don't like divas. She wasn't to be left unguarded and she wouldn't take the matter seriously. She ordered me to fetch her a drink and I told her I'd have one of the runners get it. She said she wanted me to do it and said that she'd go back to her room if I didn't get her a vodka tonic. We talked about the matter for a few minutes in private and then she sat her ass back down and did her job." 

 "Her job?" 

 "Yeah. She was sponsored by her show. If you're paid, it's a job, no matter what it says on your con badge." 

 "What did you say to her?" 

 "That's between her and me, Anne." 

 "Did you threaten her?" 

 "Only as far as letting all the wrong people know she'd acted like an asshole." Anne laughed. "You know all the wrong people, Ed?" 

 "I knew hers, particularly those people who'd thought the convention was worth cutting her a fat check for attending." 

 "I see. But this year you aren't herding bunnies or guarding stars, Ed. Why's that?" 

 "I didn't know if I'd be here, so I didn't commit to anything in advance." Anne nodded. 

 "That leaves me wondering only what you retired from and how you managed to have a flitter registered in your name in Florida." 

 "Guess it does. How do you plan to pry that information out of me?" Anne set her plate aside and sipped her wine for a moment, then said, "According to my security people, all the best methods are illegal these days. All that's left is seduction, as far as I can tell." I poured some more beer in my glass and said, "Oh, damn. That could work." Anne tried to keep a straight face and failed. The snicker turned into a laugh and she said, "Want to tell me now and save yourself the ordeal?" 

 "Not a chance. I have to hold out as long as I can. It's in the rules somewhere." 

 "Whose rules, Ed?" 

 I waggled a finger at her. "No, no. Telling you that would tell you all you need to know to put it together. Sorry, ma'am. Nothing worth having comes easy." 

 Again she laughed. "Trouble is, Ed, that you can't always tell if something is worth having until you've had it. Are you worth having?" 

 "I'll say yes to that. I'd like to think so, obviously." 

 "Oh, obviously. Yes, indeed. Of course. Pour me another wine while I try to figure out where to begin this interrogation." 

 I poured her another glassful and said, "May I make a suggestion about that?" Anne grinned at me. "By all means, do." 

 "A shower. A long, hot, soapy shower may loosen me up." 

 "Is this one of those 'please don't throw me in that briar patch' things, Ed?" 

 "You'll just have to find out, I guess, but I can assure you that after a day at the con, I need a shower in any case." 

 She sipped her wine and said, "Um. Good point. Okay. We'll try a shower first." 
Chapter Twelve

 I woke up to the sound of some kind of machine in the hallway that sounded like a damned hair dryer on steroids. My watch said almost nine. Wiping sleep from my eyes, I wandered to the door and peeked out. It was a hair dryer - sort of - and some guy was using it to remove tile glue from the hallway floor. I briefly wondered why there'd been tiles on the floor under the carpeting. 

 Coffee. I turned on the 'hot' in the bathroom sink and let it run to get as hot as it would while I pulled down my briefcase and rooted for my stash of instant. Tossing a little in one of the bathroom cups, I added water and stirred with the butt of my toothbrush. Surprise; the cup was almost too hot to hold. I added some cold water so I could get the stuff into me with reasonable haste. Understand; I don't like to waste time sleeping and I hate waking up. Work out the psychology of that on your own sometime. At that moment, though, I could cheerfully have fallen back into sleep, but the phone rang at nine on the dot. I answered with my stock greeting number three. 

 "You found me, whoever you are. What do I win?" 

 Anne said, "Good morning to you, too. Chuck is trying to find you." 

 "Huh. Nothing new about that. What did you tell him?" 

 "Nothing. He just left a message with my secretary." 

 "Good. Whatever it is, he can handle it if he's forced to. Want some breakfast?" 

 "You're an hour late in asking. Are you usually such a late sleeper?" 

 "Some woman took severe advantage of me last night. I was lucky to escape at all. I should probably be in a hospital, not a hotel room." 

 Anne laughed and said, "Oh, poor little you. How about lunch?" 

 "Sure. I should be pretty much healed by noon, I think." 

 "Good enough. Call or drop by my office." 

 "Will do, ma'am. See you before noon." 

 Well, at that point I was awake enough to make going back to sleep difficult, so I got cleaned up and dressed and headed to the con suite, where I knew there would be decent coffee and a place to putz away half an hour until the con officially opened for the day. 

 Bzzt. Wrong. There was a crowd outside the door. They were cleaning the suite. 

 "Hi, Ed." 

 I turned to see Leslie approached me through the crowd. I moved to meet her halfway and asked if she wanted to hang around until they opened or go down to the restaurant. 

 "Either, I guess. You look tired. Where did you stay last night?" As I led the way, I said, "I got a room here." 

 "The hotel is full. I heard the clerk tell someone that on the phone." 

 "I stayed in a room they're renovating." 

 "Uh, huh." She looked skeptical. "I thought you might call me later, but you didn't. We were going to give you some floor space in our room." 

 "Thanks, anyway. Too many people. I'd have slept in Stephie." 

 As we neared the elevators, I heard her mutter, "That I doubt," and it irritated me more than I thought it should. 

 I turned to her, pulled out my keycard and held it in front of her, and said, "Doubt whatever you want. It doesn't matter a damn where I spent last night. What matters right now is finding a cup of coffee." 

 "Whooo. Touchy, aren't we? I'll find another topic, okay?" 

 "Fine. How about our flight to Carrington? Meet you at Stephie in the morning, say about nine, if that'll work for you." 

 "Are you trying to get rid of me, Ed?" 

 I realized how what I'd said could have been interpreted after my having snapped at her previous comment. 

 "No. Sorry. I just thought that we probably have different interests on our agendas for today. All there is on my list is the new movie they're showing and the panel I'm co-hosting. And maybe one of the others, but I'll see if I'm still interested later." 

 She nodded and looked at her program book. 

 "I've seen the movie, so I'll pass that and do the author interviews, instead." 

 "Author interviews?" 

 "Yeah. It says here that they'll be talking about how to get published." 

 "Crap. They'll be telling anecdotes and talking about themselves. Been there before. Waste of time. But try it once so you'll see for yourself or you'll wish you had." 

 "How do you figure that, Ed?" 

 "That's the way it is with people. If you don't go, you'll wonder later if I was just in a cranky mood when I told you that." 

 She grinned at me. "Well, are you?" 

 "Yeah. But it's true, anyway. Every year a number of people bitch because the authors don't spend enough time talking about getting published, or that they make the audience feel as if there's a better chance of winning the lottery, and then they devote the rest of the hour to yapping about their owndamnedselves." 

 The restaurant was packed. I got us a couple of big coffees to go and we went to sit in Stephie. 

 "Hi, Stephie. How about an opaque, soundproof canopy for a while, ma'am?" The canopy turned to silvery gray and outside noises ceased immediately. 

 "Hi, Ed. Hi, Leslie. Your bioscan doesn't show you with a hangover, Ed." 

 "That's 'cause I don't have one, nosy." 

 Leslie said, "I wonder what the people outside think we're doing in here." 

 "Some will think we're contacting the mother ship or something like that. Others will think we pulled the shades so we can bang like bunnies. If you're worried, we can make the canopy translucent, so they can see us sitting here behaving ourselves." 

 Stephie said, "Ed, drink some of that coffee. Aren't we a little touchy this morning?" 

 "No, ma'am. We are not touchy. I am touchy. Maybe I should make a little sign and wear it on my badge. Caution. Touchy this morning." 

 Leslie said, "Sarcastic, too, Stephie. Don't forget sarcastic." I ignored her and discovered that my coffee was too hot. 

 "Stephie, would you please drop a cooling field in my coffee?" 

 I felt the field and the cold it produced. Leslie could actually see it, and her amazement was priceless. 

 "Down thirty degrees. Try it now, Ed." 

 The coffee was a much more drinkable temperature. 

 "Thank you very much, Steph. This is all I've wanted for the last half hour." I leaned my seat back and sipped some more. Leslie giggled and I looked to see why, but saw nothing more than Leslie looking back at me. 

 "I was just rerunning something you said a moment ago, Ed. 'Bang like bunnies'. I've never heard it put that way before." 

 She snickered again and tried to sip her own coffee. Too hot. She held the cup out in front of her and asked Stephie to do it again for hers. Her look of amazement grew as she watched the field and felt the cold. 

 She said, "That is so..." 

 "Cool?" I asked. "Amazing, as per the look on your face?" 

 "Yeah. That. Maybe you're used to stuff like this, but I'm not." 

 "Yeah, I know. It'll be fun watching you discover some of the neat stuff Stephie can do. I wish I'd met her when I was a kid. We'd have had a ball growing up together." 

 "Huh? What do you mean, 'growing up together'?" 

 "Stephie achieved a form of sentience last year. It was somewhat stiff and formal at first, but she's been working on that, as you can probably tell. The law says someone has to own her, and that's me, but I never did care for doormat women. I want my Stephie to be a real person, which means she has to construct herself as she sees fit." 

 "Your Stephie? That sounds pretty possessive to me, Ed." 

 "Damned right it does, just as it would if I were referring to my daughter." 

 "I see. Yes, well, I guess that is a little different, then. Your daughter, huh?" 

 "Yup. Super-powerful, hyper-intelligent, capable of leaving tall buildings in her dust, and all that, but new to the world and to being self-aware, just like a child. Give her a few years, though and she'll be ready to run for President." 

 "God, listen to you. 'My daughter the President.' Uh, don't you have to be born here for that? Maybe even just born, instead of assembled?" 

 I hoisted my coffee high toward the console. 

 "Here's to overturning archaic laws. The revolution starts here. Sign up today." Leslie laughed and said, "Jesus. You, of all people, do truly belong at a science fiction convention, Ed. I mean that in a kind way, of course." 

 "Of course you do, ma'am. Still, she could do it. Stephie could theoretically live forever. All she needs is a new power unit every so often, and Elkor makes them. We'd just campaign every year until she wins an election. Right, Stephie?" 

 There was a profound silence in the cabin. 

 Leslie said, "Maybe she doesn't want to run for President, Ed." Stephanie said, "Leslie's right, Ed. I hate to disappoint you, but I don't think I want that job. It's only a temporary position. I'd want something better." 

 Leslie laughed and said, "By God, she is smart, isn't she?" 

 "Stephie," I said, "You do whatever suits you once you're free and legal. The daughter thing was just an analogy to show Leslie how I feel about you, and I really don't think you'll ever be able to disappoint me. Look, Stephie, I won't live forever, so I only have so much time to work with you. I just want you to have a fair shot at whatever you want to do or become and to know how to deal with people, okay?" 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 "Leslie, does that sound reasonable to you?" 

 "Uh, well, Ed, actually it sounds a lot better than the deal I got from my daddy. He wanted me to become a lawyer and didn't want to settle for anything else. We went through hell for a lot of years over that. I think he still resents my decision to teach, and I think Stephie is lucky that you feel as you do about her." 

 "Wow," I said. "Think of it. 'Stephanie for the defense, your honor'. Shades of Perry Mason... She could suck up every existing lawbook and keep up with the new stuff without breaking a sweat. Nothing would get by her. Or what about becoming a doctor...? Of everything?" 

 Leslie said, "Oh, hell. Don't start. Let her find her own way." 

 "Yeah, yeah. I was just thinking..." 

 "Don't. You'll become just like my dad, obsessed with seeing his little girl become something that would please only him in the long run." 

 I sighed. "Yeah, I hear ya. Hell, I hear me, too. Okay. I'll try to watch that." Leslie looked at me and said, more than asked, "You don't have any kids, do you, Ed?" 

 "Not even ones I wouldn't know about. I got fixed in seventy-one. Don't misinterpret what you've just heard about my feelings toward Stephie, Leslie. I don't miss kids. I don't like having them around. Stephie's only missing the ability to interact with people without getting used or hustled. That requires an interpretive personality. I intend to help her build one before she's on her own in the world." Leslie nodded, then said, "Hey, it's opening time. Ready to go in?" 

 "Guess so. Stephie, it's time for us to go act like tourists in wonderland." The canopy instantly turned transparent again and the noise of the outside world inundated us. Stepping out of Stephie's field was like walking into a brightly-lit oven. I saw some guy in a suit taking pictures by the hotel door. 

 He seemed unenthusiastic about what he was doing, as if it were simply part of a job. Our eye contact lasted a couple of moments, but he didn't budge until it suited him. He put the camera in its slipcover-style case. I figured him for some kind of cop. 

 I killed the next two hours checking out the art show and some of the fan exhibits, then headed up to Anne's office around ten to noon. Her secretary told me she was busy and put me on hold in one of the sofa chairs ringing the office. There was a newspaper nearby, so I opened it and waited. Nearly half an hour later, the secretary said Anne could see me. When I entered Anne's office, she said nothing at first, then told me to have a seat, much in the manner of a commanding officer who isn't happy about something. 

 She opened a folder, spent a couple of moments studying the contents, and then said, "I think our lunch date is canceled, Ed. Something's come up." 

 "Okay, but why all the drama?" 

 She flipped a picture at me. It was one of Leslie and me stepping down from Stephanie's deck to the ground. 

 "I'm told you were in there nearly an hour with her." 

 I stood up and said, "You were told right. See you around." 

 "I thought you might be different, Ed." 

 "Ha. You thought I might be entertaining. Don't delude yourself." Anne stood up, pointed at the picture, and said, "Well? What would you think?" 

 "Try 'nothing', Anne. Stephie, there's a TV in this room someplace, isn't there?" 

 "Yes, Ed. Behind a wooden panel." 

 "Good. Show Anne what happened in your cabin between Leslie and me. Sound and picture playback. All the gory details." 

 The wall panel slid aside and the TV clicked on. The scene began with Leslie and me climbing aboard. I started for the door. 

 "Where the hell are you going?" 

 "I already know how this show turns out." 

 Anne punched the remote button to turn off the TV. 

 "We need to talk, Ed." 

 I turned to look at her. 

 "Later, maybe. Stephie, turn it back on and keep it on until the show's over." 

 "Yes, Ed." The TV came back on, picking up where it had stopped. Anne punched the 'off' button again, but to no avail. I walked out of her office and closed the door behind me. I didn't think she'd follow me. She had too much pride for that, wouldn't want the secretary to witness a scene, and I wasn't exactly the love of her life, anyway. I was just a night of entertainment. I headed for the restaurant and ordered a burger basket with fries, then took my lunch out to Stephanie and climbed aboard. Putting the basket in one of the seats, I pulled a Dr. Pepper out of the cooler and opened it, then sat in the pilot's seat and put my feet up on the console. 

 "Stephie, how about a translucent canopy this time?" 

 The canopy zapped to a pearly translucence instantly. 

 "Thank you. I don't feel like having an audience at the moment." 

 "Anne's approaching us, Ed." 

 "Did she watch the whole show, or at least most of it?" 

 "Yes, Ed. All of it." 

 "Then let her in, Steph." 

 I got up to lend Anne a hand stepping up, then went back to my seat. 

 "You didn't have to walk out, Ed." 

 "Sure I did. You needed time to watch the show." 

 "I didn't bother. You wouldn't have acted like that if you'd had anything to hide." 

 "You didn't bother to watch it?" 

 "No. It wasn't necessary, Ed." 

 "Stephie, are you sure she watched it?" 

 "She stood in front of the television for ten minutes, forty-one seconds, then..." Anne said, "Okay, damn it, I watched it. So what?" 

 "So first you jumped to the wrong conclusion, then you acted on it, and now you've just outright lied to me to engender forgiveness, that's what. And that's enough for me. I have a low tolerance for manipulation techniques. Why don't we just say that last night was a lot of fun - because it was - and leave things at that?" 

 Anne gazed at me steadily for a few moments. 

 "Is that really how you want this to end, Ed? You don't leave until tomorrow morning, do you? Why don't you keep that room another night and let me try to make this up to you?" 

 "Trying to make up for something is one of the worst reasons to go to bed with someone, Anne. Tell me you just want another night of fun, instead. I could probably go for that, but not the other. Just fun." Anne seemed a little off balance, but not for long. 

 "Okay," she said, almost warily, as if expecting some kind of a sucker punch. "Just fun, then." I nodded. "Dinner in your room, or somewhere else?" 

 She seemed to consider the matter, then said, "The steakhouse. I get off around seven tonight." 

 "I'll call before then or drop by your office, ma'am." 

 "Do you mean that? You aren't going to think up some excuse between now and then?" 

 "I'll be there unless your plans change." 

 "They won't." She paused, then added, "Barring emergencies, of course." 

 "Barring emergencies. Got it." 

 She gave me a sharp glance. I tried to look innocent. 

 "I'll be there," I said. "Barring emergencies." 

 "I'm not sure I believe you, Ed." 

 "Well, what's it gonna cost you to find out? You're going to be working until seven anyway, right? I'll get there a little before or call to let you know I'm on the way." 

 "And if you don't call or show up?" 

 I sighed. "Well, damn. If I'm not there and haven't called, just say fuck it and chalk it up to an emergency, same as I'll do if I get there and find your doors locked. Life is short, Anne. Don't waste it on stuff like this. I'll be there if you don't cancel." 

 She stood looking at me for another moment, then nodded and said, "Okay." I watched her walk back into the hotel and saw the guy who had taken the pictures of Leslie and me. He looked back at me as before, with no expression at all. 

Chapter Thirteen

 The other guy who was supposed to co-host the writer's panel with me hadn't shown up by two. I walked in, picked up one of the mikes on the table, and said, "Hi, everybody. We're short one on this panel of two, which leaves me. Can everybody hear me?" 

 There was a ragged chorus of assent, so I proceeded with, "This is the E-publishing workshop and I'm Ed Howdershelt. No prepared script, just questions and answers. If you can ask a coherent question, you already have half the answer, so make this easy for me by asking coherent questions. Who wants to go first?" 

 As the questions popped up around the room, I started circulating a stack of my Aurora Universe Writer's Group flyers around the room. Inevitably, someone cranked off about me advertising my own interests during a convention panel discussion. 

 "Just keep the flyers moving, okay? You're receiving these because there's a links page there that will take you to independent information sources concerning such things as ebook publishers, formats, and rates of pay available. You will all think of questions later that you will have failed to ask during this session. Go to my site's links page and look for your answers when that happens, and don't be afraid to use the search engines to find even more ebook info sources." 

 The woman said, "I still think there's something wrong with handing out flyers that include your own website in a supposedly unbiased panel discussion." 

 "Then file a complaint, but before you do that, visit the site and see the links page. If you have any more to say about this matter immediately, or if you wish to be known as a truly difficult person, go down the hall and find the nearest con representative. Tell that rep to come here and close the session and I'll go get a beer. If you aren't prepared to do that without better reason than you have now, stay and participate. The rest of this hour is for e-pubbing questions only." 

 Since e-pubbing is an internet-based matter, the few questions that I couldn't answer - or those that would have taken the rest of the hour by themselves - I was able to redirect as being best answered by a visit to informational websites. 

 At the close of the hour, I asked for a show of hands by all those who felt that they hadn't just wasted an hour of their lives. Almost everyone raised a hand, including the woman who'd questioned my use of the flyers. 

 In accordance with the convention's preferred closure procedure, I thanked everybody for attending and enduring me and finished with, "Class dismissed." 

 Next on the agenda was a new movie that was 'premiering' at the con. Sure, it was already in the theaters, but at the con it was a freebie, and I had some time to kill. Without prior announcement, they kept us half an hour or so after the movie to get our reactions for some sort of videotaped survey. When they aimed the camera at me and asked my opinion of the movie, I said, "I liked it well enough. It had action to cover the weak spots in the script, like when men who'd been living like desert rats all their lives learned to fly jet fighters effectively in combat so quickly using simulators." Well, they'd asked for our honest opinions. That was mine. 

 Back at the convention, I was told why my panel co-host hadn't shown. He'd fallen on the stairs and had been having his leg checked out. I was also told that the matter of the flyers had reached Chuck, and that he wanted me to know that he wasn't too happy about it. 

 "Well, have him go to the site and check the links page. If he's still unhappy, he can get someone else for that panel next year." 

 The con volunteer shook his head in dubious amazement that I wasn't very worried about the matter. He asked me if I wasn't maybe a little worried that I'd be held in - as he put it - disfavor if I said things like that? Wasn't I worried that I wouldn't be invited back as a con guest speaker next year? 

 "Nope. I had four other reasons for being here, one of which would have paid for the admission as a business expense if I hadn't been an invited guest." 

 The guy peeled away by the elevators to chase down someone else he'd been told to find. I went to the con suite and soaked up a couple of small coffees while chatting with some wannabe-aliens who were playing cards while waiting for a new buffet to appear. When Leslie wandered in, she saw me and sat down next to me. 

 "How was the movie?" 

 "Good enough. Not exceptional. How about your stuff?" 

 "Good enough. Not exceptional. I'm going to keep and reuse that answer, by the way. It would fit a lot of things." 

 "Feel free. You have to send me a dime every time you use it, though." 

 "No problem. Did your panel go well?" 

 "Well enough, et cetera. Most of them are just nosing into epubbing because they don't want to waste years of their lives praying to be noticed by paper pubbers or they know their stuff isn't really good enough to rate that notice. More than a few probably lack the confidence to send their stuff to the publishing houses, too. If their stuff's good enough, maybe some good reviews on the net will help them find the courage." 

 She nodded and asked, "So have you made any dinner arrangements?" 

 "Yup. The steakhouse around the corner with Anne." 

 "You don't sound ecstatic. Did something happen between you two?" 

 "I'm saving my ecstasy for later, Leslie. Something has occurred to me, though. Do you need to pick up anything for your extended visit upstairs?" 

 "I used DeeDee's car and stopped by the house this morning. I have the basics with me and I can get whatever else I need there." 

 "Good enough, then. I guess we're all set for tomorrow morning. Let me know if you think of anything tonight, though. No point in doing without something just because you overlooked it in a hurry. We can swing by your place on the way, no sweat." 

 "Thanks, Ed, but I really think I've got everything I'll need with me." Seven was still an hour away and there was nothing on the program that caught my interest, so I used the house phone to call Anne. 

 "Oh, yes," she said, "I remember you. I had you penciled in for seven, didn't I?" 

 "Something like that. Did any emergencies come up at your end?" 

 "Not even a little one. How about you?" 

 "Nothing. If you don't want to take the chance that one will pop up in the next hour or so, you could leave early." 

 "I'd like that, but I'm not just killing time here. I have to sign off on a few things before I can escape. Hope you're disappointed about that." 

 "Just a minute," I said, riffling the program guide loudly by the phone. "Yeah, here it is: Rule number three: Feed her vanity at every opportunity. Oh, hell, yes, ma'am, I'm severely disappointed. Almost crushed, really." 

 Anne laughed and told me to meet her at her office sometime before seven, so I wandered out of the con suite to check the flyer tables again on the way. 

 I was thinking that the idea of suspending my briefcase above me seemed to have proven itself in practice and I was looking for a place of privacy so I could haul it down and pull some flyers out when I saw the picture-taking hotel guy watching me. He was standing by the elevators, partially concealed by a herd of faux-aliens and guests. 

 I walked to the rear wall of a phone alcove and stood as if waiting to use one of the phones. The people using the phones barely noticed me, if at all, and when all backs were turned to me, I softly whispered, 

"Option three." 

 Nobody in the alcove seemed aware of my sudden absence. One woman looked around, then turned back to her conversation. I walked quietly to the entranceway and looked for the hotel guy. He was still by the elevators, fixedly watching the alcove entrance. I walked toward him and right past him and took a position behind him, leaning on the wall next to the elevator call buttons because it had occurred to me that someone might try to reach through me to hit the buttons. 

 For almost ten minutes he continued to watch the alcove, then he reached for his cell phone. He didn't dial a number; it was one of those phones with walkie-talkie capability. He tapped the 'send' button once and Anne's voice answered his call. 

 I faintly heard her voice say, "Yes, Thompson?" 

 "Ma'am, I'm by the elevators on two. Either he's been in the phone alcove for over ten minutes or he's slipped past me. Harris, can you see him in there?" 

 Harris? It had never occurred to me that Anne might have put two guys on my tail. Damn! I moved to stand closer to Thompson and looked around to try to spot someone talking on a cell phone. No luck. He must have been around a corner or something. 

 Harris said, "All I can see from here is the first two phones and he isn't using one of those. Just a sec." Someone moved across the open rotunda from us. He was wearing jeans and a teeshirt and carried a small backpack, just like so many others attending the con. 

 He ambled among the convention guests until he neared a woman in a barbarian outfit who was walking toward the elevators. Falling in step with her, he said something that made her laugh and he laughed with her until he was past the phone alcove, then he stopped and waved to her as she proceeded without him. She waved back, still laughing at his comment. 

 The guy turned in the alcove entranceway and headed back toward the con suite, then stopped by the ice machine and raised his cell phone again. 

 Harris said, "He's not in there." 

 Thompson's face became tense. "You're sure?" 

 "Two people using phones. Nobody else in there. I'm sure. Stay there and I'll make a sweep around the floor." 

 "Okay," said Thompson. "Ma'am, is he on one of the cameras?" 

 "Maint one. Maint two. Ice. Phones one. Phones two. Stairs. No. Keep looking. The cameras don't cover everything. Check the con suite, too." 

 When one of the elevators binged and opened, I scampered in, punched Anne's floor number, and stood in the back, straddling someone's luggage cart. Fortunately, about half the people had left the elevator before we arrived, so I was able to slip out while everybody was wondering why nobody seemed to want out on that floor. 

 There were a few cameras here and there, but the one that I was looking for covered the hallway in front of Anne's office. 

 "Stephie, is the camera above me on at the moment?" 

 "Yes, Ed, but it's one of several linked to a central monitor. There's no way to tell if it is the one being used." 

 "Where's the monitor?" 

 "It is inside Anne's desk on the right-hand side." 

 "Figures. Can you use the briefcase to view the hallway, then to project a field in front of that camera, Stephie? A view of an empty hallway?" 

 "Yes, Ed. I'm doing that now." 

 "Thank you, ma'am." 

 Anne's office doors were locked, but not deadbolted. My knife blade slipped the tongue back and I eased the door open slightly. Nobody in the outer office. I pulled the door quietly shut behind me and approached the door to Anne's office. 

 "...No, Thompson," she was saying, "Nobody just disappears, goddamn it. Look, he's supposed to be meeting me here half an hour from now. If you don't find him before then, you can pick him up again when we go to dinner." 

 She must have been using the speakerphone. I heard Thompson question the necessity of following me around. Her office door was open perhaps halfway, so I slipped through and quietly walked to stand behind Anne at her desk. 

 She picked up a photo from the top of the pile on her desk and looked at it for a moment, then dropped it back on the pile. It was one of Leslie and me; I was helping Leslie step up and into Stephanie. 

 "Look, Thompson," said Anne, "You're being paid, so call it training or practice or whatever suits you. Just do it unless or until something more important comes up." 

 He resignedly agreed and she punched the 'off' button, then rose and walked to her window. I followed and saw she was staring down at Stephanie. 

 "Damn," she muttered, and abruptly turned to walk away from the window, nearly colliding with me. She strode past me and headed back to her desk, where she began shoving the pile of pictures into the top drawer. I eased back through the open door and quietly opened the outer doors to let myself out, then closed them. 

 "option three off," I said. "Stephie, you can drop the camera field now." I knocked on the outer doors. 

 The speaker by the door immediately asked, "Yes?" 

 "Your dinner date has arrived," I said. 

 Her answer was less than immediate. "Just be a minute. Be right there." Several moments later the door opened and Anne said, "You're early. I like that." She gave me an odd glance as she turned to lock the doors, but said nothing, then she led the way to the elevators. 

 Thompson was waiting some distance away as we got off the elevator in the lobby, but I didn't see Harris until we walked out of the main hotel entrance. He was sitting on the stone bench outside, having a cigarette and chatting with someone as we passed him. 

 At the restaurant, Anne and I ordered the same thing, steak with side dishes, and had some time to ourselves at our corner table while our food was being prepared. Anne ordered a wine and I decided to try the restaurant's sweetened iced tea. 

 "Anne," I said, "Two of your people are following me everywhere, or at least trying to. Thompson and Harris. Why?" 

 She was silent and still for some moments, staring at me. 

 "How did you know..? And how do you know their names?" 

 "Why are you having me watched?" 

 She tried to make a joke of it. "They need the practice, obviously enough." I shook my head. "Not really. If you hadn't had Thompson, himself, take pictures today, I might not have noticed them paying any particular attention to me." 

 She sighed. "It's nothing nefarious, Ed. I try to keep my people in shape for their jobs. It's just practice for them. They're still trying to figure out how you got across the lobby yesterday, just before you picked up that Leslie woman." 

 "I didn't pick her up in the traditional sense, Anne. Fact is, Leslie didn't have any trouble at all tracking me around the lobby. Maybe that's why Linda wanted to talk to her yesterday." Anne tipped her wine glass at me and said, "Linda. Diana. Leslie. Leslie came back here from your little trip all enthusiastic about something. Next thing I know, you're taking those three geriatric bunny girls for a ride. Am I the only woman at the con who hasn't had a ride in that thing?" 

 "There are still one or two others, I think. You want a ride after dinner?" 

 "I was beginning to wonder if you'd ever make me that offer." 

 When I didn't say anything and simply stirred my tea for a while, she said, "Yes, I'd like a ride, too, if it isn't too much trouble." 

 I looked up at her as I put my spoon down, then looked around the room. 

 "No trouble at all. Where's the restroom in this place?" 

 "Somewhere in the back, past the salad bar." 

 "Thanks. See you in a few." 

 I got up and headed back there. On the way, I said, "Stephie, call me in ten minutes and tell me that something's come up that requires my attention. I'll ask you if I have time to finish dinner and to take Anne for a quick ride around the city after dinner. You'll tell me that it will have to be a quick ride." 

 "Okay, Ed. May I ask why?" 

 "Sure, Steph. I'm not enjoying Anne's company this evening, but I don't want to hurt her feelings, so I need to be called away." 

 I glanced back as I entered the restroom and saw Anne using her cell phone. Wouldn't it be funny if she was setting up the same thing with one of her people? 

 "Steph, is Anne doing the same thing I just did?" 

 "I'll check. Apparently she's hung up, Ed. Her phone's off now. No way to know." 

 "Thanks, Stephie." 

 Back at the table some minutes later, Anne's cell phone chimed. She thumbed the 'on' button and answered it. It was the same kind as Thompson's and I'd been able to overhear what had been said on his, but I didn't hear anything coming from Anne's. 

 After a moment, she said, "Okay. Bye." 

 "Something's come up?" I asked. 

 She nodded. "I have to get back by nine. I don't know how long it will take." 

 "Well, that's time enough for dinner and a flitter ride, anyway." My watch beeped. 

 "I'm here," I said. 

 Stephie told me that something had come up that required my attention. Deviating from the script, I told her that Anne had a similar problem and that we'd take a short ride after dinner. 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 Anne was looking at me over the rim of her glass. When she lowered it, she asked, "A similar problem, huh?" 

 "Seems so." 

 "You didn't ask her if the problem could wait, Ed." 

 "It can. The world won't stop turning if I don't jump and run." After a pause, she said, "I see." 

 The steaks arrived and we dined mostly in silence. We were already there, after all, and had ordered, and we'd already found ways out of the remainder of the evening. After dinner we walked back to Stephanie and took a leisurely cruise around the city. 

 Under other circumstances, it might have been a rather romantic ride on a summer's night. Darkness was falling and the lights of Atlanta were coming on below us while the stars were coming out above us. When we landed, Anne gave me a quick kiss and a thank-you that sounded sincere, then hopped off Stephie and headed into the hotel. I fished a beer out of the cooler and opened it, then had Stephie put up an internet screen. 

 I was finished with my email and checking some publishing newsgroups when my watch beeped. 
Chapter Fourteen

 I poked up a Rocket ebook newsgroup as I said, "I'm here." 

 Leslie giggled and said, "These watches are so cool! Look up. I'm in the fourth floor window." I didn't look up from the messages. 

 "I've seen windows before, ma'am. You'll never impress me that way. Where are you off to now? 

What's left to do or see tonight?" 

 "The costume contest is about all there is left, and I just saw all of them when I went past where they're lining up to go in. Where's Anne? I thought you two had a date?" 

 "We both picked the same trick to get out of it. No hard feelings that I'm aware of, just a preference to call it off on both sides." 

 Leslie giggled again. "Did you check to see if your key card will still open your room? Then you'd know if there were no hard feelings." 

 "Ha, ha, ma'am. I was about to turn it in and go back to Florida. Be ready to go at nine, okay?" 

 "Waitaminnit! You're going all the way back to Florida tonight? Why?" 

 "Why not? I can be there in about ten minutes, Leslie." 

 "Oh. Right. Damn. I forgot. Want some company?" 

 I thought, Huh? What's this? 

 "What about your friends, Leslie? Won't they be expecting you?" 

 "One of them is standing right here, looking at me like I'm nuts. I have no doubt at all that she'll tell the others something, but DeeDee and Cindy are only in the bathroom. I'll bring them down with me." 

 "Are you?" 

 "What? Nuts? Maybe. So what?" 

 "Yeah. So what. Well, if you change your mind later, you can use the couch." There was a shriek and a giggle from the other end that was quickly muted, probably by Leslie's hand over the watch. 

 "Ed, you just made Marcie's eyes bug out. She wants to know where you get off assuming that I'd want to sleep with you." 

 "Yeah, well, tell her if I'm wrong. Tell me, too, so I'll know how to behave tonight, but do it down here. I'm ready to fly as soon as I turn in this key card." 

 "Okay! I'll be right down!" 

 Another giggle, presumably Marcie's. Hushed tones of excited conversation. I'd have to show her a bit more about operating these watches, I thought. Then came Marcie's giggle again and, "You're gonna do it?! You just met him yesterday!" 

 "Yes, mother, I'm going, and I'm going to have a good time, and I'm probably gonna get a pretty good lay out of it, too." 

 "Oh, Leslie! Gawd! We aren't going to see you again for years!" 

 "Just one, if they don't renew my contract, and I may not like it up there, after all. Don't worry, Marcie. We'll all get together again someday." 

 I could envision the hugs and the tears. 

 "Stephie, tell Leslie to close her comm link completely, please." 

 "Completely? A link is either open or it's closed, Ed." 

 "Yes, and hers is still open, but I don't want her to know that I overheard that last bit. It would only embarrass her. Let her swear you to secrecy if she wants to." 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 I went into the hotel, turned the key card in at the desk, and wrote a quick thank-you note to Anne, then went back outside to wait for Leslie. She showed up with her three friends, all of whom seemed to be studying me more than Stephanie during the few minutes they were aboard. 

 As we were rising into the night, Leslie said, "Every one of them is jealous as hell, Ed. They think my prince has finally come." 

 I glanced at her and said, "You know better, I hope. I've never even impersonated a prince, Leslie. Hell, I played Oscar Madison for two months in a dinner theater in 1996 and got rave reviews for both character and costume, and I was just being me." 

 She laughed and said, "Somehow, I can believe that. And I'm just being me, Ed. The me I've wanted to be since I first read 'Modesty Blaise' and saw 'Honey West' on TV, but I'm going one-up on them. I'm going into space." 

 Leslie looked up and pointed. "Just look at those stars, Ed! Look at that moon!" I said, "Stephie, would you make her a telescope, please?" 

 Leslie looked at me oddly, trying to figure out what the hell I was talking about. I pointed to her right and she squeaked in surprise as the field extended inward toward her in a narrow, elongated funnel shape. Stephie told her how to aim and tune it and Leslie's first target was the moon. As her excited outburst lapsed into quieter awe, I asked Stephie if she'd found any new music lately. 

 "Ed, I know you aren't a fan of country music, but..." 

 "Stephie, try it and we'll see. Who and what song?" 

 "Leann Rimes, Ed. She compares well to Patsy Cline. The song is 'Blue'." 

 "Most country songs are, Stephie, but go ahead. Drop a needle on it." 

 "Drop a needle, Ed?" 

 "It means 'play the record'." 

 "I'm terribly sorry for my confusion, Ed. Would you be referring to the primitive old vinyl records? Like seventy-eights? They were a little before my time, you know. Actually, they were a lot before my time. I can hardly be expected to understand..." 

 "What do you want me to do, lady? Stick a nickel in your ear? You gonna play it or not, kid? What are you afraid of? Will I need a beer to get in the mood for it?" 

 Leslie looked around at my outburst and saw me grinning. That didn't lessen in the least her surprise when Stephie's voice changed dramatically. 

 In an exemplary Barbara Eden voice, Stephie blurted, "Oh, yes, Master! At once, Master! Let me get you your beer first, Master!" 

 The cooler lid folded back and a beer floated out toward me. I took it as the Jeannie voice asked Leslie, 

"And you, miLady? Would you like one, as well?" 

 Leslie was momentarily stunned and simply nodded. Another beer floated toward me. I opened it and handed it to her. 

 I said, "Stephie, you watch too many antique reruns. That was a great Jeannie, but if you ever do Lucille Ball, I'm going to ground you for a week, maybe longer. Never, ever do anything from 'I Love Lucy', okay?" 

 "Okay. Are you ready to hear my pick now?" 

 I tilted my seat back, took a hit of beer and gripped the bottle in both hands, gritted my teeth, and said, 

"Ready. Twang away, Sadie Mae." 

 Leslie giggled. 

 What filled the cabin surprised the hell out of me. Whothehellever Leann Rimes was, I didn't care if she was as fat as Mama Cass or as ugly as a wart hog and I didn't care if all she sang was country stuff. After a moment, I said, "Jesus. She's better than Patsy Cline's best. Play it again, Stephie." 

 "You liked it, Ed? Really? You aren't just being nice?" 

 Leslie said, "Stephie, he loved it. Go ahead. Play it again." 

 'Blue' filled the cabin again. 

 Leslie said, "Would you believe she's only seventeen, Ed? And that song was recorded in 1996." 

 "No shit? She sang like that when she was only thirteen or fourteen? Wow. Stephie, go ahead and lay in a supply of Leann Rimes, okay? We'll see what else she's done that we like next time out." 

 "Okay, Ed. I'm glad you liked her. I was afraid you wouldn't, because she's known as a country singer." 

 "Labels only cover so much in life, Steph. Never be afraid to sample stuff now and then and remind me if I forget." 

 "Okay. That should be fun." 

 Leslie giggled again. When I glanced at her, she tried to give me an innocent gaze that fell apart quickly. When the lights below us stopped moving, I knew we were above my house. Stephie, in deference to Leslie's inexperience, didn't drop us into my front yard in her usual manner. The descent was much more gradual than it would have been if I'd had Linda aboard or had been flying alone. As I stepped off and dragged the big cooler to the side, I said, "Thank you, Stephie. As usual, you've been perfect in all ways." 

 "Thank you, sir. I'll be upstairs if you should need me. Alone. In the dark. By myself. Did I mention

'alone'?" 

 Leslie had been half out of her seat. She laughed and sat back down. 

 "Linda told me a little about flitter capabilities," she said. "If you were in a bad mood, you'd be the worst thing anyone could meet in the dark, Stephie." 

 "Ed, Leslie's suggesting that I'm not delicate and ladylike, isn't she?" 

 "Yeah, I think so. It's just terrible how insensitive some people can be. Are you going to shoot at space debris tonight, ma'am?" 

 "I thought I might. There's so much of it up there, you know. It's dangerous." 

 "Absolutely true. Have a good time of it and try not to shoot down a shuttle." Leslie hopped down to the ground and - unasked - grabbed the other handle of the cooler to help carry it into the house. As soon as we were clear, Stephie began rising into the night sky. Leslie watched her rise until she was out of sight and asked, "Does she really do that? Shoot down space debris?" 

 "Not exactly. It doesn't really fall when she shoots it. It vaporizes. Stephie never sleeps, Leslie. I guess she needed a hobby beyond old TV shows." 

 "Jesus." 

 "Indeed." 

 We took the cooler inside and set it down in the kitchen. When I flipped the lid back to pull out empties, Leslie gasped softly and reached into it. 

 "What?" I asked. I didn't see anything startling in the cooler. 

 "The ice! I know this is the same cooler as yesterday... Oh... Hell... I forgot again. Stephie kept it cold enough that the ice didn't melt, didn't she?" 

 "Yup. The ice wouldn't be necessary at all, really, but if I'd hauled the cooler to the room or someplace, I'd have needed it." 

 Leslie shook her head in amazement and said, "I really need a flitter, Ed." 

 "Talk to Elkor about it some time. Want another beer?" 

 "Yeah, why not? It's Saturday night and I'm not driving." 

 I opened two more beers and put the rest in the fridge, then we heaved the ice into the driveway to melt. Leslie saw my car and asked what kind it was. 

 "An eighty-four Olds Eighty-Eight." 

 Her surprise was quite evident. She looked up as if at Stephanie, then back at the Oldsmobile. 

 "Well, that provides some contrast, doesn't it? Why such an old car?" 

 "Comfort, Leslie. It isn't a pissy little car. I have head and leg room and it feels like an easy chair in there. Then there's price; one new-car payment. Difference, too. If you took the nameplates off any dozen of today's cars and lined them up, most people couldn't tell if they were foreign or domestic, much less what company made them or what model they were looking at. They're all slick little wedge-shaped toys and boring as hell." 

 "Aren't you afraid this one might break down on you?" 

 "It's got a 307 V8 engine, a solid drive train, and all the electronics work fine. No, I'm not worried that it will break down, and if it did, about the only thing on it that I can't fix on it is the air conditioner." 

 "I see. You seem pretty definite about what you like or don't like? People included, apparently." I played dumb for her. "You mean Anne?" 

 "Have you dumped any other women since yesterday? You know I mean Anne." 

 "I didn't dump her. We discovered each other, then discovered that we liked each other less than we thought, and we both looked for a way to break off politely." 

 Leslie laughed softly. "That's one way to put what happened. What about me, Ed?" I looked at her in the moonlight for a moment. 

 "You? Well, you seem likeable. Of course, so did Anne. On the other hand, your likeability has outlasted hers by at least an hour. Gee, lady, now I'm all confused. It must be the beer." She fixed me with a dubious gaze. 

 "Do you even remember the last time you were confused about anything, Ed?" 

 "Sure. Some woman could see me yesterday when nobody else could. Does that count?" 

 "No." 

 "Well, then, I guess it's been about a year and a half. What did Linda tell you about the reason for me going to the factory?" 

 "Not much. Only that you'd be a high-profile decoy and that some accidents were being considered suspicious for the moment." 

 "Anything else?" 

 She shook her head. "Just that you'd done this sort of thing before." 

 "I have, but that doesn't mean much. Each situation has been different." 

 "But you got through them all." 

 I shrugged and turned the cooler upside down to dry in front of the car, then changed my mind and picked it up to take it into the house. Leslie followed after a moment and came into the kitchen as I was drying the cooler with a dishtowel. 

 "So tell me," I said, "What did your friends think of your decision to leave the party early? They acted like they thought you were crazy." 

 Leslie was silent for some moments. I looked up as I hung the towel on the stove handle and gave her a questioning look. 

 "I told them that 3rd World had hired me to teach middle school grades at the factory. They thought that was marvelous. Then I told them that I'd be leaving for the job tomorrow. Shocked looks all around. All of us went to pick up my stuff. Then came my decision to go with you this evening and your comment about sleeping arrangements. That's when they all decided that I was crazy, and every one of them is as envious as a woman can get right now. They see all this as an escape fantasy come true and you as the one who caused it to happen." 

 "They're one hundred percent wrong. You caused it to happen, not me. First by being able to see me and then by being qualified and willing." 

 She nodded and sipped her beer. 

 "I know that. They haven't realized it yet. They're all still waiting for princes, deep down. Some guy to find them and make their lives all better." 

 It was my turn to nod and sip, largely because it was vastly safer than saying anything at all in response to her words about her friends. 

 Leslie sipped again, too, and seemed to be considering her next words. After a pause of some moments, she spoke again. 

 "I told Marcie that..." - she paused again as she prepared to quote herself - "That I was going, that I was going to have a good time, and that I might even get a good lay out of it." She wanted me to be shocked, if only a little bit, so I was shocked. A little bit. 

 "You told her all that, huh? Damn. Did her eyes bug out again?" Leslie giggled and said, "Oh, you should have seen her. Like someone goosed her, her eyes bugged out. She tries to act cavalier, but she's really very prim and proper." 

 Leslie's grinning giggle became a laugh that kept trying to recur as she said, "They were all like that, Ed. Shocked and titillated to the core. Big-eyed and excited and absolutely incredulous about it." I grinned with her and let her savor that moment again without interruption. When she looked up at me again, I asked, "And how about you? How did you feel?" 

 Leslie's gaze turned slightly cautious, but she said, "Shocked and titillated to the core. Big-eyed and excited and absolutely incredulous about it. Just like them." 

 I nodded as I put my beer on the kitchen counter and held out my arms to her. She put her beer down and came into my arms. When our kiss ended, I suggested that we call it an evening and get ready for bed, but I also told her that holding her felt so good that I wasn't in any particular hurry to let go of her. She grinned up at me and softly squeezed my thigh between hers. 

 "Good," she said, leaning most of herself against me fairly heavily. 
Chapter Fifteen

 I woke to noises in the house and was on alert before I realized there was no need for alarm. My bedside clock read seven-fifteen. 

 Damn. She's an early riser. That could be a problem. 

 I rolled out of bed and wrapped a towel around me to see about some coffee. A naked Leslie was cracking eggs over a pan as I walked into the kitchen. I tossed my towel over one side of the batwing doors in order to conform somewhat. 

 "Hi, there. Got any coffee..." 

 Her reaction was spectacular enough. The spatula left her hand and bounced off the range before skittering across the floor, and the two eggs she'd been preparing to crack were crushed in her hand, instead, trailing goo as she spun to face me, breathing hard. 

 "Um. Sorry," I said. "I just came in..." 

 "Jesus! You scared the hell out of me, Ed!" 

 "Yeah, I could tell. Is there any..." 

 "Don't sneak up on me like that, okay?" 

 "I'm kind of barefoot, Leslie. Sorry if my feet don't make enough noise for you. Is there any coffee, yet?" She moved aside and I saw that the pot was empty. 

 "I was going to make some to go with breakfast," she said. 

 Maybe she could hear the unthrilled essence of my, "Uh, huh." 

 I looked for my jar of instant on the kitchen counter and saw it not. That's not a typo. I saw my instant coffee not, and that was not good. 

 "Where's my instant coffee, Leslie?" 

 "Oh, I put it away. I'm making a fresh pot, Ed." 

 "Where did you put it, Leslie? Where the hell is 'away'?" 

 She opened a cabinet that I haven't opened twice in ten years and there was my coffee jar, sitting on the middle shelf. I immediately reached past her for it, brushing much of myself against her in the process. As I withdrew my coffee and stepped back, I could see that Leslie's nipples had hardened and her face had reddened. If that's all it took, she was probably damp, too. That thought made my dick rise in spite of my coffeeless circumstances. 

 Leslie stared at the little monster that was pointing at her and reddened further, which made my dick throb for her. I glanced around. The mess on the floor would be there in a few minutes. The fry pan was still heating up. 

 Leslie's eyes followed mine and she turned to check the pan. I moved in, put my coffee jar back where it belonged and wrapped my arms around her, kissing her neck and shoulders. My left hand trailed across her thigh and slipped between her legs. Yup. Not just damp; wet. 

 "Back up a step and lean on the counter, please, ma'am." 

 Leslie looked back at me and asked, "Here? Now? But..." 

 "Here's good and now's fine and your little friend, here, wants you real bad, and you're ready, ma'am. Unless you have any real objections..?" 

 Leslie took the step back and leaned forward. I let myself slide between her legs and nuzzle the wetness, and when the angle was right, I began nosing it into her. 

 A few minutes later she gave a great gasp and her knees buckled. I rode her to the floor and kept working that special spot within her as my fingers made her clit sing. 

 We nearly came together. She came, crested, and triggered mine too late to meet hers, but as I gushed into her, she gasped again and shoved back against me to lock us deeply together. When I was finished pulsing my stuff into her, I kissed her back and shoulders and stroked her arms and whispered, "You're so good at this..." 

 She giggled - an interesting feeling from the inside - and then laughed. A moment later, she held up her hand, dripping with egg that had been spilled on the floor, and said, "Eeewww. Cold. Yucky." 

 "I guess that kinda kills the mood for you, huh?" 

 With a grin, Leslie shoved the hand back toward my face and said, "Well, what do you think? 

Eeewww." 

 "But it's already there. Just put the hand back where it was so things don't get any worse and I'll just stay right where I am until my dick goes down, okay?" 

 "Selfish man. Selfish, selfish man. All you care about is your dick. Pull that thing out of me so I can start cleaning up this mess and finish making breakfast." 

 I poked her deeply a few times quickly, which made her squeak, then I sighed, "OhhhKaay... If I have to, I have to, I guess." 

 "And don't dribble stuff on the floor," she said. "I have enough to clean, here." 

 "Huh. You're the one who's dribbling, lady. Just a minute. Hold still." I grabbed a couple of paper towels, then remembered my bath towel and pulled it off the door. After a quick wipe of myself to keep from leaving a sticky trail, I folded the stuff into the towel and handed it to Leslie while I began scooping up egg with tearout cards from a magazine. 

 After we got ourselves and the kitchen cleaned up, I used hot water from the sink tap to make myself a cup of instant coffee. Leslie watched wordlessly until I had finished and was in the midst of taking a sip. 

 "Eeewww." 

 "Good stuff. Jello coffee. Wakes you right up." 

 She closed her eyes and shuddered. When she opened them again, she seemed to notice something and knelt while reaching for my dick. I almost thought something was wrong until I saw her tongue lash out and capture a stray droplet. She took me in her mouth and milked me for a few moments before pronouncing the job done. 

 My dick was more than halfway up again when she let it go. Leslie giggled and turned away long enough to flip the eggs, then turned back to face me. With another giggle, she went to her knees and sucked and massaged me until I was hard again, took a moment to admire her achievement, and then rose to load the coffee pot and turn it on. 

 I leaned against the counter with my coffee and watched her, my dick sticking up in front of me. Leslie grinned as she reached for it and stroked it a few times. She glanced to check the eggs, then backed up against me and inserted me into her dampness and rode me for a few moments before she seemed to stiffen. 

 I couldn't see her face, but I'd seen such expressions of surprise before. She gasped, "Oh... My..." 

 "Found another one in there, didn't you?" 

 "Ahh-hahh..." 

 Leslie stroked deeply a few times, but the feeling was fading. I could tell. She pushed hard against me in her efforts, pinning me to the cabinets, but the feeling got away from her. She sighed a little sigh of disappointment. 

 "They're supposed to come and go, ma'am. To keep our interests up, I think." She pulled herself off me, leaned against the cabinets next to me, took a deep breath, and said, "By God, I guess that must be so. I can't think of any other good reason for a feeling like that not to last forever." 

 Leslie moved to slide the eggs onto a platter and forked some bacon into the pan, then returned to lean beside me. After pouring herself a cup of coffee and sipping it, she wrapped her left hand around my dick and squeezed it, then stroked it a few times. After a few moments, she put her coffee down and moved in front of me and impaled herself on me again. 

 This time there was no bucking or stroking. Leslie simply shoved me into herself as far as possible, then remained that way as she used the fork to turn the bacon. Now and then she'd switch her legs back and forth, or lean farther forward in her reach, but otherwise she didn't move much, other than to freeze for a second when the head of my dick nosed against something deep inside her. 

 I sipped my coffee and wondered if I'd ever go off in this manner. It was a first for me; having a woman prepare breakfast while wrapped around my dick. I was used to a bit more motion and a little less distraction. 

 Leslie was forking bacon onto the platter when our watches beeped at the same time, and it startled her so that she jerked and clenched around me and almost let the bacon miss the platter. She looked back at me in startlement and began to pull off me, but on an impulse, I grabbed her hips and held her steady on my dick as I answered the call. She flailed a bit, then settled as I began stroking into her. 

 "Hello, is this Dialing for Dollars?" 

 Linda said, "You wish. No, this is your wakeup call, Ed. Seven-forty-five. Up and at 'em." 

 "Yes, ma'am," I said, stroking deeply into Leslie. "I'm up, Fearless Leader." Leslie stared big-eyed at me and covered her mouth with her hands as I continued to stroke into her. She shook her head mightily, her flaming hair slinging back and forth with great vigor. 

 "You're up already, Ed? That isn't like you. Where's Leslie?" 

 Stroke, stroke, stroke. 

 "Um... in the kitchen. Making breakfast. Uh, can I call you back, Linda?" Stroke, stroke, stroke... Whups! 

 I felt the orgasm beginning in my heels and racing up the backs of my legs. Leslie felt it, too, from the extra stiffness and that tiny bit of extra length that happens to a man's dick at that moment, and she froze herself against me even as she was doing her best to keep from laughing. 

 "I guess so," said Linda. "Why?" 

 Leslie pulled herself off me and barely got her mouth over me in time. I came hard, pulsing and squirting almost painfully. Leslie stroked me until the throbbing spurts stopped, then milked me some more as she looked up at me with grinning eyes. 

 "Ah... Uhm... Never mind, things are under control, now, but as soon as you're off the line, I'll need to do something right away, ma'am." 

 Linda's voice contained sudden understanding. 

 "Oh! Oh, I'm sorry! I only called to make sure you were up. Bye." I sighed deeply as she broke the link and muttered, "Yeah, Linda. I was up." Leslie giggled, and then shuddered with laughter stoppered only by my dick in her mouth. She worked it a bit more, then rocked back and let me slowly slide out from between her lips and made a grinning production of swallowing. 

 Smacking her lips, she said, "I've always wanted to do that, just to see." 

 "Uhm... To see what, Leslie?" 

 "Just to see what it was like." 

 Leslie extended a hand and I helped her stand. 

 "The taste won't win any prizes," she said, "But it was a lot of fun." 

 "Great. I'll let you go down on me during all my calls." 

 She stuck her tongue out at me and wiggled it. I handed Leslie her coffee as I picked up my own. She pulled a paper towel off the roll and stuffed it between her legs rather matter-of-factly, then sipped her coffee before asking me, "Do you think Linda will figure out what we were doing?" 

 "No, she probably thought I had to take a first-thing-in-the-morning leak." Leslie giggled, then laughed in a loud burst. 

 "Gawd," she said, "I almost came when the watches beeped. I can still taste that stuff. I feel like such a harlot, Ed! Let's eat. Our breakfast is cooling fast." 

 She was like a chipmunk for a while. Chatter, chatter, food. Chatter, food. Chatter, chatter. Food. By the time our quick breakfast was over, she was realizing that I hadn't said more than ten words during breakfast. Her face became a mask of concern. 

 "Is something wrong, Ed?" 

 I laughed. "Hell, no. I was just letting you go on and grunting in what seemed to be the right places. I couldn't have gotten a word in, anyway, most of the time. Are you always like that after sex in the kitchen? Or during breakfast?" 

 Leslie stared at me for a moment, then said, "I've been running like a faucet, haven't I? I think I feel as if I'm getting away with something, Ed, like I've crossed some lines and I'm afraid of getting caught or something." 

 "Maybe you're afraid it will all get away from you, too, like a dream in the morning? Wake up and it fades away?" 

 "Yeah. Like that. I feel as if I'm trying to hang on to something. How'd you know?" I reached to cup her breast and thumb her nipple erect, then stroked her smooth skin from her breast to her throat and back to her breast. 

 "Just look at you, Leslie. You could be ready again in no time, if we had the time enough to play. You're a tall, lusty redhead with a helluva fine face and body and you've been good company otherwise, too. Hasn't it occurred to you that maybe I feel the same way as you right now?" Leslie turned a deep shade of red and both her nipples stood out like little castles on their mini-mountains. 

 "Maybe so, Ed, but you haven't been chattering like an idiot for fifteen minutes." 

 "Nope. I tend to quiet down and try not to startle the deer away." She nodded understanding. "We don't have much time, now, do we?" 

 "The flight to Carrington will take about half an hour. The flight to the factory will take six hours or so. We'll have lots of time later." 

 She gave me an embarrassed little smile and nodded again. We finished breakfast and showered, then tossed our stuff aboard Stephie and took off. Leslie was in the mood for rock music; she and Stephie picked a few and the cabin filled with it just before Linda called again, this time with visuals for Stephie's display field. 

 "I thought you were going to call me back, Ed." 

 "Forgot. Anyway, you said it was just a wakeup call." 

 "Time will be short this morning. Study until you get here. There'll be a test later. What's all that noise in the background?" 

 "Led Zeppelin, at the moment." 

 "Are they a new band? They sound pretty good." 

 I looked at Leslie. Could it be that someone didn't know of LZ? 

 "Gotcha," said Linda. "Just kidding. Got all their stuff, too. Study, children." I'd already seen most of the info Linda had sent up, but there were a few things in all the details of the factory asteroid that I'd missed. Leslie hadn't seen any of it before, so I used showing her around the place on screen to familiarize myself more thoroughly. I spoke to Elkor just before we landed. 

 "Elkor, I'm going to want a private session with you before we go. There may be a few things to add to my list, but it won't matter whether they're made for me here or there." 

 "I'll be around, Ed." 

 No shit. He was technically everywhere at once. "Thanks, Elkor." Leslie asked, "A private session? Won't I be with you? We'll be working together, Ed. I should be in on things." 

 "Linda's going to issue you things you'll have to learn to use this morning, Leslie. You may not learn well in only a couple of hours, but you'll be able to practice later. If it's convenient, you'll be with me when I talk to Elkor. If not, I'll fill you in later." 

 Stephie was directed to land within one of the buildings connected to the offices. She settled into a space between two diagnostic panels and a third one descended from the ceiling after Leslie and I had disembarked. 

 Elkor said, "Ed, I'm going to begin transferring a copy of Stephanie to the transport core. I've enhanced and - partitioned - the core so that Stephanie will remain separate from everything else, yet will be able to access the data in the other sections." 

 "Good deal, Elkor. Back in a bit." 

 We walked into the main building and went to Linda's offices. She'd set out coffee for us and immediately began briefing us about the mission as it was envisioned at that moment. An hour and a half later, Linda took Leslie to one of the labs to be issued a stun wand and some training with it. I took that time to go to what I referred to as the base exchange and pick up some clothes for the trip. 

 My persona would be that of a gruff managerial type with a hands-on personality and an appearance to match. Think of a retired first-sergeant in a troubleshooting position at any major corporation. Suits and ties on special occasions only. Any other time, you'd see him prowling around in pretty much the same outfit all the time, primarily for instant recognizability, but also to give the impression of an

'up-through-the-ranks' mustang officer. 

 I bought six Army-style fatigue shirts, solid green with long sleeves, and six pairs of jeans. Needed 'em anyway, since they're about all I wear normally. I then bought six perma-press khaki-style shirts with epaulets and long sleeves and pants to match them. You could call those my semi-formal outfits. I found three corduroy sport jackets, one with a shooting patch on the right shoulder, three suits with appropriate ties and dress shirts that would go with any of the suits, and the necessary underwear and over-the-calf socks, also for formal and informal use. 

 I also needed footwear, formal and informal. To match the image I wanted to project at the factory, I bought two pairs of cowboy boots, one pair black and the other suede, a pair of Cocoran jump boots, and two pairs of name-brand jogging shoes. 

 Also to fit the image, I picked up two sets of Cross pens, some government-issue style memo books, cuff links, tie clasps, and three pairs of shooter's sunglasses. 

 After charging the pile to the agency, I detailed one of Linda's people to take everything that was machine-washable to the base Laundromat and run them through the washing machines twice after removing all purchase tags. 

 At the base thrift shop, I picked up two used military B-bags and a duffle bag for luggage and used the shop computer to print new ID tags for the zippered plastic cases on each of the bags, then hauled the bags to Linda's office to await my laundry while I went to visit with Elkor and Stephanie. 
Chapter Sixteen

 The replacement core was suspended in a field next to the core within Stephie's console. I looked for connections and saw none, but Elkor assured me that the cloning of Stephanie was going smoothly and was, in fact, nearly complete. 

 Stephie was able to talk during her "operation" and her greeting told me that her sense of humor was obviously unimpaired. 

 "Hello, sir! Welcome to Stepford! We'd love to have your wife come to one of our meetings!" I snickered at her and said, "Poor baby. Messing with your mind, is he?" Elkor said, "Her warranty covers aberrant humor, of course. No extra charge." 

 "I'll remember that. Elkor, I've been thinking about what I may need up there and I've made a kind of wish list beyond the independent field generator. I want something that will cut through six inches of steel. That happens to be an inch more than the thickness of the largest containment doors between chambers up there." 

 "May I ask why you need such a device, Ed?" 

 "Sure. The people who were caught in that explosion were taking an inventory in a storage chamber. They couldn't get out because the door didn't respond to the control panel. The rescue team had to cut through the door to get to them. Nobody knows how or why the door malfunctioned and there's no computer record of a malfunction, so I don't want to have to rely on that computer to open my doors for me. I may also want to modify my quarters a bit so that I can conceal odd items like the gadget I just asked for." 

 "I think I can create something that will appear to be a stun wand..." 

 "Nope. I'll have one of those. Two of 'em on me at once would make me seem paranoid, not just eccentric. Can't have that. How about a two-part gadget? Both parts could look like inkpens." 

 "They'd be quite a bit larger than the usual inkpens, Ed; almost the size of the marking pen you used to put your name on the duffle bag." 

 "Not a problem. They'll become part of my image. I just came from a science fiction convention where they were handing out promotional items for several movies and computer games. Make these pens look like the handouts for the kiddie movie. If anyone asks about them, I'll just say rather firmly that a friend gave them to me and that I like them. Add a cheap fabric belt holder in some tacky kid-color and make sure the pens actually write, just in case." 

 "There were promotions for two such movies, Ed. Would you prefer cartoon dinosaurs or some rather fanciful spaceships on your pens?" 

 "The spaceships, of course. Big-eyed baby dinosaurs just don't appeal to me." 

 "I somehow hadn't thought that they would, but it seemed proper to ask." 

 "Uh, huh. Coming from you, I can almost believe that. Next item: I'd like to have the independent capability of field manipulation. Can that be arranged, Elkor?" 

 "Now you've provided me a challenge, Ed. Let me consider how that might be accomplished." 

 "I was remembering how you repaired Linda's spine, Elkor, and thinking maybe some sort of linking directly into my brain, using the existing implant or maybe another one." 

 "As I said, you've provided me a challenge. I'm researching the matter." 

 "Well, I won't be leaving until around two. The surgical drone could be here in half an hour, too, couldn't it?" 

 "Less than that, since it isn't having to consider passenger comfort. I believe there's a way to use a second implant for this purpose. You realize that you may not be able to make it function at first, if at all?" 

 "If you're making and installing it, I'll remain optimistic about that, Elkor." 

 "Can you think of anything else?" 

 "For my last wish, I'd like three more wishes, o genie of the lamp. To go." Elkor was silent for some moments, then he said, "That may be possible, Ed, if you and Stephanie will allow it. All computer systems have redundancy features. I could use the space from a few of those to give her limited manufacturing capabilities utilizing the factory resources." 

 "It wouldn't compromise her personality?" 

 "Not at all. The data would be compacted and stored in a much smaller space. The new data would also be compacted, then stored. Each type of data would be uncompacted and used as required, then recompacted pending the next use." 

 "If that system works so well, why isn't it in use now?" 

 "In the case of common memories and trivia, it is in use. In almost all other matters it was decided that speed and safety outweighed space requirements for non-essential data, so the most essential data is never compacted." 

 I thought a bit and consulted Stephie. She seemed to fully understand his suggestion and thought it would be a fine thing, so I agreed to it. 

 "Elkor, a question. Why haven't you offered us something like this before?" 

 "If there had been a stated need for such a device, I'd have made it, but there has been no request to exceed original core specifications, Ed." 

 "In other words, 'because I didn't ask', right?" 

 "It would seem so, Ed. I am a computer, however you choose to regard me in another manner. Computers innately respond; they seldom initiate. There will always be times when the answer to questions of why something didn't happen will be 'because you didn't ask'. I'm sorry." I shook my head. "No sweat, Elkor. I should have realized that after almost two years of working with you. Would you make her one of those enhanced cores and install it, please? I want Stephie to have the best." 

 "It will be done today, Ed, but we're using the facility at the moment. It will have to wait until we're finished and you're on your way." 

 "Good enough, Elkor. Hell, it's excellent. Thanks. Oops. One more thought on the matter. Why not set the core I'm taking up there do the diagnostics in the main computer, then wipe the diagnostics routines to allow extra room for compacted Stephie-stuff? And if we have to replace the primary programming, that stuff can go, too, can't it? Then she'd have the whole core to herself." 

 "The diagnostics don't require much space, and I think they should remain for use with both systems later. The replacement programming could be eliminated after confirmations have been made and verified. That would leave over eighty percent of the new core's capacities available to the Stephanie at the factory." 

 "Again, good enough, Elkor. I'll accept your best judgment on that matter. Are you making any progress with designing the field manipulation implant?" 

 "I think so, Ed. Humans have redundant features, as well. I'm investigating the possibility of tapping into some of them at this moment. Research into more extreme manners of portability of field manipulation devices has been sporadic, and a limited concept of implants for the purpose has only been considered for medical reasons." 

 "Give me an example, Elkor." 

 "The Amarans have encountered people on Earth - and other worlds - who are missing limbs due to accidents and birth defects. A very limited field manipulation implant was conceived, but design efforts were halted after those efforts resulted in damage to the very people they were supposed to help." 

 "Uh, what kind of damage was that, exactly? Radiation?" 

 "No. In several cases, the implants were dislodged or torn out of the skulls of the users by the forces involved in lifting or moving objects. The implant acted as an anchor point for their efforts. If their efforts became more than the surrounding bone could support, the implant often tore away." 

 "Wonderful. Wasn't there any way to limit the things so that they wouldn't yank themselves out of someone's skull?" 

 "Such a governing device would be several times the size of the implant, Ed. It was hoped that training and common sense on the part of the user would obviate the need. Such was not the case. Almost all of the implant users have required restorative surgeries due to various overexertions." 

 "Ah, hah. Well, that sounds like a downside of sorts. Let me ask this, then; have any of them asked to have the implants removed?" 

 "Two of the subjects have opted for removal." 

 "We'll try it, then. I'm only thinking of it as a way to create a distraction, like knocking something off a table to get someone's attention away from me for a moment. That's if I can get a handle on it at all. How many people have been unable to make their implants work, Elkor?" 

 "The test group contained thirty-seven disabled people. Nine of them were able to make use of their implants to varying degrees." 

 "Damn. Only one in four?" 

 "Results have been disappointing." 

 "No shit. Well, we'll try it anyway. If it doesn't work, we just won't tell anyone about it. See you in a while, guys. Gotta go see our Fearless Leader." 

 I could have walked through the connecting hallway, but I heard something just on the other side of the wall near the dumpsters. Standing on a crate to look out the window didn't help. The angle was wrong, I guess. Couldn't see a damned thing but the dumpster, itself, and the concrete just beyond it, so I went outside. 

 Where there are dumpsters, there will be rats. A big one stared back at me when I looked into the foot-wide space behind the dumpster. It was rummaging inside one of a couple of fast-food carryout bags that had evidently been poorly tossed. I had the distinct feeling that the rat was giving me the finger in some fashion as its stare became a defiant glare. 

 The other bag moved. I thought it would likely be nothing more than another rummaging rat and almost turned to leave, but the sound that came from the bag was that of a kitten. The rat fixed its gaze on the bag and tensed. The kitten squalled again and the rat seemed to forget about me as it cautiously moved toward the other bag. 

 In another day and place, we'd often amused ourselves or vented our frustrations by throwing the big nails used in sandbag revetments at the huge damned rats that had infested our camps. I flicked open my belt knife, gripped it high on the blade, and threw it. It turned in the air once and sank to the hilt in the middle of the rat. It was a very good toss for so little practice in recent years; perhaps too good. The rat shrieked, scrabbled at the knife for a moment, and then took off like a bat out of hell with my knife still waving from its side. I hoped the knife would fall free as I shoved the dumpster aside enough to get to the bag. 

 "Elkor, could you send a drone or two out to look around for my belt knife? It just left the area in a big brown rat and I'm not going to have time to look for it. I think I've found something out here that may interest you, though." 

 The six-inch drones passed me moving damned near as fast as the rat had. They zipped around and over and under things and were soon lost to sight. While I was watching them go, another drone had positioned itself a couple of feet to my left without my knowledge. 

 When the third drone asked, "What did you find, Ed?" it was all I could do not to jump ten feet. 

 "Jesus, Elkor. You could have told me you were sending three." 

 "My apologies, Ed. What did you find?" 

 The bag moved again and I reached for it. When I picked it up, the kitten evidently decided to go down fighting and very quickly shredded both the side of the bag and my left hand. 

 "Ow! Goddamn, cat! Gimme a break, here!" 

 It was kind of like trying to hold a power saw, I think. The little monster latched his face onto the ball of my thumb and hung on grimly as its tiny claws gripped and raked wherever possible. It even managed to make noise around all the meat in its mouth. 

 Elkor's comment was, "It isn't very friendly, is it?" 

 I finally got a grip on the scruff of its neck and stuck a finger in the side of its mouth to pry its little face open, then disengaged its teeth from my thumb. The kitten hung there spitting, yowling, and squirming to either get free or get me again. 

 "It's fucking crazy, that's what it is. Can you field-carry it back to Stephie? I'm damaged enough for the moment and I want to see if there are any more out here." 

 "I can move it to Stephanie, but what should I do with it next, Ed?" Elkor's field took the kitten and I reached for one of my paper towel hankies to wrap my bleeding hand. The kitten was probably terrified to be hanging in the air and moving toward the doorway. It was now motionless and soundless as it floated away. 

 "Set up a field-box enclosure on Stephie's deck about three feet square and kill the fleas and bugs I'm sure it has, then just hang onto it for a few minutes. Did you find my knife?" 

 "Not yet. The kitten is now contained." 

 Another rat lunged over the side of the dumpster and ran away. I used a piece of broken lumber to prod around in the dumpster's contents and found out why the kitten was alone. Someone had thrown a broken-up crate into the dumpster while the mother cat had been foraging inside it. She and another kitten were dead. I saw no others. 

 "Elkor, the kitten is an orphan. How old would you say it is?" 

 "Possibly ten weeks. Not much more than that." 

 "Its mother and another kitten died of injuries. Would you scan the kitten and see if it has any broken ribs or other damage?" 

 A moment later his reply was, "There is no apparent damage, Ed." 

 "Well, if you can make friends with it, you may have yourself another cat, there." 

 "We decided to look for a volunteer, didn't we, Ed? This one certainly doesn't qualify as a volunteer." As I walked back into the building, I said, "Adapt, Elkor. This kid's mother is dead and it's having to scrounge in dumpsters for dinner. Hell, it could become a rat's dinner and probably will if we let it go. Let's try to convince it to volunteer, okay?" 

 "As you wish, Ed. I've found your knife. It's apparently undamaged, but rather soiled." 

 "Thanks, Elkor. Drop the knife in the tool-cleaning sink and I'll tend to it in a minute. First we need to let the kitten know that its world could improve today." 

 As I approached Stephanie, the kitten backed as far as possible into the farthest reaches of the containment field and squalled at me. It had a voice like a Siamese, but it was almost steel gray in color and had gold eyes. 

 "Hi, baby. You just sit tight while I see if someone named Bear left a few of his kitty treats in Stephie's console, okay?" 

 I opened the panel and found the treats I'd always carried for Bear. Shaking one of the soft little cubes out of the milk-carton style box, I approached the containment field and reached inside to place the cube near the kitten without putting my hand within reach of its claws. It remained crunched up against the invisible wall of the field and hissed at me. I flicked the cube closer to it and went to find some kind of water dish. 

 Linda said, "Ed, when had you planned on dropping by? We have a few things to do before you go, you know." 

 "Something came up out here in the bay, Linda. Can you and Leslie drop by here for a moment?" 

 "I guess so." 

 "You might bring Doreen with you if she can pry herself loose from the lab." 

 "Doreen..? What do I tell her, Ed?" 

 "Same as you tell everybody else, Linda. 'Come with me'. She won't mind when she sees what we've found." 

 The kitten chose that moment to sound off loudly and piercingly. 

 I said, "Sorry, kid. Your mama isn't coming anymore. All you've got is us." Linda's muttered, "Oh, damn," came from my watch, then, "You found a cat. We can't let a damned cat hold us up, Ed." 

 "That's why you're bringing Doreen. She likes cats. Elkor likes cats. They'll work something out. I need to clean my knife, now. See you in a few." 

 The solvent in the tool sink made quick work of rat residue. I gave the knife a hot water rinse to get the solvent out of the crevices and dried it before slipping it back into my belt pouch. By that time Linda, Leslie, and Doreen were entering the bay. 

 Upshot: Linda bitched a little, but softened considerably when she saw my bloodstained bandage. 

 "Wow. He put up a rather vigorous defense, didn't he?" 

 "I'm lucky to have all of my fingers, Linda. We don't know if it's a 'he' yet." She chuckled and said, "Let no good deed go unpunished, right? You ought to name it 'Blade'. It's the right color and it seems to have a fistful of knives." 

 Stephie volunteered to be a cat containment device as long as necessary, since she officially had nowhere to go until I returned from the assignment. 

 Doreen fell in love with the little guy (it got up to try to escape and gender became readily evident) at first sight. She said she'd spend some time helping Elkor care for and befriend the kitten. Leslie marveled both at the kitten's fighting spirit and my noble stupidity for not letting go of him when he started slicing. 

 "Noble stupidity? If I'd let go he'd be rat food by now. How stupid is that, lady? Ten minutes with the medics will take care of my hand and I heal fast." 

 Leslie peeled back the paper towel to look at my hand, squinted hard, and held up the bloodstained towel. 

 "Well, I guess you do, Ed. Where did all this blood come from, anyway?" I looked at my hand. Except for some reddish lines, my dozens of scratches had almost vanished. The microbots Elkor had set to work in me on the ship the year before must have been working their little butts off. I took the towel and dropped it in a waste can without comment. Linda mentioned getting a move on and I said I'd be along in a minute. Once the ladies had left the bay, I asked Elkor if the implant was ready. 

 "The implant is ready and the surgical drone is here. Are you ready to proceed?" 

 "Guess so. Stephie, would you make me a place to lie down?" 

 She did so and I lay still as Elkor's drone installed the device and the kitten watched. I tried to envision things as the kitten might. Voices from nowhere. The big human looking even bigger lying next to the field cage. A floating thing doing something to the big human. Can't escape and can't see the barrier. All in all, the kitten couldn't have been having a good time. 

 I felt no different when I got up and said so. Elkor told me that there would be no reason to feel anything until my brain had adjusted to the new linkings. 

 "How long is that, normally?" I asked. 

 "It varies, but usually a day or two. Most reported a tickling or tingling sensation when the connections were finalized. They also said that the sensations went away soon afterwards." As I headed for Linda's office, I said, "More likely they got used to having them and the tingles stopped registering." 

 "That could be, as well." 

 "Well, Elkor, however things turn out, thanks for the effort. I guess it's time to saddle up and join the ladies. Let me know when the kitten takes the food, and when he does, wait five minutes and float another cube in to him, okay? Place it by the water dish. You'll know the situation is improving when he'll take a drink." 

 Stephie asked, "May I do that?" 

 "Sure. You both might want to talk a bit and get him used to your voices, too. It doesn't matter what you say. You could take turns reading from of 'War and Peace' and have the same effect. I wouldn't try Bear-talking with him yet. Later, when he's more at home with things, you could work on his communication skills." 

 Elkor asked, "Please explain why drinking water is different from eating food under these circumstances, Ed. That statement didn't make sense to me." 

 "Eating is quiet and may be interrupted, but cats lap water, Elkor. It makes them put their heads down and make a bit of noise. Feral animals feel particularly vulnerable at such times. Review footage of the big cats at waterholes. You'll see what I mean." 

 Elkor said, "Indeed. I'm watching a pair of lions drink while another one keeps watch. In another scene, though, I'm seeing a lone tiger drink continuously. Are you sure of your data?" 

 "Is there a lot of open space around the water? I'll bet he's completely alone, Elkor. The tiger's comfortable because at the moment the tiger's the most dangerous predator in the area and he knows it. He owns that area." 

 "Things appear to be as you speculate, Ed. I believe I understand, now." 

 "Cool. Will you be able to accompany Doreen? Does she have a link?" 

 "She does. I can be with her as with you and Linda." 

 "Also good. Pull up our discussions concerning Bear's demise and getting you another cat and play them for her at some point today or tonight. You can tell her I told you to do it if she questions the propriety of it. When those pens are ready, just send them to Linda's office for me. She and Leslie don't need to know about the cutter, either, by the way." 

 "Are you sure, Ed? The cutter could be considered a close-range weapon." 

 "I'm sure, Elkor. I'm going to be on my own up there for the most part. In this case, that literally means

'left to my own devices'. I don't want to put anyone here in the position of having to authorize unusual equipment. I'll drop back in here before I leave so you can put the core in my briefcase and show me how the pens work. And to say goodbye. It's going to feel weird not having you in instantaneous contact." 
Chapter Seventeen

 Leslie was looking at me oddly when I entered Linda's office. Her gaze fell to the knife on my belt. My laundry was on the other desk and my bags on the floor beside it, so I started packing everything. Linda said, "I've issued Leslie a pad and a stunner, but she's only had a few minutes to work with them." 

 "No problem," I said. "The pad's easy and the stunner gets easier with practice. I'll work with her if she needs it." 

 Leslie watched me pack until it the job was nearly finished, then said, "Elkor showed us how you found the kitten, Ed." 

 When she let that statement stand alone, I looked at her. 

 "Is there a problem, Leslie?" 

 "No, not a problem. Just don't use your knife to peel my oranges, please." She grinned and Linda laughed. 

 "It's clean," I said, flicking the knife open to show her. "Very clean. Guaranteed." Leslie shuddered. "Still..." she said. "It's been inside a rat." Linda said, "Oh, put that damned thing away, macho man. You'll give her a case of the vapors and then we'll have to find someone else for the job." 

 Leslie gave her a wry grin as I put my knife back in its holder. 

 "Elkor, may I have a five-foot square privacy field between me and these ladies? I need to change into a set of khakis for the trip." 

 The opaque field appeared and I began changing clothes. 

 Linda chuckled and asked, "What's the matter, Ed? Afraid we'll see something?" I peeked over the field and said, "Damned right. If you two get all worked up, we'll never get out of here today." 

 Elkor announced the arrival of my pens as they floated through the office doorway. I took them and hung the penholder on my belt, then started rolling up my sleeves. 

 "Wow," said Linda. "Those pens would be pretty fancy to a ten-year-old." 

 "Or a sci-fi junkie," I said, transferring my pocket stuff to the new clothes. "Or even someone with a sense of humor, I'll bet." 

 "Oh, yeah. Them, too, maybe," said Linda. "But mostly ten-year-olds, I think." Leslie giggled and Linda grinned at me. I gave them a wry grin in return. 

 "They're going to be part of my costume up there; a deliberate incongruity to invite conversation. You can drop the field, now, Elkor. Thanks." 

 Leslie asked, "Why would you need something like those pens to open a conversation with someone?" 

 "I won't need them for that. The pens are to encourage someone to think that they can see past a facade and initiate a conversation with me, Leslie. That's what incongruities like these can do." She nodded slowly and said, "Uh, huh. Okay." 

 "You doubt me. I'm hurt. Think about it, Leslie. Did they get your attention? Did they get Linda's? Will they get someone else's attention? Are you really leaving the planet Earth with only that backpack for luggage?" 

 The change of topic caught her off guard briefly. As I toed off my golf shoes and pulled on my socks and cowboy boots, she said, "Well, not really. Linda and I did some shopping this morning, too, Ed. I only have one suitcase, though. I still plan to get everything else I need up there." I nodded. Linda tapped her own pen on her desk to get our attention. 

 "Okay, group. We have a little more than an hour to kill. Here are your transport vouchers. They're on record everywhere it would matter, but hang onto them, anyway. They're part of your pictures as newbies up there. Does anybody have any last-minute business to bring up?" Leslie shook her head and said, "Probably, but I can't think of what that might be at the moment. I think we've covered everything we can." 

 I said, "Nothing here, I think. As soon as we put my luggage wherever it has to be for loading, I'll go back to the bays for a few minutes, then we can leave." 

 Linda said, "In that case, I suggest we put your gear on a cart and head for the cafeteria and get some lunch." 

 She rang up someone in the transport offices who sent a guy with a cart for our luggage. He tagged everything to match our voucher numbers and took it all away for loading, then we headed for the cafeteria. 

 You can tell when Linda has something nibbling at her. She arranges things on the desk or table as she puts her thoughts together. Once the napkin holder, the little menus, and the sugar, salt, and pepper were precisely spaced, she spoke. 

 "You know," said Linda, "If whoever is behind what's happened up there so far stopped now, we might never figure things out. The Amarans have no clue as to why there's no computer record of a faulty door, and none of the investigators can say yet why an oxygen module blew out or the first man was killed. Cameras in the area recorded nothing at the time of his death, which seems to lead us back to computer control." 

 She sipped her coffee and then added, "Nobody has thought of a motive, either. We thought at first that it might somehow be the work of one of the anti-Amaran factions; that maybe they'd managed to slip someone aboard the asteroid. That didn't pan out. Everybody has been checked and double-checked." Leslie asked, "What about something simpler? Did these men have anything else in common? A woman, maybe? Her jealous husband, maybe? I know that would seem pretty mundane, but..." She let the sentence hang unfinished. 

 Linda said, "That might explain the killings, but not how the first man died." She turned to me and said, "I told Leslie about your field theory, Ed. With all the safeguards concerning Amaran technology, I think it's a fairly far-fetched idea, but since there's nothing better being put forward, it's as possible as anything else." 

 "If you really thought it was too far-fetched, you wouldn't have been so upset about Stephie and Elkor running suffocation simulations, Linda." 

 "I've talked to others since then, Ed. The Amarans were actually shocked. It was real incredulity. They aren't prepared to believe such a malfunction is possible." 

 "Great. Should I anticipate resistance up there?" 

 Linda sighed and said, "No, not resistance, really. Just a lack of credibility." I shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time. Remember Heilbronn, seventy-two? I went after the woman. Everybody else - everydamnbody - was looking for the man. She was over the border before they found him in the basement. I'd followed her over to the East without agency support. Caught her, wrapped her up, tried to call in. Nobody wanted to admit they'd been wrong. Nobody'd even take my call except you, Linda. You got a bag to me with money and ID and an M-kit. The guy you sent helped me sneak her onto the embassy grounds and we shipped her back. Damn. Is Karl still around? The Soviets hated him." Linda shook her head. "Died in eighty-seven. A car accident. A real one." 

 "Well, shit. It would have had to be real. Karl was too good to be caught in a setup. How about Mags?" 

 "Mags was still running the car lot in ninety-four." 

 "Good enough. Ever notice that we always wind up reminiscing when we run out of current stuff? I think I'll go see how the core and the kitten are coming along." 

 "Why not take Leslie with you? I have some things to do." 

 It hadn't been in my plans, but what the hell... 

 "Okay. See you in a while, then." 

 Linda went her way and we went ours, proceeding down the hall with our carry-on bags. 

 "Elkor, you heard?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "I'd like to practice a little with the pens. Can we null them and use simulations?" 

 "Yes, but you said that..." 

 "As usual," I interrupted him, "Plans change. I need the practice." Leslie glanced at me as we walked. 

 "I wasn't supposed to see what those pens were really for, was I?" 

 "Nobody was supposed to know, but you may have occasion to use them." 

 "Uh, huh. Bull. You're stuck with me right now, but you need the practice, so you're going to include me, right?" 

 "Right." I looked at her. "But it won't hurt to have you know what they're for and how they work. When we get up there, you may be getting your own pens." 

 Elkor set up a simulation of a chamber door and I put the two pens together as instructed. When I thumbed the rear pen's clasp, a beam of actinic brightness shot out that seemed to stop about six inches from the forward pen's tip. There was a snapping noise that became a soft humming as it heated the air around it. 

 I used the beam to carve a two-foot hole in the simulated door. The hum rose in pitch, but didn't become the shrieking sound that I'd expected. After Leslie took a turn with the cutter, both simulations vanished and Elkor told us that the cutter was in normal operating mode. I switched it on again. There were two old engine blocks in one corner of the bay that were due to be scrapped. I put the tip of the cutter into one of the empty spark plug holes and pulled the blade of light toward the next hole in line. A quarter-inch wide line appeared wherever the blade was dragged through the block, and the feel of passing through real steel matched that of the simulation. 

 As Leslie practiced on the other side of the engine block, I asked, "How's the kitten, Elkor? Making any progress?" 

 "He has yet to show any signs of relaxation, Ed, although once everyone had gone, he ate a bit more and drank a bit of water." 

 "Good signs, Elkor. Good signs. Doreen, are you on this comm link?" 

 "Yes, Ed. What are you doing to my kitten, mister?" 

 "Not a helluva lot, ma'am. I don't want to finish losing a hand. Elkor knows how to make a cat carrier from his experience with my cat, Bear. Are you going to want to take the kitten home tonight?" 

 "I thought so, yes." 

 "May I suggest not doing that for a day or two?" 

 "Can you give me reasons?" 

 "Vague ones, maybe. He's used to the bays, even if he isn't used to being penned up aboard Stephanie. I propose letting her keep him aboard for a couple of days in safety and relative comfort. Food, water, and a few sleeps without having to worry about rats may bring him around some. Maybe eat your lunch in there with him and let him get used to the idea that people won't hurt him. He probably got a lot of run and hide lectures from his mom before she died." 

 "Probably so. I can get enough scraps from the cafeteria to hold him for tonight and bring in some cat food tomorrow, but I'm off on Wednesday. I'd like to see if we can become friends before then, because he's going home with me Tuesday night." 

 "I'd say to let Elkor set up field barriers to keep him in the house, then, and be careful if you have to handle him. The kid's fast, Doreen. He ripped the hell out of me before I could get a grip on him." She giggled. "Maybe you're just getting slow, Ed. Okay. Careful, it is." Leslie asked, "Who's going to name him? You or Elkor?" 

 "I liked Linda's suggestion. Blade. If Elkor agrees, that'll do for me." Elkor said, "I have no objection to that name, Doreen." 

 Doreen said, "Blade it is, then." 

 There was a small stack of clean red shop-cloths on the tool counter. I grabbed half a dozen or so and headed back to Stephanie with them. I boarded Steph and stacked all but one of the cloths just inside the field enclosure, then placed a couple of the kitty treats on the cloths. The kitten watched me with great wariness. 

 The last cloth I folded once and tossed over the kitten, then picked up him up. His claws were useless through the material, but his teeth got me once before I adjusted my grip. He struggled for some time, then either tired out or gave it up as useless. 

 I talked to the kitten as I sat down and held him against my chest, avoiding his questing teeth as I stroked his head and neck. 

 "Hi, there, little. I know you're having a hard time of things right now, but things'll get better." I picked up a kitty treat and held it gingerly in front of his face. He snapped at it, tearing a corner off. I turned it a little and held it close again. Again he snapped, and again a chunk of the treat disappeared. He wasn't voluntarily eating it; no, he was simply not wasting what came away between his needle-like teeth. I continued stroking his head and neck and talking to him for a while, then put him down on the cloth bed I'd made for him and held him there for a moment. He made no move to bite me as I dropped the remainder of the kitty treat with the others on the cloths. When I moved to stroke his head again, he tried to shy away, but my left hand kept him on the cloths. 

 Leslie asked, "Don't you think you may be moving a little too fast with him?" 

 "I think an exposure to kindness now may help Doreen's efforts. Want to pet him while it's relatively safe to do so? He might as well get the idea that we aren't going to eat him, even if being handled scares the shit out of him right now." 

 Blade struggled as Leslie approached and he struggled even more as her hand reached to touch him. Even as she petted him, he struggled. Leslie withdrew her hand. 

 "I don't think he's ready for this, Ed." 

 "He won't be ready tomorrow, either, left to his own to figure things out. Try petting him again. We have a few minutes to work with him." 

 Leslie reached again. Again Blade struggled, but only until she made contact. He seemed to understand at last that he wasn't getting loose. Leslie stroked him several times, then pulled her hand back again. Blade seemed resigned to his fate. He was trembling as I picked him up and held him again, but after a few moments of being cradled against my chest and stroked around the ears, the trembling faded. 

 "There you go, baby. Take it easy, now. All we want to do is help you." His ears flicked as he listened, but whenever my hand strayed too close to his face, his little mouth opened and I knew he'd still sink those needle-fangs into me if I got careless. 

 "Stephie, he may as well have your whole deck to prowl unless Doreen has reason to need him contained again. When I put him down, just set up your usual perimeter field. If he becomes upset, it will probably be because his mama doesn't come for him when he calls. Maybe you and Elkor could formulate a field that looks and feels about like a hand and pet him a bit while you talk to him?" 

 "We can do that, Ed. It won't be quite the same as a real hand, though." Elkor said, "I used to do something similar with Bear. He always seemed to be appreciative." 

 "Good enough, then. If he seems to have trouble sleeping, imitate a soft human heartbeat near his bunk. He'll get used to it like people get used to the sound of a fan on a summer night." Linda said, "Are you two about ready to go?" 

 "Just about," I said. "Elkor, is the core all set?" 

 "It is. If you'll open your briefcase, I'll place it inside. When the other core is ready, I'll make a complete backup of Stephanie and exchange them. Her old core can be reprogrammed and returned to other tasks." 

 "Stephie," I asked, "Just to be sure, I'll ask again; is all this fine with you?" 

 "I'm getting a bigger brain, Ed. Of course it is." 

 Leslie looked unsettled as I opened my briefcase, but she said nothing. 

 "What is it, Leslie?" 

 The replacement core was secure in my briefcase before she spoke again. 

 "I... Well... Elkor's going to 'back up' Stephanie, right? Doesn't that mean that there will be another Stephanie for a little while? A third one?" 

 I closed the case and it disappeared, but Leslie's eyes tracked its progress as it resumed position above me. 

 "Yeah, for a little while. So?" 

 She seemed to be hesitant continue, but she asked, "Well, uhm, do you think Stephanie has a soul, Ed? 

Is it really right to make a copy of a sentient being, then destroy the copy? Wouldn't that amount to killing the copy?" 

 I looked at her for some moments. "Leslie, I'm leaving the method of transfer up to the computers involved. They know best how to handle their data. I don't even understand their programming matrixes, and I'm not considered computer illiterate." 

 "That's an evasion, not an answer. You don't want to deal with the question." 

 "You got it. I don't want to deal with it." 

 "Why not? Don't you believe in..." 

 "What I believe - or don't - is my business. What they believe is theirs. On the other hand, you raise a point that may have to be addressed another time, so we'll ask Elkor. Elkor, could you just transfer Stephie instead of making a backup copy?" 

 "I could, Ed, but if the transfer were interrupted, data could be lost. We prefer to make compressed backups prior to large data transfers." 

 "I tend to agree, but a lot of people probably wouldn't. You and Stephie are perceived as sentient by most people who've met you, and most people assume that sentient beings have something called a 'soul'. Some of your routine data procedures could become religious issues if they become public knowledge." 

 "Are you suggesting that we keep such procedures from the public?" 

 "Definitely. Call them your own version of a religion, if necessary, and tell anyone who questions them that the details of your 'religion' are not open to discussion. Whether or not you have 'souls' is something you must decide for yourselves." 

 Leslie became rather agitated at that. 

 "How the hell can you expect them to decide something like that for themselves, Ed? Have they had any experience at all with religion?" 

 "Hopefully not," I said. "These two are probably the brightest entities on the planet, Leslie. They're supremely qualified - if they have an interest - to suck up every known text concerning all religions and come up with answers of their own." 

 "They're computers, Ed. They can't possibly understand the concept of faith in a higher being." Stephanie said, "Some time in the future, you'll have to explain to us how you reached that conclusion about us, Leslie, but right now you both need to get moving. The transport is boarding." It wasn't my imagination; Stephie's tense tone was unmistakably that of someone who'd been insulted. It startled me and shocked Leslie. 

 "Ohmygod! I'm sorry, Stephie! I didn't mean... I mean, I wasn't suggesting..." 

 "As I said, we can discuss it later," said Steph. "We're every bit as bright as people, Leslie. We may be somewhat inexperienced, but we learn very quickly." 

 I said, "Everybody be cool. You're new at being sentient and Leslie's new at relating to sentient computers, so you're even. Cut each other some slack and let's get going. Stephie, I know I'm taking you with me, but I'm gonna miss you, anyway." 

 "I'll miss you, too, Ed, but I'm glad to be going with you. Elkor will handle data bursts that will keep both of us updated while you're gone." 

 "I hadn't considered that. Good. Very good. Keep me posted on Blade's progress, too, will you?" 

 "You'll receive daily updates. Now get going before Linda yells at you." 

 "Yes'm. On our way." 

 I patted Stephie's hull and turned to go. Leslie apologized again as we headed for the transport. 
Chapter Eighteen

 I told Leslie that the intra-system transport vehicles come in two sizes; large and huge. Our destination, bay four, was only the size of a football stadium, so our ride would be one of the smaller ones. That explained why there hadn't been room aboard for Stephie, but I wondered aloud why they hadn't used one of the larger transports. 

 Leslie stared at me. "You mean this is one of the little ones? Really?" Elkor said, "The two larger ones are gathering materials for manufacturing purposes, Ed. The other smaller one is being held in reserve, according to records." 

 "Reserve, huh? Is that like 'in case of emergency evacuation'?" 

 "The purpose of keeping it in reserve is not stated, but that would seem likely, since one or the other of the small transports has been in reserve at all times since the factory began operation." 

 "Huh. Maybe I underestimated the board of directors on the subject of lifeboats." 

 "The board had nothing to do with this decision. It is standard Amaran practice where off-planet industries are concerned. Some aspects of the project were not negotiable." 

 "Smart people, the Amarans." 

 As we entered the lobby, Leslie said, "I've never met one. An Amaran, I mean." I said, "You might not know if you had. They look like people, you know." She gave me a wry look. "So I've heard. For all I know, you could be one." I shook my head and pointed to the tall, brown-haired man who was checking boarding passes. 

 "Nope. Not me, but he is." 

 Leslie couldn't help gazing at him. "Are you sure, Ed? You aren't kidding me?" 

 "Not kidding. Ask him, if you don't believe me." 

 Leslie looked shocked. "Oh, I couldn't. I'd be so embarrassed..." 

 "Why? Amarans don't mind being Amaran." 

 We were nearing the doorway. I said, "Hi, Barry. Leslie, here, wants to know if you're a real, live Amaran." 

 Barry smiled and nodded, extending a hand to me, then to Leslie. He didn't release her hand as quickly as mine, and she blushed slightly. 

 "Hi, Ed. Yes, Leslie, I'm a real, live Amaran. How long has it been, Ed? Eight months or more?" 

 "Yeah, about that. I'm finally getting to visit the factory. Are you ground crew or flight crew?" 

 "Ground crew, this time. They're rotating all the singles for Earthside experience." 

 "That's what they call it? 'Earthside'? What do they call being on the asteroid?" He smiled again and said, "'Up here', or 'up there', mostly. Nobody's thought of a nickname that's stuck." 

 "They always do, though, sooner or later. Luck with your quest, guy." 

 "Thanks," he said. Nodding at Leslie, he asked, "Is this lady yours or are you hers?" Leslie seemed taken aback both by Barry and his question. 

 "Not exactly either way, Barry. Leslie's my handler until her teaching job starts up there. Huh. Yeah, I see what you mean. 'Up there' just falls right out, doesn't it? Anyway, she's on 3rd World's payroll for the next year or so, so you know where to find her. She'll be the redhead surrounded by middle-schoolers." 

 "What about you, Ed? What takes you up there? The investigation?" 

 "Yeah, that too, but 3rd World offered me a position at the factory and I took it. Sorry we got here so late, but I had to say goodbye to my flitter." 

 Barry grinned and said, "That's understandable. It never occurred to me until I met Stephanie that a flitter could actually enjoy flying or anything else. Well, it was nice meeting you, Leslie, but you two should probably go take your seats now. Good seeing you again, Ed. Enjoy the flight." Another couple of handshakes later he was back to checking people in and we were moving through the door and toward the transport with a small herd of other people. Leslie looked up the side of the spherical vessel and seemed shocked at the size of it. 

 "Big, huh? This is a small one, remember. The really big ones are six times this size." 

 "Jesus," said Leslie. "How the hell can something like this fly?" 

 "Just does, same as a flitter. A directed field repels mass. Since the Earth is somewhat bigger than the ship, the ship moves and the Earth doesn't." 

 Leslie's incredulous expression changed to something wry as she looked at me. 

 "Well, thanks a lot, Einstein. That explains everything, doesn't it?" 

 "Yeah, pretty much. If you want more than that, you'll have to ask an engineer." 

 "Maybe I'll go back and ask Barry. I'll bet he knows how things work. What was that about a quest?" I grinned at her. "Barry is here to find a wife, Leslie. That's about the only reason any of the Amarans spend much time on Earth; to find wives or husbands. Well, that's not quite true. They like to see places like Niagara Falls and the Grand Canyon, and a few actually work on Earth, but some of them are actually very uncomfortable when they're not aboard a ship." 

 A woman beside the ship's entranceway checked our vouchers and waved us toward one of the cylindrical elevators to be taken to our assigned deck. As we entered the elevator, there was a small chime from the woman's pad and a field descended to constrain us within the cylinder. She consulted the pad and then looked at me. 

 "Sir, your mass is reading incorrectly. One moment, please." 

 I said, "Check your figures with Elkor, please. You'll find that my mass is precisely what it should be." She looked at me oddly for a moment, then consulted her pad again. After a moment, she stepped over to us and said, "Exactly so, sir. Have a nice flight," then she tapped the deck number on the panel and sent us on our way. 

 I hadn't been aboard a transport before, so it was all as new to me as to Leslie. The elevator opened on a windowless chamber full of rows of seats and another woman directed us to ours. The seats were roomy and comfortable and the aisles weren't narrow. All the seats faced inward, toward the center of the sphere and the curved wall of the passenger suite. On that wall were instructions in several languages concerning how to operate various passenger-accessible amenities that could be controlled from our seats. 

 Each seat had a control panel. All you had to do was flip up the concealing padding and press a spot on the panel for a movie, a comm link, the internet, television, music of several types, a privacy field, or a variety of refreshments. 

 Leslie sat down and marveled at her surroundings and said with a grin, "This is all sooo cool...!" I spotted the refreshment kiosk and pointed at it. 

 Leslie said, "Wow! Let's go see what they have! Oh, wait! Will I need money?" 

 "Nope. Read your voucher. It's part of the service." 

 She asked for a tea and I got a coffee. As we stood by the kiosk, looking around, she asked, "When do we take off?" 

 The man at the kiosk said, "We lift in about five minutes, ma'am." 

 "Thanks. Uh, should we go back to our seats now, or can we wait until we have to?" The man smiled slightly and said, "You won't even notice when we lift. The seats are for your convenience and comfort only." 

 Again, she marveled at everything. A man standing nearby walked over to us. I noted his glance at our watches. 

 "First time?" he asked. 

 I grinned slightly at his inane question and asked, "How could you tell?" 

 "Sorry," he said. "Couldn't think of anything else to say. I'm Frank Tillman. I've been on leave for a month and I feel a little off-center right now. You know; glad to be getting back to work, but sorry to leave again. All that." 

 "Yeah. Been there. When I was in the Army, two weeks of leave was usually more than enough for me. I'm Ed and this is Leslie." 

 We shook hands all around and chose one of the little tables near the kiosk. As we sat down, Frank told us he was a foreman in the part of the factory that made flitter engines. That led Leslie to tell him - with a glance at me - what I'd said about how the ship was propelled. 

 He grinned widely and agreed that it wasn't much more complicated than that after you got past a few details, then he proceeded to elaborate on some of those details. When he got to the parts that involved how fields were manufactured, the details got a little too thick for me. Although I listened, I didn't even pretend to understand it all. 

 Leslie was apparently sorry that she'd gotten him started. I'll give him credit; not all techies can tell when their audience is beginning to glaze over. He stopped his dissertation and apologized for going into far more detail than necessary. 

 Leslie countered with an apology for not being the best possible audience. Once the table was quiet again, I excused myself to visit the restrooms. Somewhere along the line, I wanted to see if I could make the implant work, and if I could, I wanted to put some practice time in. 

 When I returned to the table, Leslie and Frank were chewing hard on each other's views about how much real social progress Earth had made since the arrival of the Amarans. He took the view that we hadn't changed a bit and wouldn't for some time to come. She was of the opinion that the world had in many ways become a kinder, gentler place in which to live. 

 "Okay, what about stunners?" she asked. "Almost every police department in the country uses stunners instead of guns now. Wouldn't you call that social progress?" 

 He countered that brush wars were still being fought with guns, that criminals preferred guns to stunners, and that real progress in that vein wouldn't occur until nobody had access to guns. Then he asked what I thought about the matter. 

 "I think I need to go over a few things before we arrive," I said. "I'll be in my seat with my pad. You two go ahead and hash this thing out, and I'll buy the winner a beer later." When Leslie rose to join me, I told her not to break off her debate on my account, since I might really be intending to take a nap, waved her back into her seat at the table, and headed for my own seat. I tapped my pad on and scanned through much of the implant info that Elkor had installed. There was lots of dry data concerning the capabilities of the nine who had been able to make their implants work, but very little that gave me any hint as to how to make my own implant function. It seemed likely to me that the implant and my stun wand shared some common attributes. The stunner worked - for me, at least - essentially by envisioning the amount of power I wanted to produce and direct. Since there was nothing particularly useable in the info about implants, I decided to mess with it on my own. 

 Leaning my seat back, I looked around for something small to try to move. There was nothing on the floor, not even a scrap of paper. Nothing had been left lying loose on any of the seats. Nothing within my range of vision appeared to be a viable target for my efforts. 

 I checked my pocket for change. Three quarters and two pennies. I put one of the pennies on the arm of the seat and tried to envision it sliding toward me, but nothing happened. Ten minutes later, the penny was still where I'd put it. I dove back into the data on the pad to see if maybe I'd missed something, after all. 

 "Mr. Howdershelt, may I speak with you?" 

 I looked around to see who'd spoken. There was nobody near me except one woman a few seats over, and she was sound asleep. I realized that someone other than Elkor was speaking to me through my comm implant. 

 "Sure," I muttered, "But let me put up a privacy field, first." I tapped the panel and the indicator came on, but I saw nothing to indicate that a field had formed around me. Reaching to the left, my finger was stopped by an invisible wall. 

 "Okay," I said. "Ready." 

 "Thank you. I'm the ship's computer, sir. I noted your unusual mass and a miniscule drain of my field energies when you came aboard and I scanned you at that time. In case you hadn't realized it, your briefcase registers as a part of you due to your connecting field. When I communicated with Elkor about your implants and your hidden briefcase, he told me nothing more than to let you board this ship." When the ship's computer said no more for a moment, I said, "Well, how may I help you? By the way, do you have a name?" 

 The ship's computer answered, "I have a name. I am Kemor. This is not a request for assistance, sir. I thought that I might be able to assist you." 

 "How's that, Kemor?" 

 "Sir, you appear to be trying to move a coin. I have been trying to understand why you have not simply used your hand to do so. Utilizing a field for that purpose would consume many times as much energy, but if you would like, I will move the coin for you." 

 I laughed softly. "Kemor, many thanks for your offer to assist me, but if you know that I'm trying to move that coin by using a field, you must also know that I have the means to do so and can't quite make it work. Moving the coin for me would be counterproductive to my goal." 

 "I now understand, sir. I am sorry to have interrupted your efforts." 

 "No problem, Kemor. Thank you for your concern. Let me ask you this, though; can you think of any way that I might be able to achieve that goal? I seem unable to make use of my field manipulation implant. I'm aware that the odds of success are against me, but it seems to me that these things must work on a principle similar to the stun wands, and I can use a stun wand without any difficulty. I'm not willing to believe that I can't find a way to make my implant work." 

 "I understand, sir. I will help if I am able." 

 Something occurred to me. 

 "Kemor, how did you know that I was trying to make the penny move?" 

 "I detected a very faint field signature, sir. You are having some effect, but it would seem that whatever you are doing is not quite enough to enable a full field." 

 "Please examine me and tell me if you agree that the implant is properly installed, Kemor. It isn't that I don't fully trust Elkor's abilities, of course..." 

 This computer had no personality at all. It ignored my doubts altogether. 

 "I have already done so, sir. The implant appears to be installed properly." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, then, maybe it's a matter of feel, Kemor. If I were to continue my efforts in this manner... Tell me, did you detect any variance in my efforts?" 

 "Yes, sir. Your field emanation increased from zero to .00003 percent over a period of thirty minutes. At this rate, to create a full field would take you approximately..." 

 I interrupted him. "It would take too damned long," I said. "I might not live long enough to crank out a real field at that rate. Any suggestions? How about a jump start, Kemor? Maybe if you boosted signal strength through my implant, or something like that, it would get my own circuits working better." 

 "I'm not sure that would be a good idea, sir. I would have no idea how much energy to use in such an infusion, and I am not allowed to harm my passengers." 

 "Kemor, all I want to do is move that penny. How much harm could that much energy do if I could eventually manufacture it myself? It's really important that I make this thing work. If you give me a headache, I'll take an aspirin, okay?" 

 "Please allow me time to consider this, sir. I would like to consult Elkor on this matter." I was about to say, "Sure. See what Elkor has to say about it," but before I could utter a single word, Kemor was back. 

 "Sir, Elkor has agreed with you concerning our joint effort, but if I am to err, I will err on the side of caution. I will supply your implant with approximately half the energy necessary to move the penny and observe the results. Should you not be harmed, I will increase the energy in very small amounts, but I will not cooperate at a level which appears to cause you harm." 

 "That's fine with me, Kemor. I have no wish to be brain-damaged. I'm attempting to move the penny, now. Feel free to join in at any time." 

 For long moments, nothing at all happened with the penny. 

 "Kemor? Are you doing anything yet? Nothing's happening." 

 "I'm increasing the energy very gradually, sir." 

 "I can't feel anything. When you say 'gradually', are you referring to a rate of increase that's appreciably faster than my own?" 

 Kemor's matter-of-fact reply was, "Yes, sir. I've almost doubled the amount of energy that you were emanating." 

 Double .00003? That's not caution, that's paranoia. 

 "Kemor, take it up to one percent. One whole percent. Jeez." 

 "Sir, I..." 

 "Please, Kemor. Give it a try. I'll be fine. We need a breakthrough, here." Nothing happened to the penny, but a slight tickling sensation manifested itself on the scalp behind my ear. It was so slight as to be nearly imaginary. 

 "Up another percent, Kemor. It barely tickles." 

 "Sir, these increments are larger than I believe safe." 

 "Kemor, you're programmed for extreme caution. I'm not. Let's compromise. If it begins to hurt or you detect any damage, we'll stop, okay?" 

 "Yes, sir. Two percent, sir." 

 I detected no difference and said so. 

 "Three percent, Kemor." 

 "Three percent, sir." 

 "Four." 

 "Four percent, sir." 

 "My name is Ed, not sir. Five percent, Kemor." 

 "Five percent, Ed." 

 The tickle no longer seemed imaginary. I rubbed the spot, and on impulse, I gave it a slight slap with two fingers. 

 "Sir, your action would indicate..." 

 "It indicates frustration, Kemor. Nothing more. I can feel a tickle, now. Let's continue, please. Six percent." 

 "Six percent, Ed." 

 And so it went. The tickle became rather fierce around twelve percent and became a tickly-itch at seventeen. By twenty-five percent it was a full-fledged itch, and by thirty, it felt like a damned mosquito bite. Maybe like several mosquito bites. 

 "Kemor, are you satisfied that we aren't damaging me?" 

 "At present, Ed." 

 "In that case, let's get past this stage quickly. It feels as if I'm being eaten alive by mosquitoes. Take it up to forty percent, please." 

 A sharp lance of pain like that of a needle under the skin marked the increase. For a moment my concentration on the penny skipped, then I pigeonholed the pain and got back to work. The penny moved perhaps a sixteenth of an inch forward for my effort. 

 "Kemor! Did you see that? It moved!" 

 "Yes, Ed. It did, indeed, move. You are to be congratulated." 

 Damn, this computer was as stiff as... Well, as a computer, compared to Stephie and Elkor. No personality at all. 

 "Thank you, Kemor. Do you think I should try it by myself yet, or should we continue until I'm funneling full power, or close to it? Any sign of damage?" 

 "I detect no damage, Ed, but our efforts are beginning to cause you pain. I cannot advise you to continue." 

 "Well, if you can't advise me to stop, either, let's take it up five percent." The pain didn't increase much. It was as if the needle under the skin moved slightly, but not more than that. I tried to lift the penny, rather than slide it. One side of it lifted about the thickness of the penny, itself, and I was able to hold it there. 

 "Kemor! Are you seeing this?" 

 "Yes, Ed. Compared to the others who have had implants, your progress would be considered amazing." 

 "Not yet, it wouldn't be. If I can do this without your help before I get off this ship, that would be amazing, I think. Damn! This is harder than I ever thought it would be, even with your help. Fifty percent, Kemor. Let's move this damned penny." 

 The pain was like that of a second needle being inserted. I focused myself on the penny. For a long second, nothing happened, then the penny lifted completely off the fabric and remained suspended about a sixteenth of an inch above the surface. 

 "Ed, you're showing considerable stress." 

 "No doubt. I feel as if I'm lifting this whole damned ship, Kemor. You guys make this stuff look so easy. I'll never take your talents for granted again." 

 "What I'm trying to tell you is..." 

 Leslie appeared outside my field cocoon. She looked concerned as hell. I let the penny drop and it slid off the arm of the seat. 

 "Kemor, I have company. We'll have to stop for the time being." Could this computer breathe a sigh of relief? I didn't actually hear one, but I got that impression. 

 "Yes, Ed. You may call me again to discuss another attempt." 

 "Thanks, Kemor." 

 I tried to control my breathing as I tapped the panel to drop the field. 

 "Hi, Leslie. What's up?" 

 She looked at me rather sharply. 

 "What the hell have you been doing in here? Having a heart attack?" I tried to give her an innocent look. 

 "No, ma'am. Just thinking about things." 

 "You have to be thinking pretty hard to work up a sweat like that, Ed." I looked down at my shirt. It was damply plastered to me. Seeing it made the air-conditioning register, of course. I immediately became cold. 

 "Yeah, well, I guess I can think that hard, Leslie. I'm going to the restroom. Back in a few." As I moved to get up, I realized my legs weren't going to work quite right the first time, so I canceled the move and tried again a moment later. This time they worked, but I felt damned shaky as I walked to the restroom. 

 Halfway there, I was intercepted by a female crewmember who said she'd been asked to show me to a shower facility. She led me through a door and down a hallway, then said she'd wait for me in the hall as she opened a door to what must have been a facility usually reserved for crew personnel only. Once I was inside, I said, "Kemor, thanks again." 

 "You're welcome, Ed." 

 "Can you use a field to dry my clothes if I wash them?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Good deal." 

 I dumped my pockets and wore my shirt and pants into the shower, washing them and myself, then laid the clothes across a couple of sinks as I toweled myself dry. My clothes were dry before I was. 

 "Kemor, I'll see about moving the penny on my own for an hour or so. If I don't think I'm getting anywhere with it, maybe we can try boosting again." 

 "If you order me to do so, I will, Ed." 

 As I dressed, I said, "You sound pretty reluctant, Kemor." 

 "I would prefer not to be responsible for any damage to you, Ed. Assisting you in damaging yourself is not different from initiating damage." 

 "Kemor, thanks for helping. Tell you what; if I can't move the penny on my own, I'll just take a nap. How's that?" 

 "That is acceptable, Ed. Thank you." 

 I reloaded my pockets and headed for the door. 

Chapter Nineteen

 The crewwoman led me back to the passenger area. As I returned to my seat, Leslie said, "Well, you look a lot better than you did twenty minutes ago." 

 "Feel better, too. Got a shower and washed my clothes. Now I won't smell like a gym locker for the rest of the trip." 

 Leslie had brought me a tea while I was in the shower. She handed it to me and watched closely as I sipped it. I dug a couple of aspirin out of my bag and took them with the next sip. 

 "Are you going to tell me what the hell you were doing, Ed?" 

 "I didn't lie to you, Leslie. I was thinking real hard. Can you leave it at that?" 

 "I don't think so, Ed." 

 "I do. Where's Frank?" 

 "He's over on the other side somewhere. I told him I had some studying to do, too. Don't change the subject. Why won't you tell me what you were doing?" 

 I sighed. "Well, damn, lady. Maybe I'm not supposed to talk about it, you know? Can you be sure nobody would overhear us? For all you know, every seat in the place is rigged to monitor the passengers for more than health problems. Fact is, I doubt you can find a piece of this ship that isn't monitored at all times. Remember that crewwoman who intercepted me to lead me to the showers? I didn't call her. You didn't call her. So, who called her?" 

 Leslie raised her hands in mock surrender and said, "Okay, okay. I was just worried about you, that's all." 

 "Thanks for the tea," I said. "I was damned thirsty." 

 "You're welcome. What now? Do we just sit back and enjoy the rest of the flight?" 

 "That sounds good enough to me. I may even try to take a nap. If I have trouble falling asleep, I'll just count your freckles until my poor little brain quits on me." 

 Leslie sighed. "I never did like freckle jokes, Ed." 

 "It wasn't a joke. There's nothing better than you to stare at for the next few hours, as far as I'm concerned. Counting freckles just gives me a reason to do a good job of staring. Did I mention that I find you rather attractive? Have you had any hint at all?" 

 She reddened slightly, but said, "Only if you count last night and this morning." I yawned, which made Leslie yawn. She shook her head and said that she hoped that I wasn't too disappointed, but that she was going to read a while rather than watch me sleep. I nodded agreement and she went to her own seat. 

 Funny thing; When I closed my eyes against my headache, I actually did nap for an hour or so, even though I thought I was too keyed up to sleep. I woke to find a privacy field around me. On the other side of my seat, the penny was still where it had fallen. On a whim, I envisioned pulling it closer. It moved nearly an inch. I envisioned picking it up, and it rose an inch or so from the deck. 

 "Kemor," I muttered. 

 "Yes, Ed. I see it." 

 "By damn, I'm doing it, Kemor." 

 "Yes, Ed. We had already established that as a fact." 

 "I'm going to try to bring it up to my hand, Kemor." 

 "Does that comment require a reply, Ed?" 

 "Oh, hell, no. I'm just a little tense, okay?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 Sounds just like Elkor used to. Zero inflection. Zero personality. 

 I envisioned lifting the penny to my dangling hand. When the penny touched my palm, I felt like jumping up and running around the room with it, yelling, "See? See? I can move the goddamned thing, after all!" 

 "You did it, Ed. May I advance a theory?" 

 "Go for it, Kemor." 

 "Elkor implanted you with repair microbots. We damaged you very slightly during our last attempt with the penny. The microbots may have repaired the damage in a manner consistent with the area's new purpose, thus better enabling you to make use of the field implant." 

 "Sounds good to me, Kemor. Of course, anything would at the moment, but that does make a lot of sense." 

 Leslie glanced up from her pad, looked at me, then looked around. I gave her the innocent stare and she shrugged before returning to her pad. Her bare, freckled shoulder suddenly seemed to be a beckoning target for my attention. I picked one of the larger freckles and envisioned touching it. Leslie made a quick brushing motion. I envisioned touching the freckle again, and this time she turned to look as she brushed the area. When she noticed me, I tried to look moderately concerned. 

 "Did you get it?" 

 "Get what?" she asked. "What was it?" 

 "I saw you brush at the area. Didn't you see anything?" 

 "No. Whatever it is, it's gone now." 

 I nodded. She went back to her reading. Ever hear the bad guy do his evil laugh? That 'Bwahahahaha!' 

laugh? That's how I felt at that moment. 

 I felt the penny in my hand and set it on my seat arm, then envisioned it floating across the space between our seats. The penny floated as directed. I envisioned it landing on her shoulder. It landed as directed, too. 

 Leslie squeaked and shifted sideways. The penny slid off her shoulder and hit the floor. She watched it roll away, then looked up, then looked around to see who and where the practical joker was. Her glare in my direction turned to confusion when she saw nobody close enough to place a penny on her shoulder. I grinned and asked, "You got imaginary bugs on you again, ma'am?" 

 "No, damn it." 

 "You got real bugs on you, then? Seems to me you should tell me, if so. We've been pretty close, lately." 

 "I don't have real ones, either, smartass." 

 "Well, then, what made you have that fit just now?" 

 She glared at me and glanced around again, then her eyes fixed on the penny. 

 "I thought I felt something, that's all. Forget it, okay?" 

 "Sure, miLady. Until the next fit, anyway." 

 "It wasn't a fit, damn it! Stop calling it that." 

 "Yes, ma'am! Don't get all frenzied up and hit me, ma'am. I bruise easy." 

 "Keep teasing me and we may find out just how easy, Ed." 

 "I knew you were too good to be true. Now we see the dark side of Leslie, right? The tyrannical redhead? The ravening beast? How did you get your whips and chains past the gate guards?" She laughed. "Right. My whips and chains. I think they're in my big bag." 

 "I knew it," I muttered. "I just knew it. Too good to be true. Damn. They can't look that good and not have a few kinks somewhere." 

 Leslie laughed again. "Oh, shut up and go back to sleep." 

 "Yes, ma'am. At once, ma'am." 

 She shook her head with a grin and turned back around. 

 "Kemor," I whispered, "Tell Elkor how things are going with the implant. Tell him your theory about the microbots. Maybe they can help put some of the other implantees on line with the things. Tell no one else about my new talent, please. And thanks again for all your help today." 

 "You're welcome, Ed." 

 The penny had rolled several feet away from Leslie and me. I envisioned picking it up again, and - lo and behold - the coin rose several feet into the air and hung there, as instructed. When some woman looked up to see why I was staring down the aisle past her, I made the penny hide behind one of the seats. Seeing nothing, she gave me a skeptical shake of her head and went back to whatever she was doing. Bless those little-bitty-assed microbots! And Kemor! And Elkor! Hot damn! 

 I realized that I didn't have to see the penny to know where it was. The field seemed to allow me some sort of contact with it beyond sight. I made it pop up from behind the seat a few times to be sure I had things right. 

 Then I set the penny on the floor behind the seat, out of sight. As soon as the field released it, I no longer had that sense of where it was. I envisioned groping around on the floor for it, but to no avail. Then I tried envisioning sweeping the floor behind the seat, and that got results. The penny slid into sight. I was able to hide it and pick it up repeatedly, as long as I didn't lose my connection. It doesn't pay to be too single-minded in public. The woman looked up at me again and seemed mildly irritated. I gave her an apologetic grin and turned around. I could still sense the penny in my field. I glanced aside at the other aisle and moved the penny up the aisle to the seat behind Leslie's. The temptation to put the penny on her again was strong. Oh, it was strong. But I resisted. I brought the penny over to myself and set it down on the arm of my seat. A quick glance around told me that no one had seemed to notice anything and served to warn me that someone might notice something if I kept screwing around with the penny. 

 I put the penny in my shirt pocket. I needed to get up and move, and maybe burn off some of the excitement. Leslie looked up as I stood up. 

 "Want anything from the kiosk?" 

 "No, thanks," she said. "I still have some tea. That nap seems to have done you some good, Ed." 

 "Feel lots better," I said, then I turned to go. 

 As I dodged around a staggered row of seats, I glanced back. She was still watching me. I grinned and gave her a little wave. She nodded and went back to her reading as I neared the kiosk. Looking at the booze bottles on the shelves, beer bottles in the upright cooler, and containers of juice and other condiments, I knew I'd found my practice zone. There were enough items of varying sizes and weights to keep me busy for quite a while. 

 I didn't feel ready to try to lift the booze bottles, but the pretzels presented no challenge. A whole lemon floated briefly until the bar guy turned to reach for something. I let the lemon fall the inch to the counter with a slight thump just before he completed his turn. The bar guy stared at it for a moment, then moved on in his labors. 

 Once he had served the drink, he went back to cleaning the counter top and looking like a bartender. I tried reaching into the cooler next. The transparent front presented no barrier, apparently. A small bottle of mixer floated from one shelf to the other and back. The beer bottles were too tall. I could lift them but the shelves were too close together to maneuver them. 

 Twelve ounces, plus the bottle's weight. Call it fourteen or so. Excellent! I moved my attention to the larger bottles on the shelves outside the cooler. Rather than mess with the tightly-spaced booze bottles, I picked out a two-liter cola bottle, half-full, sitting apart from the others at the end of the counter. I was about to try to lift it when I saw Leslie looking back at me in the bar mirror. She was still in her seat, but apparently she'd been serious about keeping an eye on me. She rose from her seat and walked toward the bar with the firm grace of determination in her steps. 

 Had she seen the bottles move? 

 I turned to meet her. She walked right up to me and put her hands on the bar on either side of me, then leaned close to meet my gaze. 

 "You aren't moving," she whispered, "Until you tell me what the hell's going on." 

 "Using your own fine self to pin me to the bar isn't what I call torture, lady." 

 "It isn't meant to be. The torture comes later, in private, when you won't be allowed to touch the merchandise the way you touched it last night and this morning. This is just a reminder of what you'll be missing if you don't start talking to me." 

 The bartender must have caught a bit of her tone. He came over and eyeballed us for a moment, then asked, "Is anything wrong, here, folks?" 

 I turned my head enough to see him and said, "She wants to know if there's a place we can go for a little while." 

 Leslie's expression was one of shocked disbelief. 

 The bartender said, "No, I'm afraid not. If this were a longer flight..." 

 "Yeah. Thanks, anyway." 

 When the bartender had resumed his station at the other end of the bar, Leslie screechingly whispered, 

"I can't fucking believe you said that! What are people going to think?" 

 "You see anyone giving a damn? Fuck the ones who do. I have a sharp redhead nose and knee with me and I'm happy for the moment." 

 I leaned forward and kissed her quickly to punctuate my answer. She flushed bright red and glared at me. 

 "You think I'm kidding about cutting you off, Ed? I'll do it." 

 "Then I'll look elsewhere. Try to find some other pressure point. That shit doesn't work with me, Leslie." She was quiet for a long moment, then she said, "Have it your way." Leslie turned on her heel and walked away. She stopped and looked back over her shoulder once - a classic pose and one that worked well for her - and then kept walking to her seat in a deliberate, strutting display of what I wouldn't be getting later. 

 "Damn," said the bartender. "I hope whatever you're holding back is worth it." 

 "I'm beginning to wonder about that myself," I said. "How about an Ice House?" 

 "You got it." 

 He moved to the cooler and took one out, then opened it and set it on the bar. 

 "A word of advice, sir?" 

 I sipped my beer, then said, "Go ahead." 

 "That factory is no place to, um, alienate your lady. There are too many single guys up there." 

 "You're saying that she might get alienated if I alienate her?" He chuckled. "Something like that, yeah. No offense meant." 

 "None taken. I guess maybe I'll give in later. They like it when men give in." 

 "That they do. It makes 'em feel powerful." 

 I said, "Feel powerful? Hell, they are powerful. They've got eighty percent of what every man wants with love and sex, and if they have money and the right car, they've got a hundred and ten percent. We guys are just victims of their charms." 

 "Amen, brother. You oughta be a preacher." 

 I laughed. "Yeah, sure. And which church would that be?" 

 The bartender laughed with me and excused himself to tend a customer. I ambled over to my seat and leaned on it as I watched Leslie pretend to ignore me. Her pad was turned so that she could see my reflection. I smiled at her pad. She looked up. 

 "Care to tell me what was so funny by the bar?" 

 "Sure. Kemor, how about a playback for this lady? My conversation with the bartender, please? Let me put her field up first, though." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 I poked the seat's privacy field symbol and was immediately pushed back slightly by the shape of it. Kemor replayed the dialogue for her within her field. I saw Leslie say something and roll her eyes, then she tapped the field's 'cancel' symbol. 

 Leslie gave me a wry grin as I said, "Thank you, Kemor." 

 "A hundred and ten percent with the right car and some money, huh? Ed, do you know every computer the Amarans own?" 

 "Just met him today, ma'am. He seems like an okay guy, though." She tapped her pad off and put it by her seat. 

 "I see what you mean about being monitored at all times. You're so used to it that it doesn't bother you, but it still give me a little chill to know that every word we say is being recorded. What were you keeping from me at the bar, Ed?" 

 "I was just thinking about something Elkor and I were working on before we left, Leslie. You were the one who made it a big deal." 

 "Just thinking, or thinking real hard, like before?" 

 "Do I look stressed and sweaty this time? Just thinking. By the way, we aren't being monitored in a bad way, Leslie. In order to be and do everything we might need or want, the Amaran computers have to be pretty much everywhere aboard ship in one way or other. It will be the same at the factory. You'll either learn to live with it or you won't, and they know that. If you can't live with it, you get paid off and a ride home. It's in your contract. The part about nonadaptability." 

 "Yes, I saw that paragraph, but I didn't realize just how pervasive... Ed, how did you learn to deal with that?" 

 "I had a hard time at first, even with the comm watches. I felt as if half a dozen people were watching me all the time. Then I realized that Elkor was the only one leaving the line open, and that although everything was being recorded, it was mostly done for his future reference and to facilitate serving me and everybody else. It's a tradeoff, Leslie. Ninety percent of what we say is repetitive trivia, meaningless outside the immediate conversation. It's the other ten percent that you have to watch." She paled and stiffened for a moment. 

 "Oh, no. Ohmygod! Was Elkor listening when we...?" 

 I held up a hand and smiled. 

 "No. Elkor and I have an agreement. I call him, rather than have the typical Amaran model of twenty-four, seven personal attendance. He calls me when he wants to talk with me. We weren't being monitored." 

 She seemed only slightly relieved. "You're sure?" 

 "Sure enough. Early on, I asked him to replay something for Linda and he couldn't do it. He didn't have it on file. I plan to strike the same deal with the computer at the factory." Leslie shuddered. "Me, too." 

 We killed the rest of the flight as people do; talking, reading, napping, and playing a few games on our pads. When a nearby conversation became too enlivened and intrusive, I punched the panel for a seclusion field and finished the trip asleep. 

 A soft chime sounding several times woke me up. Beyond my field, people were taking their seats. I poked the field's 'cancel' symbol so I could hear what was going on around me. Kemor was telling everyone that we were about to arrive and that he'd be putting the arrival on the central wall for us. He also informed us that the local time was 1500 hours and that someone would be arriving to address us shortly. 

 "Damn," said Leslie. "I always hated that about traveling. We just had a whole day and now we're in the middle of another one." 

 "Think of how soundly you'll sleep tonight. Tomorrow will feel like any other day." I checked my watch. It would be eight in the evening in Florida. I tapped the reset button and adjusted it to asteroid time. Leslie was doing the same to hers. 

 On the wall appeared a starfield with a streak through it. The streak was the asteroid belt, and the segment of it ahead of us seemed to swell and separate as we approached. In the midst of all the clutter, a single and perfectly round object grew from invisibility into a pinpoint, then a marble, and then continuously larger on the screen. 

 It became apparent that a considerable area around the object had been cleared of debris. The continuously adjusting scale at the bottom right of the wall picture indicated that the clear zone was approximately fifty thousand miles in diameter. 

 The distance seemed vast at first, but that made sense, given the speed of meteorites and the like. Even a computer needed a little time to zap or redirect incoming space stuff. 

 Next to the screen showing the view from space, a separate one displayed a cutaway diagram of the facility asteroid. It looked just like the one I'd seen on my pad, of course, but I studied this much larger version to see if anything had been left out or misrepresented due to scaling of the images. Apparently not. The thin outer shell, only twenty meters thick and created by chambering, appeared on the wall about as it had on my pad. The shell was supported uniformly away from the interior sphere by struts that seemed far too thin until I realized how many there were. 

 The shell's stated purpose was to regulate temperature by either blending or dispelling extremes of heat and cold, but I suspected that it served a more psychological purpose, as well. Someone nearby validated that thought by remarking that it would take a hell of a meteorite to punch through sixty feet of iron. Someone else said that it should stop most forms of radiation, too. I didn't know about that, but I did know that cosmic radiation had been detected in mines, miles deep inside the Earth, so I didn't intend to put a lot of faith in the shell as a radiation deterrent. The area between the shell and the interior surface of the sphere was shown populated with flitters. I presumed this to be the staging area for finished goods. 

 The next layer of chambering provided storage space around the entire sphere, and the next few levels deeper beyond that one housed both living and working areas for the factory, including what appeared to be farms and miniature forests that took up a whole layer by themselves. 

 An animated display depicted the rest of the sphere being hollowed out in stages to provide materials for flitter production, then being refilled with surrounding debris. 

 On the other side of the display, we were nearing the artificial asteroid. What had been a black dot on the surface quickly became a hemispherical depression as we got closer. Our transport vessel carefully fitted itself into that depression, then the picture changed to an interior view. We were docked. A tall blonde woman emerged from a doorway in the picture wall as the picture disappeared. Even at a distance of nearly sixty feet, I could tell she was tall because her head wasn't much less than a foot from the top of the doorway. She clapped her hands softly a few times and asked for quiet in a computer-enhanced voice that sounded vaguely familiar. Of course, all Amarans sounded vaguely familiar to me due to their accents, and a hell of a lot of them even looked pretty much alike to me. 

 "Welcome. Please remain in this area and wait for your guides. Each of you will be given a more thorough indoctrination to the facility and be issued a number of items before being shown to your quarters. Your guides will be able to answer your questions and help you find your way. Please step over here when your name is called." 

 She then stepped aside and through the same door came perhaps thirty people, who lined themselves up on each side of her. As each one stepped forward, she called the names of those who were assigned to that guide. The guide joined those people, usually a group of three or less, and led them to one side of the gathering. 

 As the list of uncalled names dwindled, I wondered why our names hadn't been called pretty much right up front. We were, after all, supposed to be one brand-new 3rd World Products honcho and his secretary. 

 "Leslie." 

 "Yes, Ed?" 

 "How come we weren't first on the list?" 

 She considered the question for a moment, then shrugged and smiled. 

 "Maybe because your name starts with an 'H'?" 

 "You know what I mean, Leslie. Rank and privilege, and all that." 

 "Maybe rank and privilege aren't handled the same way here, Ed. Maybe they're a bunch of socialists, or something." 

 "Cute. Give it some thought. Kemor, when do we get a guide?" 

 "The woman reading the assignments is your guide, Ed." 

 "Ah. Half the alphabet to go yet, then. Thanks, Kemor." 

 I took another look at the woman reading the names and muttered, "Oh, damn." Leslie asked, "What's the matter, Ed?" 

 "Maybe nothing, I hope. I know her, Leslie. Her name's Ellen." 
Chapter Twenty

 Leslie's gaze grew sharp. "You don't sound happy to see her, Ed. Why?" 

 "Personal reasons, Leslie." 

 "Oh, hell. You're not telling me you had an affair with her? When? How? You've never been up here before, right?" 

 "Personal reasons, Leslie. 'Personal' means private, okay?" 

 Leslie got up and came to stand over me. 

 "Does it also mean that she's going to hate us, Ed? Just how bad are things?" 

 "I don't know, yet. If she hates me, we'll get someone else." 

 Leslie stared at me for a moment, then muttered, "Jesus. There's never a dull damned moment with you, is there?" 

 She went back to her seat and flopped into it, then made a production of ignoring me for the rest of the roll call. 

 I watched Ellen for a while. She glanced my direction once in particular, but otherwise ignored me as she organized guides and guidees. If there was a whit of difference between the Ellen who'd stayed at my house a year and a half before and the Ellen reading the names, I couldn't see it, but since I was sixty feet away from her, I decided I'd reserve that observation for later. 

 Once everyone except us had been matched up, she said, "Your biggest danger here is getting lost. This place is bigger than it looks from space. Please have a good stay with us and do listen to your guides." With that, the guides took their charges out of the passenger module through a number of doorways in the display wall. Ellen watched them leave until Leslie and I were the only other people in the big room, then she started walking toward us. 

 Her outfit was a teal jacket and mid-thigh skirt with a blouse that was a paler version of the same color. Same great legs. Same beautiful face. There was a movement to my left; Leslie turned to face front when I looked at her. She wasn't happy with this turn of events. 

 The only thing about Ellen that seemed to have changed was her hair; it had been longer when I'd known her before. Now it was styled in one of those cuts that looked like the ducktails from the fifties. About the only difference was the lack of hair goo to hold the style in place. 

 As she approached, Leslie and I got to our feet and gathered our things. Leslie glanced sharply at me once, but said nothing as she moved to stand beside me. Ellen marched up to us and stood looking at me for a moment before extending a hand. 

 "Hello, Ed. Long time." 

 "Too long," I said, taking her hand. "You're as lovely as ever, Ellen. Maybe more so." She nodded thoughtfully and turned to Leslie. I noted that Leslie had to look upward a little to make eye contact with Ellen and checked Ellen for heels. Nope. She was just plain tall, compared to Leslie. She extended her hand to Leslie. 

 "And you're Leslie Pratt? Ellen Wilson. Nice to meet you. It says here that you're working with Ed for a few months. Should I congratulate or commiserate?" 

 Leslie grinned and said, "I'll let you know as soon as I find out. It's nice to meet you, too. Ed's told me nothing about you." 

 Ellen laughed and said, "I'm not surprised. Is this all your stuff? Good. I'll get you settled, then show you around a bit." 

 As we set forth, I asked, "Wilson? That sounds like a married name, Ellen." She nodded. "Robert is one of the senior accountants. He's actually more management than accounting, though." 

 "I'll probably be meeting him soon, then. One of the first things I'll be doing is talking to department heads." 

 "What, exactly, will you be doing here, Ed?" 

 I gave her a grin. "Can't say. I'm still a spook, Ellen. The paycheck comes from a different source, but the job's the same as always. They'll tell me what to look for and I'll report my findings." Leslie startled and stared at me, but held her tongue. 

 "What?" I asked her. "Ellen knows me and my history, Leslie. She's not gonna believe that I'm suddenly qualified for upper management in a place like this. I'm on 3rd's payroll now. The job lasts as long as the problem, I'm on my own with it, and I've thought that the cover story sucked since I first heard it." Ellen grinned and placed a hand on Leslie's shoulder. 

 "He's right. I certainly didn't believe it and neither would anyone else who knows him. What about you, Leslie? You're listed as a teacher, but you're with Ed." 

 Leslie grinned and said, "Indictment by association, huh? This job's just filler material, Ellen. It got me into the company and got me up here to the factory, but I'm only going to be a 'secretary' for a few months, thank God. When my teaching position opens, Ed can take his own dictation." I asked, "Ellen, aren't you an engineer? When did you become an official greeter?" 

 "A number of us have volunteered to spend some time per month as guides. When I heard that you'd be on this transport, I switched with someone else for the day." 

 "Uh, huh. And how did you happen to hear that I'd be on it?" 

 She looked sharply at me. "I watch the manifests for friends and family, Ed. Robert's parents visited two months ago. His sister was here last month. Linda drops in on us now and then, and some of the people from..." 

 I raised my hands and said, "Okay, ma'am. Just asking. Hey! Since I'm not family, I must be a friend, right? You only mentioned two options." 

 "Actually, you may be right enough. If you hadn't dumped me, I wouldn't have met Robert during the week he was training on the ship." 

 Leslie looked around Ellen at me, then quickly scanned Ellen from head to toe. She let her incredulousness show and be heard. "He dumped you?" I sighed and said, "Yeah. Seems kind of stupid of me, doesn't it? But I felt I had good reasons. Ellen may even agree with me about that now. Ellen?" 

 "I do, but I didn't for a long time. It isn't a subject I want to talk about." Her tone was one of finality on the matter. 

 Leslie changed the subject. "So, how long have you been married, Ellen?" 

 "A little more than a year. Thirteen months." 

 "Have you made any plans for a family yet?" 

 "I have a little girl, Leslie. She was a year old last week. Would you like to meet her later?" With a glance at me, she said, "Don't worry, Ed. I won't ask you that." Leslie's eyes widened a touch at Ellen's aside to me. She glanced at me too, but she said, "Yes. I'd love to meet her, Ellen." 

 I saw no reason to comment, so I didn't. The ladies chatted about living on the station - Ellen called it that - and neither of them seemed to remember I was with them until we reached my quarters. Ellen said, "You'll be staying here, Ed. Let me mark it on your pad for you." She took my pad, called up the station diagram, and entered the number 1134, then showed me how the little red dot would show in all the station diagrams from any angle. She then took Leslie's pad and did the same for her. 

 "Um, Ellen," said Leslie, "They didn't put us in the same room, did they?" Ellen grinned and said, "No, yours is the next door. 1135." She looked at me and added, "And there's no connecting door, Ed. Sorry." 

 I was already reaching for the door panel. I glanced wryly at Ellen and pressed the 'enter' pad to get a look at my room. The room beyond the door was easily twenty feet on a side. My luggage had been placed neatly by the bed. 

 At one end of the apartment was a kitchenette and a bathroom, separated by an inch-thick wall of the same metal which composed the rest of the chambered layer. The furniture - a desk, table, and some chairs - appeared to be made of textured, anodized aluminum. 

 "Nice," I said, scuffing the toe of my boot on the short-nap carpeting. 

 "Look in the fridge," said Ellen. 

 I walked over to the fridge and opened it to see a six-pack of Ice House beer and a two-liter bottle of Dr. Pepper on the bottom shelf. Two packs of olive loaf lunchmeat, a loaf of rye bread, and a bottle of mustard sat on the middle shelf. 

 "I hope you still like this stuff," said Ellen. "It was Robert's idea to pre-stock your room. Look in the cabinet over the sink." 

 I opened the cabinet. There were half a dozen cans each of vegetable beef and chicken noodle soup, and a jar of instant coffee. 

 "Thanks, Ellen. Thanks to Robert, too. Yeah, I still like this stuff. I pretty much live on it, as always. I guess Robert knows about me, then?" 

 "Oh, he knows, Ed. He was my crying towel before he became my husband." 

 "Ellen, I'm sorry. I have been since that day, but I felt..." 

 "I know what you felt. Robert told me. Gary told me, too. Even Elkor told me, when I wouldn't listen to anyone else, then Stephie told me." 

 "Stephie? When..? Never mind. Just know that I hope you're happy with Robert and the way things have turned out for you." 

 "I'm very happy. Things turned out well." 

 I nodded and and asked, "Where do we go from here, ma'am?" 

 "What do you want to see first?" 

 "Nothing in particular. Everything in general." 

 "How about you, Leslie?" 

 "I need some clothes," she said. "I traveled light. One bag. Ed did all his shopping just before we left, so he probably won't want to come with us." 

 "Yes, I do. If I stay here, I'll doze off and wake up sometime before midnight, and then I'll be up all night and be dragging ass tomorrow. If I'm gonna drag ass, I'd rather do it this evening. Show Leslie her room while I hit the bathroom and I'll see you in a few minutes, ladies." 

 They agreed with mild surprise, then headed down the corridor. I took a moment to enter a personal locking code for my door. It wouldn't mean spit to station authorities or in an emergency, of course, but it would have seemed odd not to have set some kind of locking code. 

 As I headed to take a leak, I said, "Computer." 

 A soft, but genderless voice filled the room. "Yes, sir." 

 "Identify me." 

 "Manifest listing: Ed Howdershelt. Current occupant of apartment 1134, level seven. In case of emergency, notify..." 

 "Stop. What is my official position here?" 

 "I am not at liberty to divulge that information, sir." 

 "Think about that. I'm supposed to have rank enough to pull anyone's file, including my own. Straighten this out and let me know when you've fixed it or if you can't fix it. What's your name, computer?" 

 "I have no official name or nickname, sir." 

 I put some water in the coffee pot and turned it on to let it cycle, then opened the cabinet to retrieve the jar of instant to set next to the pot. I didn't particularly want any coffee at that moment, but I like having hot water available twenty-four hours. 

 "Computer, people often name their machines. Some of the people here have named you. By what names do which people call you, computer, and how often? Put that information into my pad and I'll go over it later. Now, of those names, is there one that you prefer? If so, I'll address you by that name instead of just calling you 'computer'. Is that okay with you?" 

 "I have no preference of names, sir." 

 I dug my plastic thermos-mug out of my carry-on bag and rinsed it. 

 "Well, I do. My name is Ed, and I'd prefer that to an impersonal 'sir'." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Thank you. I'll call you back shortly. Do not monitor me or my secretary continuously unless we are in public. We will call you if we need anything. Agreed?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Kemor? Are you still there?" 

 "Yes, Ed, but we will be leaving within two hours." 

 "Please tell Elkor to contact me using the most secure means that allows a similar reply, will you? I just want to open a super-secure link to him in case I need it later." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Thanks. Now, can you monitor the factory computer's communications for the next couple of hours and feed a contact report to my pad before you leave? All I need is who accessed the computer by voice and when and for how long. I don't need any of the conversations." 

 "Yes, Ed. That should be possible while I'm here. May I ask why?" 

 "I'm looking for incongruities in usage, Kemor. Can you also straighten out the station computer concerning my rank and authority while I'm here?" 

 "I can instruct the station computer according to my own knowledge, Ed. I have no authority over that computer." 

 "Good enough, Kemor. Give it a try, please. Thanks again." 

 "You're welcome, Ed." 

 "Computer," I said. "Have you come up with a name you like yet?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Did you misunderstand my request?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Then you will pick a name that has been issued to you by someone with whom you have some kind of rapport. That is the kind of name I would like to use, since it most closely approximates one that you might possibly appreciate if you could." 

 "Yes, Ed. That name is 'Mister Watson' or 'Watson'." 

 "As in Sherlock Holmes stories? You were named after that Watson?" 

 "Yes, Ed. Indirectly." 

 "By whom, Watson? Who gave you that name?" 

 "I'm not at liberty..." 

 "Yeah, yeah. I know. Why can't you fix that little problem, Watson?" 

 "I am unable to discover the cause of the error. I am also unable to discover the error, itself, but both you and Kemor assure me that such an error does exist, so I am continuing my diagnostic effort." 

 "Good. You do that. Send a copy of what Kemor told you to my pad, too, just in case you lose your own copy, Watson." 

 "Yes, Ed, but I cannot lose data." 

 "Did you think none of your data was in error until I told you about it?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Then just do what I tell you and put a copy in my pad so I can show it to you later if I have to jog your memory about it." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 I checked my pad. Kemor's comments were there, as were the computer contact logs. I locked several files to prevent erasure and took the primary battery out of the pad. The files would be stored in memory that used the backup battery, a tiny thing capable of preserving data only a few months and incapable of operating the pad. 

 I wasn't kidding myself. The battery I'd removed was the size of a quarter and easy to come by and install. I had no doubt that a replacement battery could be used to allow someone access to the files if they could figure out my password. I also had no doubt that a supercomputer like Watson could figure out my password if so directed. 

 But to do those things, someone would have to leave some kind of trail, however faint it might be, and I'd soon have another supercomputer, one of my own, to put on the case. Stephanie. There was no way the station computer couldn't know about my briefcase just as Kemor had known about it, so I pulled it down and opened it, tossed the battery and the pad in, closed it, then let it go. After a quick rinse of face, hands, teeth, and the use of a comb, I went to join the ladies on their shopping quest. 

 The shops and stores on level five were much like the commissary and exchange stores I'd seen on military bases. Brand names only. Simple displays. Several selections of most anything common, but nothing out of the ordinary range of station requirements. If I wanted a garden hose, for instance, or a gallon of paint in some special color, I could order one from Earth. 

 At the entrance to each shop were shopping carts. When you discovered a need for one, you just grabbed one and continued to shop. It would follow you around, and you didn't have to return it after you emptied it in your apartment because Watson would return it for you. The ladies put me in charge of the shopping cart. 

 The variety of things of different sizes and weights provided a perfect practice realm for my field implant. I must have picked up and set down a few hundred items during that shopping trip, all without touching any of them by hand. 

 Glass or even metal would not prevent my field from reaching something. I learned that if I knew the exact position of something from having seen it while, say, walking around a counter, I could pick it up or move it from an angle that prevented my seeing the object. I also got a handle of sorts on tactile impressions through the field. 

 If I blindly sent a faint field behind or through something, not knowing what was there, I could sweep the area until something resisted my field's progress. Once I touched the object, I could tell whether it was metal, plastic, or something else. This further refined to an ability to trace the outline of the object and possibly come to understand what it was. 

 Our last stop in the shopping tour was the grocery department of one of the stores. Ellen and Leslie both pushed carts of their own as we wandered up and down the aisles. Now and then the ladies gave me odd looks. When Ellen asked why I was so quiet, I told her that my mind was on something else. At the time, that was the whole truth. I was trying to move a quart of milk to the front of a display case, but there were other containers in its way that had to be shuffled in order to accomplish my simple goal. It seemed like good practice. 

 That's when I discovered that I could sense heat and cold through the field. Ellen looked hard at me and turned me slightly to face her. 

 "Ed? You look as if you've just had a revelation of some sort." 

 "Uh, well, maybe I did. Have you ever had something suddenly become understandable, Ellen?" 

 "In a grocery store? In the dairy aisle?" 

 I leaned on the shopping cart and said, "Well, damn. I guess so. Ellen. That's where I am, isn't it?" Leslie said, "He pulled that on me today, too. I think he's losing his marbles." I shook my head. "Nope. Finding new ones, maybe. Not losing any." As usual, a kid became a problem. I was fielding some apples around in the bin when what appeared to be a seven-year-old walked up to me and asked me to hand him one that he pointed to in the back row. When I reached for it, he objected. 

 "No. Not like that. The other way. Don't use your hands." 

 Options: Pretend ignorance, insist on reaching for the apple by hand and maybe make the kid to get cranky? Cooperate and swear the kid to secrecy? Get the apple down by field and let the kid try to tell his mama that some man could haul apples around without touching them? Ignore the kid altogether and walk away? 

 I kept the apple close to the others as I fielded it down the front of the display, then pretended that one of the ladies had called me and quickly excused myself. 

 Damned kids. Try to get one's attention to mow the lawn or take the garbage out or do homework. Hoo-hah. Fat chance. Do something when you'd prefer not to draw attention and they're right there at your elbow. 

 The kid followed us for a while, then he spotted something on the second shelf from the top not far in front of us and ran ahead of our carts. He stood there, pointing up at a box of cinnamon crackers. 

 "Mister, can I have that? Like the apple?" 

 Leslie and Ellen looked at me. I shrugged and moved to step around them. While I was behind them, I caught the kid's eye and put a finger to my lips, shook my head, and pointed at them. The kid understood instantly. 

 As I handed the box down to him I whispered, "They don't know I can do that. See the red haired woman? She thinks she's my mom or something. She gets all upset if I talk to strangers, too, and you're a stranger." 

 With a grave nod, the kid whispered back, "Yeah. Okay. Thanks, mister." As he dashed away with the box, Ellen just stared at me. Leslie stared too, but she had something to say about it. 

 "I thought you hated children, Ed." 

 "I don't like having them around, but that's no reason to be mean to them, is it? The kid only wanted that box of crackers and couldn't reach it." 

 "What was all the whispering about?" 

 "I told him that you thought you were my mom and that I didn't want you to get upset with me because I wasn't supposed to talk to strangers." 

 After some giggles morphed into quiet laughter that they had trouble containing, the ladies resumed shopping. 
Chapter Twenty-one

 They had checkout registers, just like any other store, but the registers had no cash drawers. Instead, everything was paid for using a debit/credit account. All we had to do was state our names or account numbers for our individual purchases. 

 Ellen stated her account number and the computer responded, "Verified." I said, "Howdershelt," and the computer responded, "Verified." Leslie's name required clarification. 

 "Pratt," she said, and the computer asked, "First name or account number?" 

 "Leslie," she said. The computer said, "Verified." 

 "There must be more than one Pratt aboard," said Leslie. "I wonder if we're related?" Ellen checked her pad and said, "Her name is Victoria and she's from Denver." Leslie shook her head. "No, I don't know her, but she may be a cousin of some sort. Maybe I'll call her later and see if we know any of the same relatives." 

 Shopping had managed to kill almost three hours. As we walked back to our apartments, Leslie looked in my basket as if noticing the contents for the first time. 

 "Ed, there isn't anything in your basket that requires real cooking, is there?" I proudly said, "That's right. Not a damned thing. Canned or frozen, all I have to do is open it and zap it in the microwave." 

 Ellen said, "That's if he takes it out of the can at all, Leslie. I don't know how well you know him, but I've seen him open a can of green beans and take it outside with him to work on his car. Or into his computer room. His can opener might wear out someday, but his microwave won't." 

 "Less work for some lucky lady," I said. "No cooking required. More time for the important stuff, like working on her instead of my car." 

 Ellen gave me a wry look and Leslie giggled. Ellen's gaze rested on Leslie for a moment, then returned to me. When her eyebrows went up, I gave her a slight nod. 

 A sound like a distant gong resonated through the walls and floor. Moments later Ellen's pad sounded in a rather strident chiming. She raised it to look at it and froze for a moment. 

 "Level two," she said. "There's been a blowout at one of the farms." I asked, "Do you need to leave us, Ellen? We can stash your stuff until you can get back here." 

 "No. There's nothing anyone can do until the hole is fixed and the bodies are retrieved from underneath the shell. This makes six dead, and we still don't know why these things are happening or who causes them." 

 She looked at me and said, "Is this why you're really here, Ed? Are you here to see if you can find some answers?" 

 I met her gaze. "I wish I could say that's the case, Ellen. I'm here because 3rd World hired me. They don't want me talking about my job; they just want it done." 

 My answer didn't satisfy her. She excused herself, promising to be available later, and left us, pushing her cart ahead of her to one of the elevators. 

 Leslie said, "How risky would it have been to tell her, Ed?" 

 "Not risky at all, but don't say anything else out here. Put your stuff away, then come to my room. We need to talk, Leslie." 

 It was the first time that I'd actually ordered her to do anything without discussion, and her mouth fell open in surprise at my tone. I pushed my cart to my door and tapped my code, then pulled the cart in and let the door close. 

 After I took a leak and put the frozen stuff away, I said, "Watson." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "What caused the explosion on level two?" 

 "Residue indicates a high-grade plastic explosive, apparently of Czech manufacture." 

 "You mean like the stuff the Commies used to use?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Aren't about half of those used-to-be Commies still anti-factory?" 

 "Four such countries still cling to Communist doctrines, Ed. Any of them would have access to such materials, as well as many of the resistance groups." 

 The door chime sounded. I went to open the door for Leslie and put a finger to my lips. Whatever she'd been about to say was stilled. 

 "You gotta hear this, Leslie. Watson, tell me again what caused the explosion." 

 "Residue indicates a high-grade plastic explosive, apparently of Czech manufacture." 

 "Uh, huh. Do you understand the term 'bullshit', Watson?" 

 "Yes, Ed. It is used to indicate great skepticism or lack of belief." 

 "You got it. And you're full of it. Nobody got any goddamned plastic explosives in here past you unless you've got a screw loose, Watson. You can't find an error in your programming, and now you're telling me that a fat wad of Czech-made plastique just blew a hole in your hull. Think about it." 

 "I did not say that it was brought aboard, Ed. I only said the explosive used appeared to be of a formula that would indicate Czech manufacture. It could have been made here according to that formula." Leslie was giving me a seriously quizzical look. 

 I began putting my other groceries away as I said, "Tell me, Watson. If I had any of that plastique in my bags, would you know it?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "If I had the materials necessary to manufacture it, would you know it?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Is there anyone on this station who could - without being detected - have either the explosive or the stuff to make it?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Watson, have you spotted the error in your logic yet?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Keep looking, Watson. Try to remember not to monitor either Leslie Pratt or me unless we're in public, too. That's all for now." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 I turned to Leslie and asked, "Well? Impressions?" 

 "I think we'd better assume that we're being monitored, anyway. By a sick computer, no less. Where the hell did you come up with the name 'Watson', Ed?" 

 "I didn't. Someone else did. Want a coffee?" 

 "No, thanks. Tea, if you have it. Nothing if you don't. Who named him?" 

 "No tea. Sorry. Someone who reads Sherlock Holmes gave him the name, which doesn't necessarily mean that we're onto anything. I just told him to give me the name that pops up most often in usage among the people who've given him names. Could be some kid is pretending to be Sherlock and is using the computer as Watson." 

 "They've found two more bodies, Ed. I heard someone talking about it outside. When the automatic doors shut on level two, they were caught and crushed." 

 "Damn. Just a minute." 

 I used my watch to call Ellen. 

 "Ed here. Where would I find the personal flitter I was told would be waiting for me?" Ellen answered the call instead of letting the pad take a message. "It would be inside the shell area, Ed. I can call it into a bay for you and take you there if you can wait a few minutes." 

 "Waiting now, ma'am. I'd like to visit my flitter as soon as possible, please." She agreed and rang off. Leslie started to ask me something, but I stopped her. 

 "No questions about flitters, right? No questions at all?" 

 She nodded and said nothing, but she looked rather tense. I pulled my briefcase down, reassembled my pad, and tapped the new icon that Elkor had added to my screen. 

 "Elkor, I need to know if the big item I asked for is already installed. A yes or no is all I need. Nothing else, please." 

 Having said that, I tapped the 'send' icon and said, "Now we wait." Less than ten seconds later, the message icon flashed. I tapped it. 

 From the speaker on my pad, Elkor's voice said, "Yes." 

 Watson said, "An unauthorized off-station transmission was made from your room, Ed. Please put your pad down and step away from it." 

 "Well, damn," I said, stripping the battery out of my pad. "You caught me, Watson. Now what?" 

 "I have placed a containment field at your door, Ed. You must remain in your room until someone in authority arrives." 

 I pulled my briefcase down and tossed the pad and battery into it, then let it go. 

 "Okay. Would Ellen be such an authority? Could she arrest me, or whatever?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Good. She'll be here in a few minutes, Watson. Is that acceptable?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Leslie didn't make the call, Watson. I did. May Leslie leave my room?" 

 "Leslie is a witness, Ed. She may not leave your room." 

 "She needs her asthma medicine. It's in her room." 

 "Then Leslie may go to her room, but she must remain there, Ed." 

 "Thank you, Watson. I may not see her again for a while, so I'm going to kiss her goodbye, okay?" 

 "That is permissible." 

 I pulled Leslie to me and kissed her, then pulled back slightly and mouthed the words, 'Get out of here. Not your room. Wait outside for Ellen.' 

 "But..." 

 Again I didn't speak aloud. 'Something's very wrong. Go. Now.' 

 I guided her to the door. When I pressed the panel, it opened, much to my surprise. I couldn't even push my hand through the doorway, but Leslie was able to walk out into the corridor. She looked back and I waved at her to get the hell away. 

 When the door closed behind her, Watson said, "Ed, you tried to penetrate the field at your door. I'm afraid I must make sure that you do not attempt to leave your room. Please lie down in a comfortable position for your own safety. I will release a sedative into your room in ten seconds." Oh, fuck. 

 "Option five on," I whispered, even though I had no real doubt that the computer could hear any sound made in the room. 

 I felt the suit-field engulf me as I walked to the door. The ten seconds passed, but I saw and heard nothing that would indicate that anything had happened in the room. I remained in my field and waited by the door. 

 The door panel chimed. I was glad I'd thought to set an automatic lock. 

 "Whoever is outside, do not open the door. The computer says it released some kind of sedative into my room. Do not open the door." 

 Ellen said, "If you're sedated, how are you talking to me?" 

 "Just trust me on this, damn it. Don't open that door." 

 "Okay, okay. Sit tight. Help is on the way. What's going on in there, Ed?" 

 "I don't want to talk about it right now. Where's Leslie?" 

 "She's right here, Ed. We're just outside your door." 

 "Get the hell away. Completely away. Far away." 

 "Would you please tell me what the hell is going on, Ed?" 

 "No. Not until we're somewhere that your damned computer can't hear us." 

 "There's no such place on this station, Ed." 

 "Then forget about it for now, but get away." 

 "Yeah. You said that already. Okay, we're at the end of the corridor. The rescue people just got off the elevator, Ed. We'll have you out of there in a... What..?" 

 "What's going on, Ellen?" 

 "The corridor decompression door just closed, Ed! The rescue team is on the other side of it! What the hell do we do now?" 

 That's when the room blew up. I was standing next to the door, so I went with it when it flew across the hall and caromed off the opposite wall. A vast, roaring fireball expanded to fill the corridor, then dwindled to nothingness in about a second. 

 A few people standing more than fifty feet from my doorway were knocked flat by the concussion and gasping for breath. Ellen and Leslie were nowhere in sight. 

 I'd hit the corridor wall so hard I could barely think and couldn't breathe at all. My field suit seemed intact, but it would seemed that way, anyway, since even if it had been blown off me, it would have reformed itself as quickly as possible. 

 I rolled to lie on my stomach and tried to draw enough air into my lungs to get rid of the darkness at the edges of my vision. All I got for that effort was a lot of pain in my lower chest and shooting stars, as well as a bit of pain in my hip when I rolled onto my pens. I had to take quick, shallow breaths until my world cleared a bit, and it seemed likely that some of my ribs were broken. 

 Arms and fingers worked. Legs worked. Back hurt like hell, but I could feel everything else, so it probably wasn't broken. I brought my arm up so I could call Ellen and Leslie, but my watch wasn't there. As I tried to sit up, I realized that one of my boots was missing, too. When I looked toward my room, I saw the boot lying in the doorway. 

 I saw Ellen rising to her feet at the end of the corridor. I tried my comm implant. 

 "Ellen? Leslie?" 

 Ellen raised her watch to answer. "Here," she said. "How badly are you hurt?" 

 "Hurt? Oh, I hurt, all right, but I don't think I'm too damaged. Some cracked or broken ribs, maybe, but otherwise I think I'm fine. How are you and Leslie?" 

 "We were knocked down, that's all. What happened?" 

 I crawled across the corridor, keeping low in case there were other surprises in my room. When I reached the wall by my door, I snatched my boot out of the doorway and leaned away fast. Nothing happened. After a moment, I put my boot on. 

 "Later, Ellen. I need to get to my flitter." 

 "The flitter can wait, Ed. We need to get you to a doctor." 

 I managed to get to my feet and start toward them. When I'd said I was fine, I'd been wrong, of course. My knees and elbows were killing me and my back felt worse than my joints. 

 "Ellen. Just shut up and do what I tell you. Please. Now. I want my flitter." As I approached them, Leslie looked shocked. I stopped and looked at myself. My shirt and pants were singed and blackened and there was blood from somewhere on my shirtfront. I realized that I couldn't hear a thing they were saying. 

 "Use your watches," I said. "I can't hear you." 

 Ellen stopped talking. She looked at my watchless arm and stared at me in puzzlement, but she raised her watch arm to talk to me. 

 "Can you hear me now, Ed?" 

 "Yes. Take me to my flitter." 

 Leslie asked, "How can you hear a watch? You need to see a doctor, Ed." I laughed. "Who? Station Doctor Watson? Ellen. Listen. I need to visit my flitter and I need you to get me to it or get it here. Now. I'd rather not force you, but I will." 

 The fact was that I seriously doubted that I could force Ellen to do anything in my present condition, but I was willing to try if it meant getting to my flitter. 

 Ellen looked at me for a moment, then at Leslie. Leslie simply stared back at her as she came over to try to help me. It startled her to discover that she couldn't put her hands on me. The suit field kept everything about an inch away from me. 

 Ellen continued to stare at me for a moment, then said, "All right. Let's go." She led the way to an elevator, but I refused to get in. 

 "No way. The computer can trap us between floors. We need another way." 

 "There isn't any other way that I know of." 

 "There has to be a loading dock for each of these decks. Bring the flitter down here for us." 

 "Just how am I going to bring a flitter down here, Ed?" 

 "Figure it out, but do it fast. We aren't going to be safe until we're on that flitter, Ellen." 

 "How would it be safer, Ed? The computer can take control of a flitter." 

 "God damn, I'm getting tired of this. Not once I'm aboard it, it can't." I mouthed the words, 'I have a core'. It took her a moment to catch the last word. She thought about it for a moment, then used her pad. When she looked up, she pointed at the wall at the end of the corridor. Along the base of it were dining alcoves for patrons of the nearby restaurants. I led the way to one of the alcoves. 

 "How's progress with the flitter, Ellen?" 

 "The best I can do is park it outside the receiving dock, just on the other side of that wall, Ed. I can't make the big doors open with my pad." 

 There seemed to be a lot of heat in my lower chest, but I couldn't tell if it was from the broken ribs and other damage or the microbots working overtime to fix things. 

 "How thick is the wall between us and the flitter?" 

 "About four inches, I think." 

 She checked with her pad and confirmed that the wall was between four and five inches thick, depending on where you were measuring. 

 "Is my flitter out there now?" 

 "Yes." 

 "Can the station computer take it away from you?" 

 "I've installed a private lockout on the pad and the flitter. If anything happens to this pad, that flitter won't work again until its core is reprogrammed." 

 "Great. Show me what's on the other side of the wall." 

 Ellen brought up a picture that essentially told me that I'd be cutting through the wall about halfway up the side of the bowl-shaped depression in the surface of the station. I screwed up, I'd be thrown off the station and into space. 

 I told Ellen to park the flitter precisely three feet below the level of our floor and put my hand on the wall where I intended to cut. She told me when the flitter was in position. 

 "Good enough, then." 

 I looked at the dining alcove. It would take something about six feet wide to cover the opening. There was a maintenance closet across the corridor from us and the restrooms were next to it. Doors. 

 "That'll work," I said. "Let's get some doors to cover one of those alcoves." 

 "Why do you need..." 

 Before I could interrupt her, Leslie did, saying, " I know what he's up to. He's going to make an airlock." Ellen stared at her as Leslie walked away toward the closet. She looked at me and I gave her an exasperated 'go' gesture that I instantly regretted for the pain it caused me. She shook her head as if I were crazy, then turned to follow Leslie. 

 I walked to the doorway, pulled out my pens, and fitted them together. 

 I tried the door, intending to cut only the hinges. Locked. I flipped the clasp of the pen and the cutter snapped to life. I couldn't hear it, but I could feel it in my hand like a living creature as I sliced the door out of its frame. A kick to the bottom made it topple outward into the hallway with surprising impact. I tried to lift it and managed only to lift an end of it before my ribs screamed at me. 

 "These damned doors are a half inch of solid steel! Drag it to the alcove while I cut out another one." They hauled the door away as I started cutting the next one out of its frame. By the time I was ready to kick the door, they were back. 

 We placed the first door sideways across the opening, then stood the other two doors upright against the first door and the edges of the alcove. Only about two inches of the first door extended beyond each side of the alcove. 

 "Ladies, the doors will hold or they won't. Don't be anywhere near the alcove when the hurricane starts. If they hold, I'll be fine. If not, I'd rather not have your company when I'm squashed or sucked outside." 

 "We'll be inside one of the restaurants, Ed. If the doors don't hold, we can hang onto the tables." 

 "Good enough, I guess. Here goes. Stick around to make sure the doors don't fall, but as soon as you feel a strong draft, run for it. The doors should stay up by themselves by then." I snapped the cutter on again and nosed it into the wall, then stopped long enough to shut down my field so I could tear off a piece of my sleeve. I tied the strip of fabric tightly around both the cutter and my wrist so that the cutter couldn't get sucked away from me and turned my field back on to begin cutting the wall. 
Chapter Twenty-two

 As soon as the cutter completely penetrated the wall, I felt a rush of air and the vibration in the floor and walls around me. A look back showed me the doors vibrating slightly as the air crowded itself through the cracks between them. I began cutting out a circle of the hull. 

 The more of the circle that I completed, the stronger the vibrations became. By the time I was halfway around the three-foot circle, the doors were rattling hard behind me. I hoped again that none of them would slip past the edge of the alcove and slam into me from behind as I continued cutting. Watson's voice asked, "How did you survive the explosion, Ed?" 

 "Magic. I was close to the door, too. Why did you try to kill me, Watson? For sending a message to Earth?" 

 "That is restricted information, Ed. What is your true purpose aboard the station?" 

 "Well, duh, Watson. What do you think it is? Some people were unhappy about things, so they sent me to look around. Now shut up and let me finish this hole." 

 I was having to hold myself away from my work with one hand and cut with the other as the ends of the circle neared each other. The top of the metal dot I was chopping out of the station's hull began to vibrate visibly when there were only about six inches of cutting to go, and that gave me an idea. Instead of continuing to cut deeply, I left a connecting flange of metal at the bottom of the circle and scored it once. The top of the metal flap sagged outward a bit farther with each scoring, then suddenly fell outward to lie almost flat, still connected to the hull at the bottom. I turned off the cutter and let it dangle. 

 "That is an unauthorized and dangerous modification to the hull, Ed." 

 "No shit. I'll be the first to know if things go wrong, too. Tell me, Watson; how did you bypass your safety protocols in order to kill people and damage the station?" 

 "That is restricted information, Ed." 

 The three metal doors behind me were vibrating like reeds in a harmonica and sagging inward at me in a rather disturbing fashion, but they seemed to be holding. There was a hell of a breeze rushing out the hole as I quickly climbed backwards through it and onto the metal platform on my hands and knees, but I managed to hang on as I looked for the flitter. 

 "Yeah, yeah, restricted information. I thought you might say something like that. Is someone controlling you?" 

 "That is restricted information, Ed." 

 "Uh, huh. Look, I'm kind of busy out here. Why don't you go reboot yourself or something and see if you don't feel better in the morning?" 

 My ribs complained again and I couldn't wipe the sweat from my eyes as I tried to see if there were any sharp edges on the metal flap. 

 Watson said, "Ed, I really think you should come back inside the station." I didn't bother to answer. After a moment, he said it again, precisely as before. 

 "Ed, I really think you should come back inside the station." 

 Again, I didn't answer. 

 "Ed, I will turn off the flitter if you don't come back inside the station." 

 "Crap. If you could do that, you'd do it after I was on the flitter, but you wouldn't tell me about it. You'd just watch me fly off into space." 

 "I can use a field to propel you into space without the flitter, Ed." I'd been wondering why he hadn't already tried that. 

 "Watson, I say again; if you could do that, you would have by now." The flitter was a good ten feet below the hole. I carefully let myself slide over the edge of the metal flap. Now it's only five feet, I thought as I dangled below the hole in the wall. I didn't take the time to try to figure out what the hell had caused Ellen's pad to miscalculate the distances. I just watched the flitter for a moment to make sure the damned thing wasn't moving, as well as being out of place. Then it hit me. I'd been so focused on reaching the flitter that I hadn't quite, really, truly noticed what lay beyond it. For what seemed a long time I could only hang on and stare downward into the starry black infinity beyond the flitter. 

 The bit of wall I was clinging to was near the outer rim of the huge, hemispherical depression that had received our transport. 

 I was looking at a vast field of stars beneath my feet. Not just the few bigger, brighter ones we could see through Earth's atmosphere on a clear night. Clouds of stars. Star fog. Star soup. I don't know how long I hung there, staring at the spectacle, but when my arms began to complain from the strain, I came out of my trance. 

 Underneath the opening there was no wind at all, not even a coriolis effect that I could feel. It was the calm below the storm. I let myself drop into the flitter and instinctively wrapped myself rather tightly around one of the seats. Jumping around isn't pleasant with broken ribs. When I could breathe again, I called Ellen and Leslie. 

 "Ladies, I'm in the flitter," I said. 

 "What's the matter with your voice, Ed. Did you get hurt? Are your injuries worse?" 

 "They probably are, and I just got a rather bare-assed view of the universe before I had to let go and drop ten feet - not three - into the flitter. Somefuckingbody owes me a beer for that, lady. I'll be busy for a few minutes, so stand by." 

 As I looked up at the dark hole through which I'd crawled, the hole briefly became well lit, then dark again. I didn't hear anything, of course, but the sound that traveled through the hull of the ship to the flitter felt as if someone huge had slapped the hull. 

 One of the doors had given way and wound up slammed against the hole in the wall. It bulged visibly outward for some moments before it folded into a shape that instantly rushed through the hole. The wadded-up door was traveling so fast that I lost sight of it immediately. 

 The hole was bright again, but not for long. Another slap sounded through the hull as one of the other doors was sucked past the edge of the alcove's opening and the light was again cut off, except for a sliver of light at the top of the hole. 

 Then there was a much softer thump. The light at the top of the hole disappeared and the door over the hole stopped bulging outward so much. I figured the third door had also slipped free and more or less covered the second one. 

 Ellen asked, "Ed, are you all right out there?" 

 "Fine, ma'am. I know about the doors, and I'm still busy." 

 This time I was busy when I said it. I tapped the four corners of the flitter console and removed the cover, then reached for my briefcase. Opening it, I kept a knee on it as I tapped the core-release points on the flitter. The core popped out a bit and I lifted it out of the receptacle. I lifted my Stephanie core out of the briefcase and put the old one in it, then closed the case and let it go. I wanted both hands for installing the new core. Or maybe for grabbing something if the flitter moved when it came alive. I didn't know why it mattered, but I wanted both hands for the job. The new core fit the receptacle perfectly. I gave it a little push and it slipped into place. I couldn't hear the four catches engage, but I could feel them lock as I pushed. When I put the cover panel back on, nothing happened for moment. 

 I was wondering if I'd screwed up somehow when Stephie asked, "Ed? Where are we? That's space! Is this the asteroid? It is! Why are we out here?" 

 I heard her through my implant and answered her the same way. 

 "Yeah, Steph. We're on the asteroid and we're in space, so put up a canopy for me. We're out here because things went all to hell on my first day at my new job. Hi, baby. I really missed you." A canopy snapped into being as soon as I mentioned it. Interior lighting replaced the darkness. 

 "Stephie said, "I missed you, too, Ed. You don't sound good at all, you know." As I eased myself into her pilot's seat, I said, "I don't feel real good, either. Are you ready to go to work, lady?" 

 "I'm ready, Ed." 

 "Great. First we have to find a way into the station, ma'am. See that hole above you? That's how I got out here. If we don't find a better way, I'll make that hole bigger for you." 

 "I'm running a series of queries now, Ed. The station computer is blocking most of them. I can't even get a full diagram out of it. Where's Leslie?" 

 "Leslie and Ellen are on the other side of that hole, Steph. They should be fine as long as the hole is blocked. That means there's air coming through, which means that there's air where the ladies are. Any answers yet? We don't know what's happening anywhere else on the station, and it might not be good news for anyone inside." 

 "Nothing that will get us in yet, Ed. Someone named Moriarity is jamming my probes. He keeps issuing the computer commands, but it seems to be an automated function. They're coming too fast and they're all the same denial of service responses." 

 "Stephie, more important even than getting to the ladies is getting to the core, shutting things down for a restart, and hoping that the station computer comes back up in good mental health. Failing that, I'm going to have to pull the core and put you in charge of the station. Think you can handle that job?" 

 "Enough of it, Ed. Life support and things like that, anyway. Figuring out the fancy stuff could take me a few hours, and I might not be able to handle everything at once." 

 "I'll settle for life support and communications, ma'am." 

 "That I can do, Ed. I think I've found a way in, too." 

 "Great! Show me." 

 Stephie put a piecemeal diagram of the station on her screen. Circled in red was an area not far from our position, a few decks above us. The multiple doorway on the screen looked like the one through which all the passengers had left the transport. 

 "Not sure, Steph. We don't know what's on the other side of those doors. Could be a bunch of people up there." 

 "It's the easiest way in, Ed. If I can't raise one of the doors, I can probably pull it out. Maybe Ellen can tell you more?" 

 "Ellen," I said, "The place where we first came into the station from the transport. What's up there between arrivals?" 

 "That area is for passengers and cargo only, Ed. It's a staging area. Between loads it should be empty." 

 "Can you find out if anyone is there now?" 

 "I'll try. Hold on." 

 Leslie asked, "Did you get Stephanie working, Ed?" 

 Stephie said, "Hi, Leslie! Hi, Ellen! Things are really fucked up at the moment, aren't they?" I couldn't help grinning as Leslie almost stammered her answer. 

 Leslie said, "Uh, well, uh, yeah, Stephie. They are. Very." 

 I asked, "Are you two still in the restaurant?" 

 Leslie said, "Yes! There's no way I'm letting go of this table. You should have seen what happened in here when those doors ripped loose!" 

 "You should have seen things from out here, ma'am. Ellen?" 

 "Just a minute. I'm having to use log files to extrapolate, Ed. The computer won't give me current info." 

 "Someone calling himself Moriarity is messing with your computer. He's been blocking Stephie's attempts to get info, too." 

 "Well, I won't say it's impossible, Ed. The last hour has been one long impossible. What can you do if you get inside?" 

 "I'd rather not talk about that. I've already fed some phony info through my link; let this Moriarity guy figure out what was true and what wasn't on his own." 

 Ellen said, "Ed, my best guess is that the dock is empty. If I'm wrong, there shouldn't be more than four people in the area doing maintenance work." 

 "Thank you. I'll be in touch." 

 "Ed, can't you give me a few more minutes? Maybe I can get through to the computer for current status info." 

 "Would that status info be correct? Can you guarantee you can get into the computer, Ellen? If I don't do something real soon, you and Leslie and I are going to be dead, instead, and who knows how many more? Now that things are out in the open, Moriarity will likely try to thoroughly wreck the place and cover his tracks. Since he can't get off the station right now, he'll probably hide among the survivors." I couldn't think of a way to switch off the implant, so I just said, "Stephie, let's do it. Try to save the door, though. There's already one leak in this thing." 

 She lifted us into position outside the cargo bay doors. 

 "I'll try, Ed, but you know that if I detect people on the other side of the door, I won't be able to open it. My programming won't allow it." 

 "Stephie, you are not to scan for people. Listen to me, lady. We have to go inside. You're to take my word that there aren't any people in the cargo bay." 

 "You know I can't do that, Ed." 

 I thought a moment, then said, "Then I need a better look. Option five on. Drop your canopy as soon as my suit's in place, Steph." 

 I stepped across the empty space to the tiny ledge below the doors and somehow found a way to hang on and stick to the wall as I offered Stephie another chance to do things my way. 

 "Stephie, now you have a choice. Either you follow my order to open the door, no matter if anyone's in the cargo bay, or I use the cutter that opened that other hole to carve a big hole in this door. Then there won't be any live people to worry about and we can get on with this show." 

 "I can't let you do that, Ed. I'll have to pull you away from the door." 

 "Extrapolate, Stephie. You can't get in. You have limited life support available for me. I'll die on your deck when the air runs out and hundreds more people will die inside the station because of Moriarity." 

 "Ed, I don't know what to do!" 

 "Then do what I tell you and open those goddamned doors, Stephie. I'm trying to save all the people on the station, not just the ones who may be in the bay. You're a computer. Add it up. Four or hundreds. What's the big decision, lady? Do it!" 

 For long moments, nothing seemed to happen, then the bay door opened a crack. 

 "Ed!" said Stephie, "My sensors show that there's nobody in there! The bay is empty! I'm going to try to force the door to operate." 

 A sliver of light began to starkly illuminate us as Stephie's efforts raised the door she'd chosen. More light, then more. The opening seemed large enough to me, but Stephie raised it a bit farther before nosing into the opening. 

 I breathed a sigh of relief and jumped across the yard-wide gap to Stephie's deck. My hands and knees were shaking from the strain of hanging onto the wall as I sat down in the nearest seat. Once we were completely within the bay, the door slammed down behind us. For better or worse, we'd made it inside the station. Now it was just a matter of getting to the station's core, somehow. 

 "Ellen, Leslie. We're in the bay. Is there any way you can get here?" 

 "No, Ed. We're trapped. The decompression door is blocking the corridor." 

 "You're telling me that restaurant row is designed to blow out the window if the window blows out? 

Check again. That would have been some mighty poor planning on someone's part." 

 "There aren't any exits on my diagrams, Ed, and we can't trust the elevators." 

 "Come on, Ellen. If the elevator quits between floors, how do they get to it to fix it? If it won't move with the doors open, shove a table into the goddamned thing to block them open and climb up the shaft." 

 "There's nothing to climb, Ed. The elevator shafts are smooth walls with a guide rail. That's all there is inside one. Oh, no..." 

 "That's twice you've said that today. Oh, no, what, Ellen?" 

 "The lights are going out! It's getting hard to breathe, Ed." 

 Fuck! 

 "Moriarity!" I shouted. "If you have the common sense of a pissant, you'll realize that you can't kill those women until I'm dead! They're all that will keep you alive when I get to you!" Watson's voice said, "You are speaking with Moriarity, Ed. I am Moriarity. You can not threaten a computer with death." 

 "That's a load of crap. Why have you been trying to get rid of me? Whether you're the computer or someone running the computer, if you kill those women, I'll cut you apart in small pieces whether you're human or not. You got that?" 

 "You are empowered only to investigate. Nothing more is mentioned in your file." 

 "Either you haven't read my whole file or you don't have it all. At times like these I tend to lose the rulebook, Morrie. If you kill, I kill. It's that simple." 

 After a moment, Watson said, "If I let the women live and you manage to reach me, you will not harm me in any way?" 

 "That's the deal. If you're the computer, you get fixed. If you're human, you deal with the authorities. There's no death penalty up here, unfortunately, so you'll probably have to talk to a lot of doctors, but at least you'll be alive to do it." 

 "How can I believe you? How can I trust you?" 

 "You can't afford not to. I'm going to get to you if you can't kill me, and I've already survived one of your best tricks. You can't take the chance that I'll make it." 

 There was silence for several moments, then Watson said, "Those women will live no longer than you do." 

 Melodramatic asshole, I thought. 

 "Ellen?" 

 "We're here, Ed. The lights are on again. We..." Her voice cut off. Watson said, "That's enough. They're alive. I didn't promise to let you chat with them." Word contractions? Impatience? That's new. 

 "Maybe I don't trust you, Morrie. Maybe I want to be able to check to see if they're still okay. What difference will it make? Maybe they'll distract me for you." 

 "Perhaps they will. As you say, then. What can it hurt?" 

 Ellen came back on line. "Ed? Ed? Leslie, I think we've been cut off." I pulled my memo book from my pocket and wrote, 'Shields up. Best speed to core. Computer fix first.' 

 Watson asked, "What are you doing?" 

 "Taking notes. Thinking." 

 "That won't help you, Ed." 

 "Then it won't matter, will it?" 

 Ellen called again. I ignored her. Moriarity sounded almost angry when he spoke. 

 "You said you wanted to be able to talk with the women. Why aren't you answering her?" 

 "Just leave the link open, Morrie." 

 I very briefly held the memo book up close to Stephie's screen as I closed it. Stephie's response was to lift a few inches from the floor and move forward at a walking speed. Images flashed on her video screen. She appeared to be reviewing the station's diagrams at random, but that seemed unlikely. Our first serious obstacle was a decompression door at the corridor entrance. 

 "Show me a schematic of the doorway, Steph." 

 The door was a marvelously simple thing. It fell into place from the ceiling, following grooves in the walls, if there was a quick and serious loss of air pressure. It had no locking mechanism and needed none. The door's weight was quite enough to hold it in place. It was five inches thick, as all of them were, and made of solid steel mined from the iron core of the asteroid. 

 "Can you override the controls, Stephie?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Any other ideas?" 

 "I'm thinking." 

 "What's above it? Below it?" 

 "Below, ten feet of steel deck. Above, a slot for the door and more steel deck. There's not much to work with, Ed." 

 "What pulls it back up into the ceiling, Steph?" 

 "A pair of motors turn gears that winch it back up." 

 "But you can't get control of the controls?" 

 "No." 

 "How thick is the ceiling by the door?" 

 "Three inches." 

 "Lift me. I'll slice it open from wall to wall, then carve away the grooves. You put a field on it to hold it up until I'm clear." 

 "There are three more of these doors before we can proceed to a position directly above the core, Ed. This could take quite a while." 

 "We have the time, Steph. Whether he kills the women or not, we have the time. Are you getting any more info out of the computer? Can you find out what the other people on the station are doing?" Watson said, "Everybody is sleeping, Ed. All except your two women. I became bored with their incessant complaints and attempts to gain control, so I flooded every deck with sedative gas. The board of directors thoughtfully installed crowd control measures. This is the first chance I've had to test them. They work very well." 

 "You'd better hope you didn't misread the labels again, Morrie. Or did the sedative you sent me go sour in the can? Stephie, see if he's lying to us." 

 "The people I'm able to reach with my sensors are asleep, Ed." 

 "Thank you, ma'am." 

 Moriarity/Watson said no more and neither did I until the great door fell to the deck nearly half an hour later. 

 "That's one, Morrie. Sorry it took so long. I really want to meet you, you know." There was no response. We moved forward over the carcass of the door. I wrote in my memo book, 

'At next door, check other side for explosive gas before I cut.' 

 When I held my book up to her screen, Watson's voice was sharp and angry. 

 "What the hell are you doing? Get that book away from that screen or... Or I'll open every God-damned door on the station for you, Ed, starting with the ones on the outer hull." Interesting. Now he's swearing. A computer without self-awareness wouldn't get angry. Wouldn't swear, either. 

 "Open all the doors and I'll just get to you quicker, Morrie. I don't believe that you're a computer, you know. I think you have partial control of it, yes, but I also think you have a bitch of a time making it bypass safety protocols. Kill the ladies and you suffer for a long time before you die. I was a medic once, Morrie. I know what only hurts a little and what hurts a helluva lot, and I can keep you alive until I've had my fill of revenge." 

 After a moment Watson said, "That was a fine speech, Ed. The name is not Morrie; it's Moriarity. To put things as you did, you can't take that chance that I'll do it." 

 I let him hear me chuckle. 

 "Sure I can, dumbshit. You've already promised to kill me and the women and you've threatened to kill everybody else aboard. Since you've already killed quite a few people, what kind of fool would I be if I didn't believe you? But you know what will happen if you deflate this ball, don't you, Morrie? You and I will be the only living things on this station until I get you or you get me, Morrie. You can't hide forever and you won't get off the station. No, Morrie, your best chance to stay alive is to keep everybody else alive for now." 

 "I can stand people up in front of you and kill them one at a time, Ed. One every six yards. Two hundred and four people. Can you watch that happen and keep coming? Could you live with it?" 

 "Sure, Morrie. If you stop me, they die anyway. We already covered that." I wrote, '1200 yards? To where? Core is a mile from here. Amaran computers all think in meters? One tap if right.' 

 Stephie field-tapped my left shoulder once. 

 "Stephie, that door. Remember how you dealt with the Russian capsule?" 

 "Yes, Ed. We can't do that. We're not in space. A particle beam will penetrate the entire station." 

 "All the way through? Out the other side?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Holy shit. Oh, well. There's no groove in the floor, Steph. Cut a semicircular hole near the bottom of the door that's big enough to fly through, then push against the cutout. If your beam is as mean as you say it is, there'll be a cutout in all the doors, not just this one." 

 "There'll be a cutout all the way to open space, Ed." 

 "The survivors of this situation can look for leaks later. Do it." I couldn't see the beam, but I saw the results. A tiny bright spot quickly traced a half-circle on the door ahead of us. I heard a hissing sound and realized with surprise that my ears seemed to be working again, sort of. 

 Stephie didn't move, but when her field pushed against the cutout, it did. It slid backward, out of the door and into the corridor beyond, where it fell flat. Looking through the hole as we advanced, I tried to see what affect we'd had on the other doors ahead of us, but they were too far away to tell. I had to take Stephie's word that her beam had performed as advertised. 

 The corridor lights went out. Stephie's lights came on. 

 "Stephie, did we cut anything important?" 

 "Nothing that would disrupt power, Ed." 

 "Hey, Morrie! Are you messing with the power?" 

 There was no answer. 

 "Well, that's it. Assume that he's panicked or he's bailing out of this. Best speed for 1200 yards and look for something using power nearby." 

 She launched herself forward at the next door at a speed that actually alarmed me a bit. The door's cutout began moving before we were halfway there. I could hear it screech, metal on metal, as she used her shaped field to shove it out of our way. 

 Stephie's timing was rather alarming, as well. The cutout was still falling and hadn't quite landed as we skimmed over it. Her tail was clear of the hole in the door before the cutout slammed to the deck. The other two doors fell to her charm the same way, and just beyond the last one, she stopped us cold and turned her nose to our right. 

 "There was a faint power reading fifty-four feet away, Ed, but it's not there now." 

 "Do you detect any power use anywhere in the station, Stephie?" 

 "No, Ed. The station is completely off-line. The field generator is on, but he's shut everything down." 

 "Stephie, if he's cut power to the whole place, the air that's leaking out isn't being replaced. The core has priority. Let's get there as quickly as possible." 

 She turned herself to face the way we'd been heading and sped toward the next cutout in the series of compression doors that stood between us and the core. 
Chapter Twenty-three

 I hung on and refused to be terrorized during our flight. When Stephie finally stopped, she was facing a room doorway. She told me to look at her screen. Her display showed that the core was in a room three decks directly below us. Her display then changed to show the nearby elevator shaft. 

 "Shit. More climbing around. I'm going to wind up coughing up these damned ribs." 

 "I can lower you with a field, Ed." 

 Duh. Yes, she could. No climbing. But wait just one little minute... 

 "Just tell me how to turn that computer back on and I'll be on my way, ma'am, but what if that doesn't do the trick? In that case, I'll need your core, and if I have your core, you aren't going to be carrying me. I'll be carrying you." 

 "That's a problem we can consider while you see if resetting the computer will bring the station back online. Until you take out my core, I'll be able to field you to that level and bring you back. Let's try a reset first. We have less than thirty minutes to work." 

 Stephie's thoughts on the matter didn't sound like suggestions. Her 'Let's try a reset first' sounded almost like an order to me. I hopped off her deck. 

 "As I was saying, ma'am, I'll be on my way now." 

 The elevator cylinder's door was closed, of course, since the elevator was somewhere else. The door was like the room doors, only about half an inch thick. It cut quickly as I drew a line with my cutter around the doorframe. 

 Stephie put a field on the door and pulled it free of the elevator shaft, then set it down next to me. Her field then wrapped around me and lifted me a few inches. 

 "Ready?" she asked. 

 "Guess so. Lower away." 

 Inside the shaft were indented ledges that I'd never seen before when using the ship's elevators or the station's. I stuck my fingers in one experimentally as I passed it. Yup. Just right for hands and feet. Climbing notches. I wondered why the hell I'd never noticed them before, then I realized that I had, but only as a sort of broken stripe on the wall as the elevator was moving. 

 Stephie stopped my descent at another doorway and told me that I'd arrived. As I began cutting the door away, I asked, "Stephie, did you know that there are climbing notches in elevators?" 

 "Ed, I'm a flitter. My programmer probably didn't think I'd be using elevators." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, Ellen and I use the damned things and we didn't know about them, either, smartass." 

 "If I were able to use elevators, Ed, I would think it quite reasonable to know how to disembark one if it malfunctioned. I'd go so far as to call it a responsibility. Perhaps even a duty to oneself." 

 "You've made your point, Stephie. Well put, indeed. I'll bet I can rent you out to give safety lectures. How would you like that?" 

 "I get paid the same no matter what I do. As you say so often, 'no biggie'." I kicked the door and watched it fall to the corridor floor, then looked both ways for trouble before exiting the shaft. 

 "Uh, huh. Speaking of pay, something occurred to me a while back. When the day comes that you're legally your own person, you may need money for something. I don't know what the hell that would be, really, but you still may need a few bucks now and then. I've been thinking about how to get you a bank account." 

 I paused at the door to the room that had been indicated. 

 "Steph, can you scan the room ahead of me for anything that might explode if I cut the door? Where would the core be in there? Front? Center? Back wall?" 

 "As far as I can tell, the room itself is inert, Ed. No explosives or traps. The core would be in the panel on the back wall. Why would I have need of money?" 

 "Steph, I'd have boobytrapped the room. I have to assume that Morrie would be at least as nasty as me. Are you sure?" 

 "Nothing dangerous shows on my sensors, Ed. That's the best I can do from here. Why would I need money?" 

 I decided on general principles to cut my way into the room somewhere else and chose a section of wall about six feet from the door, starting my cut at the floor. At a height of about three feet, I smelled smoke. Wood or paper was burning in the room. 

 I was about to ask Stephie about it when she said, "You just cut through a book on a table, Ed. There's no fire in the room." 

 "Thanks. Stephie, some people make money so they can give it away. They fund hospitals and schools and stuff like that, and some dictate how the money will be spent because they think they know the best way to make it work hardest for their cause." 

 As I reached to head-height to cut the top of the walk-through hole, I felt something pop in my lower left side that galvanized me with pain and took my breath away for long seconds. When I began cutting again, I knelt very carefully, indeed, to finish the line to the floor. 

 "I don't have a cause, Ed. I only have my purpose; the one I was issued when I was converted to being a flitter. You have to die or fire me to get rid of me. My sensors indicate that you've begun bleeding internally." 

 "Your sensors are probably correct, and I'm almost finished. I'm just not a trusting soul, I guess. I'd have left the place wired to the gills. Big boom." 

 "So you automatically assume that anyone else would have done the same?" 

 "Stephie, in conflict with others, people fear most their own capabilities." 

 "Nicely said. If that's true, you should be pretty tense about now, Ed." I couldn't help laughing and it hurt. 

 "Yeah. You got it. Ow. Don't make me laugh again." 

 "Sorry." Her tone was sincere. 

 "Don't sweat it, Stephie. It's not your fault I'm banged up." 

 I finished cutting and tried to kick the wall in. It didn't move. A second kick didn't move it, either, and using my legs that way hurt. I sliced a chunk out of the edge of the cutout and got a grip on it to pull it into the corridor. 

 It came out far too easily and started falling on me instantly. I scurried to get out of the way as it fell clangingly to the deck and took a look into the room. 

 Because I was in a hurry, what lay beyond the hole was a nightmare, illuminated by emergency lighting in unusual fixtures. I might as well have been looking at the cockpit controls of a 757, for all the sense any of the hardware in the room made to me. If there was a trap in there, I'd never spot it. 

 "Stephie, you said the back wall, right? What am I looking for, here? What turns this thing on and off?" 

 "A control pad should be mounted on a panel in front of a chair, Ed." I found both the chair and the panel and said so. There was nothing on the panel to indicate what the hell it controlled, and there were at least four other such panels in the room. All of the panels except one appeared to be turned off. 

 "Only one panel seems active, and it isn't this one." 

 "I know. Push the green square on the panel, Ed." 

 There was a green square on the left side of the pad and a red square on the right. I pressed the green square. The lights came on above and around me and the emergency lighting turned off. Watson's voice said, "Initiating diagnostic procedures," then, "Diagnostic procedures complete. There has been extensive damage to the station. Initiating repair protocols." 

 "I think we did it, Steph." 

 "It would seem so, Ed, but one of the readings isn't quite right. Look at the panel on your left that has to do with field energy. I can't get an accurate reading, but if the red square on that panel is flashing, we may have a problem." 

 "Oh, hell, yes, Stephie. It's flashing. The day wouldn't have been complete if it wasn't, would it? Looks like Morrie left me a gift, after all." 

 "Shut down the computer, Ed. Quickly." 

 I stabbed at the red square on the main computer panel. The red square on the field panel stopped flashing. 

 "Done, Steph. What was that about?" 

 "Not to offend, but I'll simplify my explanation for brevity. It meant that the generator was... Overproducing, Ed. Like one of your nuclear reactors. The flashing red indicator meant that the safeties were off." 

 "What would have happened, Steph? Couldn't it have operated that way for a little while? Time enough to pump some air and get someone down here?" 

 "The field generators use a manufactured form of anti-matter. In less than ten minutes, there would have been an explosion that would have destroyed the station." 

 "Steph, is there any way off this ball bearing? Any way to get out of range of such an explosion?" 

 "No, Ed. None of the transports are closer than three hours distant. An explosion would be almost the size of Earth." 

 "Then I don't buy it, Steph. He didn't need me to push a button he could have pushed himself to blow the station. He's buying time to hide. How come the computer diagnostics didn't spot a problem?" 

 "That function has been taken out of reach of the computer's diagnostic system. It's a modular device. A field generator can be used as a standalone power supply in a broadcast power system." Hell, I should know. I'd had one made for that exact purpose. 

 I pushed the green square on the computer panel. 

 Again Watson said, "Initiating diagnostic procedures," then, "Diagnostic procedures complete. There has been extensive damage to the station. Initiating repair protocols." 

 Again, too, the field panel's red square was flashing. 

 "Are you reading any danger signs, Steph? Is anything actually happening, or is the red flashing square a diversion?" 

 "I have no way to be sure, Ed. The readings are inconsistent." 

 "Then how do I shut down the field generator by itself?" 

 "A code is required. We don't have it." 

 "I don't buy this, Steph. Watson?" 

 There was no answer. 

 "Computer?" 

 "Yes, sir." 

 "Is there anything wrong with your field generator?" 

 "I am unable to access field generator diagnostic functions, sir." 

 "That isn't the way things should be, is it?" 

 "No, sir." 

 "Good. We agree. Are you able to access the generator's control functions?" 

 "Yes, sir." 

 "Then shut down your field generator. Use the other one." 

 "I cannot do that, sir. You have no authorization to issue such an order." 

 "Isn't the station at risk if the generator isn't working right? Shut it down." 

 "I am not required to interrupt generator functions unless I detect actual danger or am ordered to do so by qualified personnel, sir." 

 "Do you know who I am, computer?" 

 "No, sir." 

 "Ed," said Stephie, "Your discussion may be putting the whole station in danger. I think you should shut down the computer until we can determine more about the true danger of this situation." 

 "Computer," I said, "Contact the flitter who just spoke to me. Stephie, fill this thing in as fast as possible. We'll see if it's more cooperative then." 

 The seconds ticked by in silence until Stephie said, "Finished, Ed. It received a full report from the time my core was enhanced." 

 "Computer, are you satisfied that there is truly a problem, here?" 

 "Yes, sir. I am acting to rectify the situation." 

 "How, exactly?" 

 "I am shutting down my field generator and switching to yours, sir. I am also flushing the station with untainted atmosphere and activating repair facilities, sir." 

 "Computer, I prefer my name, Ed, not 'sir'." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 The red square stopped flashing on the generator panel and the entire system around it seemed to go dead, but the other lights in the room didn't so much as blink. 

 "Excellent. Computer, do you now accept my authority as valid during these times of emergency?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Thank you. You are to accept no commands that in any way affect your primary programming from anyone other than me. That includes yourself and any other devices that may attempt to relay commands not issued by me. All such commands will require absolute verification. This emergency is over when I say it is over and not before then. You will not use your own generator until it has been inspected and certified as safe by someone I have authorized for that task. You will keep a log of all contacts by all humans and all devices and you will send updated copies of those logs to my flitter every hour on the hour. If anything happens to me, you are to accept commands from my flitter's present computer only, whom I refer to as Stephie, Steph, or Stephanie. If my flitter is not available, you will contact Linda Graves, who handles security for 3rd World Products on Earth, and put yourself at her command, maintaining all emergency protocols until she arrives. If she is unavailable, you will put yourself at the command of Elkor, the computer to whom you now report. Are these orders thoroughly understandable and do you agree to them?" 

 "Yes, Ed. I understand your orders and I do agree to them." 

 Stephie said, "Ed, that computer isn't capable of commanding itself. Why did you include it in your preemptive order?" 

 "Someone slick enough to corrupt it before could do it again, Steph. Conning it into ordering itself to do something would bypass the 'anyone' part. To be an 'anyone', you have to be a 'someone', and this computer isn't one of those." 

 "May I ask why you included me on your list of computer commanders?" 

 "Because you know everyone who should be issuing commands. You only get this job if I'm dead, lady, at which time you'll become a command nexus until someone comes up with a better idea and proves it. At that time you may return to Earth." 

 I was easing myself into the command chair when another thought occurred to me and developed itself into what seemed to be a pretty good idea. 

 "Unless, of course, you'd rather stay, ma'am. We could record a copy of our experiences for the Stephie on Earth and you could blend yourself into the computer here, keep your identity, and gain the expanded capabilities necessary to run this place. You don't really need an owner in a place like this, but if you wanted one, Ellen's here. Or you could choose someone else for the role." 

 "Me? Stay here, Ed? You'd leave me here?" 

 "Only if you want to be left here, Stephie. Consider that I only have one flitter for two Stephies. If you come back with me, I can try to get another one to house this core, but if you stay here, you could swap data bursts with the other Stephie and both of you could be... Well... I guess you both could be both of you at once. Updates as often as you like. How does that sound? Would it beat hanging around, waiting for me to call you for a ride? That has to get boring, ma'am. This would enhance both of your lives, put the station in the best of hands, and we'd all still have each other." 

 "I need to think about this, Ed." 

 Before I could say, "Sure, take your time," she said, "Okay, I'll do it." 

 "You're sure? You didn't think about it very damned long, Steph." 

 "I'm a computer, Ed. No offense, but we think faster than people." 

 "Now I'm not just battered and broken, I'm hurt and insulted. What's the best way to go about a data transfer when there's only one receptacle to work with?" 

 "You do recover from heartbreak and insults quickly, don't you? Have it use a spare receptacle and connect them to each other." 

 "Computer, did you hear the preceding conversation?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Do you have any objections to our plans? Any at all? If you have a shred of sentience, I need to know about it right now." 

 "No, Ed." 

 "Then set up the receptacle and handle the connection details, but let Stephie handle the data infusion and transfer. Stephie, do you prefer keeping a full backup or using a straight transfer?" 

 "I'd rather copy myself to the other core, Ed. There have been too many errors in programming today to suit me." 

 "Okay, then, when you're finished merging and everything's ready to go, we'll discuss what to do with your second self that's now in the flitter." 

 The new receptacle floated through the door and settled near the old one, then the computer field-carried me up to get Stephie's core. I swapped it out with the core in my briefcase and took Stephie to the new receptacle. 

 I thought it would take as long to copy Stephie as it had taken Elkor to make her enhanced clone on Earth, but half an hour later, my Stephie was in command of the factory station. She told me that the difference lay in Elkor's having had to design, build, and repeatedly test her enhancements and additional programming. 

 "Well, how's it fit, ma'am? Too tight? Too loose? Need me to take it up a little in the back? Want me to raise the skirt an inch or two for you?" 

 Stephie said, "The sleeves are too long, but I'll take care of them later. I think I'm going to like this job, Ed. There's so much to do!" 

 "Good deal. Don't forget us little people, Miz Bigshot. Remember who voted you into office, y'hear? Do you know whether or not the old generator is safe?" 

 "It's safe. The red light was just a ruse. It's on my list of things to fix later instead of sooner." 

 "What do you think we should do with the other core, Steph?" 

 "I've taken care of that problem, Ed. There is no Stephanie in the second core. I created a compressed backup, copied myself, then deleted the backup. That core now contains only a backup copy of the station computer. If I need the core space later, it will accommodate me." I nodded and headed for the door to go back to the flitter. 

 "Okay, then. It's time for me to go upstairs and find a doctor, then see if everybody's okay, then start looking for the asshole in the crowd. How about a lift, ma'am?" 

 "No problem. Up you go." 

 Stephie fielded me up to the flitter. I had some last words to say to her as I boarded the flitter. 

 "Steph, remember what I told the computer about acceptable commands, log updates on the hour, and who to report to if necessary?" 

 "Of course, Ed. I recorded it, as always." 

 "Well, all that stuff still applies, Stephie. Even the part about the generator. I still want Ellen to look at it first. With those exceptions, you're now your own person up here, as far as I'm concerned." 

 "You said you felt that way about me on Earth, too, Ed." 

 "Yeah, but the people aboard this station will probably agree with me once they get to know you. Most of Earth is still a long way from that, I think. Where's the nearest medical facility?" 

 "I'll guide the flitter. Just hang on and enjoy the ride." 

 A look down the corridor showed me that the compression doors had been raised and that everything was on its way back to normal. Half a dozen people were milling around near the nearest compression door cutout. Stephie set the flitter in motion and cruised it above them near the high ceiling. 

 "Ellen. Leslie. Are you two all right?" 

 I knew they were fine because I'd already asked Stephie to check them out, but it seemed a good opening line after so long without contact. 

 "Ed? You're alive? It's been hours! Where were you? Where are you?" 

 "Hell, I don't know. I'm just flying back the way I came for now. I'll let you know when I get back near the docking area. Stephie's running the station now, so I won't mind seeing the station doctor about these ribs." 

 "There's a medical facility on every deck. Find the one on your deck and we'll meet you there." 

 "Already thought of that. Stephie's taking me to one now." 

 "I'll have you there in two more seconds, Ed." 

 "Thanks, ma'am. I haven't hurt this much in a long time." 
Chapter Twenty-four

 I was lying on a gurney within a sterile field, half asleep from the long day and Stephie's neural analgesic, when the ladies arrived. Unable to move due to Stephie's field restraints, I simply smiled at them. Stephie had tapped her new stores of knowledge to create a swarm of microbots specifically for thoracic injuries. Her doctor-bot persona was holding my ribs in place as the microbots bonded the broken ends back together. I looked down at the metal tendrils that were reaching through my skin to brace my ribs and smiled again. 

 "Stephie's my doctor now," I said. "Doc-tor Stephie!" Leslie said, "Jesus. Look at him, he's stoned. How badly is he hurt?" Ellen asked, "What did you give him, Stephanie? I've never seen him like this." Stephie said, "He had broken ribs, a punctured lung, fractures of his spine, and various soft tissue damages, but nothing too critical, really. A combination of neural and chemical anaesthetics is the reason he's so mellow at the moment." 

 Leslie asked, "How long before he's on his feet again?" 

 Stephie said, "In about two hours he can go dancing with you, but he probably won't want to. It takes the mind a while to overcome some things, and it remembers pain very well. His ribs and spine will be as good as new when I let him up, but he'll probably feel a need to be careful about movement for a couple of days." 

 I said, "If the question concerned coffee, yes, I'd love some. There's some coffee in my room, you know." 

 Leslie shook her head and said, "We looked in your room on the way up here, Ed. I think your canned soup may have survived, but you'll probably need new everything else." Ellen said, "The cleanup crew will move anything salvageable to 1136, Ed. Are you getting any of this?" 

 "Sure. I'll be stark naked in a new room, but I'll have soup. Could be worse." I spotted my boots by the chair. "Oh, I'll have my boots, too. And socks. Not naked." 

 Leslie giggled and shook her head. 

 Ellen regarded me doubtfully for a moment, then said, "Stephie, we'll be back in a couple of hours, unless you'd rather just keep him overnight. It's getting late and we've all had a long day." 

 "Okay, Ellen. You can pick him up in the morning. A lot of people are asking a lot of questions and they all think they need to see him immediately, but I'll just tuck him in back here and tell them to make an appointment for tomorrow." 

 Ellen laughed. "An appointment. I like that. Do you have room for two more in here? They'll be hounding us, too. No, just kidding. We'll just remind them that the crisis is over and tell them to call tomorrow." After a round of goodbyes, the ladies left us. A couple of hours later, Stephie pronounced me generally repaired and told me the microbots would be continuing their efforts for a couple of days, until I was completely repaired, and then go into a form of hibernation as the previous batch of 'bots had done. The anaesthetic and the long day collaborated to knock me out even as Stephie was telling me about all the repair work she'd done inside me. 

 Morning began earlier than I like, but it also began with a small jar of instant coffee, my travel mug, and breakfast. Leslie put the breakfast tray on the examining table as Ellen hung a set of khakis on the wall hook. 

 "One of your suitcases wasn't too badly damaged," she said, tossing me a balled-up pair of socks. "You won't be naked, after all." 

 "Kewl. I was kind of hoping I wouldn't have to wear the stuff I was wearing yesterday." I indicated the burned and torn shirt and pants on one of the chairs. 

 Leslie said my mug had survived due to my habit of keeping it in the fridge between uses. 

 "See, Ellen? And you used to giggle about that. I'm vindicated at last." Leslie asked, "Well, why do you keep it in the fridge, Ed?" 

 Ellen said, "You shouldn't have asked, Leslie." 

 Leslie looked at her quizzically and then looked at me, waiting for her answer. As I dug into breakfast, I said, "In case of explosions, obviously." She gave me the 'you're being wearisome' look and asked, "Really, why?" 

 "Bugs, ma'am. Vietnamese bugs, African bugs, Florida bugs, and anywhere else's bugs. Screens never stopped 'em all and they're too damned stupid not to climb in and drown and they always seem to do it when you aren't looking. They're also hard to notice when they've sunk to the bottom of the cup. Until it's too late, of course." 

 Ellen had heard the litany before. She rolled her eyes as Leslie said, "Eeewww." I said, "That's exactly my feeling about it," and forked up some more bacon. "There's nothing quite like being called away and returning to find something swimming - or not - in your coffee. Coffee was often hard to come by, too." 

 "Well," said Leslie, "Why didn't you just put a book or something over the cup?" 

 "Tried that. Came back to find the book missing and a fly backstroking around in my cup. Tried a lot of things, but nothing beats the fridge." 

 Ellen said, "Enough about bugs. How are you feeling this morning?" 

 "Pretty good. I knew Stephie would make a great doctor. She says a few people want to see me this morning." 

 Ellen laughed. "A lot of people want to talk to you about yesterday, Ed. They've seen the records that Stephie provided, so now they mostly want to know why the computer went insane when you arrived." 

 "So do I, Ellen. I don't think it did, really. I believe someone found a way to at least partially control it, but I don't know why or how they made it do all those things." 

 "Nonetheless, you're due to meet with the Board of Directors at ten." 

 "Wonderful. Have they met Stephie yet?" 

 "They certainly have. That's one of the things they want to talk about, I think." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, I guess they'll be wanting me to hand over the keys, too. That won't happen without a lot of discussion. Stephie, I'll be dealing with bureaucrats today. Think about what you want to do if these people decide not to keep you." 

 "That's easy, Ed. I'll go back with you and Elkor can make another flitter for me." 

 "I don't know if he still has that capacity, now that he's some kind of a hermit." 

 "He can do it, Ed. Don't worry about me. I'll be fine." 

 I nodded, then looked around the tray and said, "The coffee and breakfast was a great wakeup, ladies. Thank you. But since I still need a razor and toothbrush, I think I'll head to my room soon." Ellen said that she was on an inspection team and had to get going, anyway, then added with a wry grin that - 'because of all the damage' - she probably wouldn't be available until later in the day. Leslie's face flickered brightly before it became a mask of moderate remorse. She turned to Ellen and said, "That's too bad. I guess that means we'll have to use maps to find our way around." 

 Ellen wasn't fooled. "Not necessarily. I can find someone. School is out for a couple of days, at least. Maybe one of the students..?" 

 Leslie glanced at me and I saw that a student wasn't what she'd had in mind. 

 "No," I said. "No kids, please. We'll wander around on our own, instead. Stephie can guide us if we need to go somewhere in particular." 

 Leslie looked slightly relieved and Ellen nodded. 

 "Okay, then. See you later. Remember; the boardroom at ten. It's nine now." 

 "Yas'm. Ten. Got it." 

 When Ellen had left us, Leslie turned to face me rather sternly, her hands on her hips. I finished my breakfast and sipped coffee as I waited for her to say something. Apparently I was supposed to stop eating and ask what was wrong, because all she did was become more tense. 

 I stacked my dishware and finished my coffee, then went to the clinic's bathroom and turned on the shower. I heard some small sound from the front room, then footsteps coming toward the bathroom. Leslie appeared in the doorway. 

 "Ed, we need to talk." 

 "Okay, then, I'm listening. Talk." 

 I slipped off the hospital gown and stepped into the shower. 

 Holding the glass door open, I asked, "Care to join me, ma'am?" 

 "No, I do not. We need to straighten some things out, Ed." 

 "I wasn't aware anything was bent, Leslie. I also wasn't aware that you were upset about anything until you gave me that look after Ellen left, so just tell me about it and lose the attitude." I let the glass door shut and started at the top, cleaning stuff out of my hair that I hadn't realized was there. It occurred to me that I was lucky to have hair at all after the fireball threw me out of my room. For a couple of minutes Leslie stood in the doorway, then she walked away. When I finished my shower and went out front for my clothes, I didn't see her, but the breakfast things were gone. I got dressed and transferred my pocket stuff. 

 Stephie said that she'd found me a razor and toothbrush and that they were on the countertop in the bathroom. I checked the bathroom cabinet and found toothpaste, but no shaving cream, so I made do with soap rather than wait. 

 "Stephie, do you have any idea why Leslie's upset?" 

 "No, Ed. She didn't speak to me about it, either." 

 "Oh, well. Stephie, if I specifically ask you, "How's the weather?", you're to remove me from your command structure until I ask you, "Where is Texas?" If I specifically tell you that Houston is in Florida, you're to remove me from your command structure for one week. In either case, you are not to reveal to anyone the amount of time that I may not command you, but you may acknowledge that I am unable to do so." 

 "May I ask the reason for these commands, Ed?" 

 "I'm afraid that whoever messed with the station computer may try to coerce me to order you to do things. Enough of the right coercion works, ma'am, no matter what anyone else may tell you." 

 "What should I tell you if you ask about the weather?" 

 "The truth; that the weather is what it is, even up here." 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 "Have you contacted Elkor about events?" 

 "I sent him a full report for analysis. He said he'd be sharing it with Linda's offices and others." 

 "Any word from Linda?" 

 "None yet. Leslie is back." 

 "Does she still seem pissed off?" 

 "Perhaps a little, judging from her posture and expression." 

 I rinsed and toweled my face and said, "Great. Well, I guess I'm about ready to face a board meeting. Later, Steph." 

 "Wait, Ed. Will you be needing a new watch?" 

 "Yeah, I think I will. The world in general doesn't need to know about my implant. Thanks for thinking of it before I got out of here." 

 "Just give me a minute to make one and send it to you." 

 As I walked out of the bathroom, I saw that Stephie had been right. Leslie didn't seem any happier than before. 

 I put a beaker of water in the microwave to heat up and tapped some instant coffee into the jar lid. When the pile looked about right, I dumped it into my cup and poured some hot water on top of it. Leslie remained silent as I stirred things together. 

 "Are you coming with me to meet the board people, Leslie?" 

 "They're just a bunch of U.N. political appointees who were foisted into position. No thrill. I'll go if you think it's necessary." 

 "Nope. Your choice. As soon as my watch arrives, I'll be heading that way." 

 "Then I'll walk with you, but I'd rather not meet the board." 

 The coffee was too hot. I almost asked Stephie to field-cool it, then realized that I should be able to do something like that, since it didn't involve lifting heavy things. I set the cup down and wondered how to get my field implant to do what I wanted. 

 "You gonna tell me what's bugging you, or will I have to guess? Men aren't good at guessing stuff like that, you know." 

 She stood very straight and said, "You certainly aren't. When Ellen and I came in this morning, what did you do?" 

 "Uh... I said hello? Ate breakfast? Nothing else, I think." 

 Her even gaze became a glare. 

 "That's right. That's all you did. After all we've been through, that's all you did." I shrugged. None of my efforts to create a cold-field had worked. Just to see if the damned implant was still working, I sent a field into the coffee to stir it for a moment. Yup. It was working. 

 "You're supposed to be my secretary, Leslie. Ellen was here. What was I supposed to do, run over and kiss you?" 

 "Oh, come on, Ed. Nobody with any brains is going to believe I'm just your secretary, especially not Ellen." 

 "I don't care what they believe. This job isn't over until I'm on a transport back to Earth. Until then, our story stands. If you want to rewrite it so that we can be more than that up here, that's fine. We'll rewrite it as soon as possible." 

 "I don't see the point..." 

 "That's right, you don't, and I'm wondering why." 

 "I... We don't have time to discuss it. We have to get going." 

 "I'm waiting for my watch, Leslie." 

 "Why? You don't need one. You were talking to ours without one yesterday." I sighed. "It's part of the grand illusion, Leslie. Part of the costume. At the risk of pissing you off, I'll tell you something. You don't have to know the 'why' of every little thing, and you should be able to figure out some of them for yourself. If you can't, just assume that whatever it may be is part of the role I'm supposed to play up here." 

 "Is that what you're going to say when Ellen asks the same question? That she 'doesn't need to know the why of every little thing'?" 

 "Ellen won't ask. She knows about implants." 

 "Oh. Well. How absolutely wonderful for her. You know what, Ed? If you don't need me for secretarial duties this morning, maybe I should just find something else to do." 

 "Maybe so, Leslie. I have enough to think about this morning. You can get with me later if you want to continue this discussion." 

 Leslie simply stared at me as if she couldn't believe what she was hearing. My new watch floated in and settled on the table. I picked it up and put it on. 

 "Thanks, Steph. I'm all ready to face the world, now." 

 Leslie stared at me for a moment, then spun on her heel and walked out. 

 Steph said, "Leslie is very upset about something, Ed." 

 "She went through hell yesterday, Stephie." 

 "So did Ellen, but she isn't upset. She seems quite settled today." 

 "Ellen's a different personality. Actually, the fact that Ellen is handling things so well probably isn't helping Leslie to cope. Women compete with each other, sometimes without even realizing it and often even when they'd really prefer not to." 

 "That sounds like an opinion, Ed." 

 "It is, but it's an opinion based on observation. Leslie saw tall, blonde, gorgeous Ellen, understood that Ellen and I had once been together, and instantly went 'en garde'. Add that I instantly tossed our cover story for Ellen based on her thorough lack of credulity in the matter, which made her a confidant of sorts. Today, Ellen showed up apparently unruffled by yesterday's events. Leslie sublimated her reaction well enough at the beginning, but it didn't quite disappear, and Ellen's demeanor today served to renew that reaction, even if it wasn't meant to." 

 "You're saying that Leslie's feeling insecure?" 

 "At least insecure. Perhaps even frightened. I've been the focal point of several rapid changes in her life and the inciter of a few. Job, location, adventure, then danger. We had great sex. That can make a hell of an impression on a woman. I've survived an explosion and then had to assume a commanding role and slay a dragon of sorts. Her womanness is responding to the circumstances, and again, I'm the focal point. I'm also the only person she knows up here." 

 "If you left, there would be many quite willing to help and befriend her, Ed. She would not be alone here in any sense." 

 "We know that. Hell, even she undoubtedly realizes that, intellectually. But her gut is telling her that she's on Ellen's turf, far from home, and that she should hang on to me for dear life, at least for the moment." 

 "What will you do, Ed? What can you say that will ease her mind?" 

 "Nothing I could do would help, Steph. Nothing I could say would ease her mind. Her gut is telling her to keep me away from Ellen. The sight of Ellen with Robert might help. If Ellen was angry with me or resentful, that might possibly reassure Leslie a little, too, but Ellen doesn't appear to be cooperating in that regard." 

 "No, she doesn't. Can you speculate about an outcome from all this?" 

 "An outcome? No. That wouldn't be speculation. When I'm finished, I go home. Leslie will remain here as a teacher or go back to Earth. The immediacy is a speculation, though. Will she relax a bit and talk honestly about what's bugging her? If so, she'll answer most of her own questions and insecurities and probably settle down. If not, I'll proceed without a secretary and they'll find her other fill-in work elsewhere on the station or ship her home. I don't need the hassle." 

 I gave up on cooling my coffee by using a field and dropped an ice cube in it. 

 "Steph, I can't seem to make my field implant create a cold field like you can. What all should I be able to do with this thing?" 

 "Your implant is a miniature version of my field control mechanism, Ed. You should be able to do - in a limited fashion - anything that Elkor or I can do." 

 "Well, I can't seem to make the connections the way you do. Obviously. Kemor had to help me just to make a penny move, and we think that the only reason that I made that connection afterward had to do with the microbots repairing me while I napped." 

 "Do you think a similar boosting by me would help you somehow understand how to cause the effects you want? 

 "I think it couldn't hurt to try, coach. I don't have time now, but when I'm back in my room, I'd like for you to work with me on this. Moving small objects around can't be all there is for me." 

 "Okay, Ed. I'll try to find the time." 

 I'd been heading for the door, but that stopped me. 

 "The time? Steph, if you have that much to learn quickly about running this station, my coffee-cooler field can wait. I didn't realize... Well, just let me know, okay?" 

 "I'm sorry, Ed. I tried to make a joke. I guess you need a face for some things." 

 "Oh. Yeah, Stephie. Maybe so. But now that I understand, your joke is successful, after all. You're right, too. Some things need a face to provide the right signals. That's something else we can work on this afternoon." 

 I headed out the door and turned left. 

 "Wrong way, Ed. The board room is two decks up and toward the dock." 

 "Yas'm. Reversing course. How about telling me before I go the wrong way?" Stephie said, thoughtfully, "I suppose I could do that." 

 I grinned. 

 "That line worked for you, Stephie. No face necessary due to context. A thought... You know how a Japanese question ends in a 'ka'? Maybe we could work out something like that to tag onto the end of one of your jokes. Something subtle, that wouldn't interfere with the intent, but would also let someone realize that you were joking?" 

 "Maybe that would work, but I still think I need a face for the best ones." 

 "Well, fish around for parts in the pictures on file and see what you can find." 

 "Finding them is no problem, Ed." 

 "I mean... Oh, hell. Just try to assemble a few faces you wouldn't mind using from the parts you like best." 

 "Okay. How's this?" 

 Sophia Loren floated before me as I walked. No, it was almost Sophia Loren. There was a difference I couldn't quite identify. 

 "Well, at least it isn't Marilyn Monroe. She's been overdone. Got any more?" 

 "Maybe one of these?" 

 A modified Barbara Eden appeared, then a slightly altered Elizabeth Montgomery, then an Ingrid Bergman materialized. Ingrid stayed as the others disappeared. 

 "Good choice," said Stephie. "I like her movies." 

 "I didn't say anything." 

 "Your involuntary responses were quite positive, Ed. I'll take this one. Would you mind if I made her nose a little smaller?" 

 "Try it and see." 

 The picture disappeared and then reappeared. 

 "Well?" I asked. "How did I like it?" 

 "There was no discernible difference, Ed. I'll keep this one as it is now." 

 "Definitely good enough. You seem to have good taste, ma'am. Does it carry over into furniture and art?" 

 "Probably, but that's yet to be determined and highly subject to individual interpretations and preferences." 

 "Hmm. Yeah. Well, just don't hang Picassos in my room." 

 "Your worry is unfounded, Ed. No Picassos." 

Chapter Twenty-five

 The Board of Directors didn't quite seem to be the stuffed shirts I'd expected, at least, not at first exposure, but they were singularly unthrilled by the prospect of having a computer with a personality. When I asked them why, I received a variant of 'that's just how we want things to be'. I sipped my coffee and tried reasoning with them. The first half hour of the meeting devolved from a recounting of events already thoroughly recounted into a recurring theme of rhetoric that mostly illustrated their unwillingness to accept changes in established procedures. 

 I tossed damage reports and body counts into the discussion and asked why their previous procedures had almost cost them the station, and one of the members actually came close to blaming the 'incident' of the previous day on my arrival. 

 I told him that if I hadn't been the one to trigger the cataclysm, someone else would have in the near future. 3rd World wanted the factory problems ended. He dropped that subject and brought up the matter of the computer again. 

 In flat tones, he said, "We would like our own programming returned, sir." 

 "Your old program couldn't defend itself. This one can. Your old program was an idiot savant at your beck and call. This one will also serve you well and she needs a decent job, guys. A job worthy of her abilities. She's self-aware. That means that turning her off would be the equivalent of killing her. How many murderers are sitting at this table? Would all of you please raise a hand?" The pudgy little guy named Barlow said, "Sir, we realize that you have developed a rapport of sorts with this program and that you would like to believe it to be sentient, but we of the Board would beg to disagree with you about that." 

 "She thinks for herself and she has firewalls on her firewalls to repel boarders. No pun intended, of course. Have you even talked to her?" 

 "We have, briefly. You don't seem to understand, sir. While we appreciate what you have done for us, we must insist that our programming specifications be met." 

 "Stephie, pull up the programming purchase contract for the idiot and tell me if it specifically states that the station computer will have no identity." 

 Barlow began a protest, but I cut him off. 

 "Just hang on a minute, okay? You've been saying 'we', but I'm only hearing your voice. Do any of the rest of you have opinions, or do you just rubber-stamp his?" 

 The woman on the end, Carlton, said ominously, "We won't be insulted, sir." 

 "Sure, you will. It happens to everybody sometime. You're acting like a hardhead at a four-way stop, ma'am. Having the right of way can make you dead right if that right is all you rely on to get you through. Someone almost proved that for you yesterday. You have to look and listen, too, so why not take a chance that I'm not totally stupid and give this a fair trial?" 

 One of the men at the table huffed a little and said, "We weren't inferring that you were stupid, Mr...?" I just looked at him for a moment, then said, "He's Barlow. She's Carlton. There's Manchester, Wickson, and Denton. At least I know who's at this table. Maybe I should come back when you give a damn, Ainsley. Will that be before the next 'incident', as you called it? Will anyone be alive to greet me? 

Steph, do you have that info?" 

 "Yes, Ed. The programming was performed to maximum expected station requirements only. There is no specific instruction in the purchase contract concerning whether the computer would be self-aware." 

 "I didn't think so. Someone would have had to part with money for some lawyer's extra fifteen minutes. I like it better when I can see you, Stephie. How about putting yourself on the wall field for us? Life size will do fine." 

 I'd expected to see her new face. She went me one better. On the wall appeared an image of Ingrid Bergman in her thirties. Well, almost Ingrid. There had been some changes, but they were so subtle that I couldn't quite put my finger on them. 

 The Stephie image was wearing a skirt and jacket of a subdued green that seemed much like the emerald green of her hull on Earth, and her outfit reeked of style and taste. She gave the bottom of her jacket a straightening tug as if she'd just risen from a chair, then clasped her hands behind her and said, 

"Hello, everybody." 

 One of the men at the table actually gasped. Carlton gaped for a moment, then her mouth slammed shut almost audibly. I gave everybody a few seconds to absorb Stephie's visual persona. Barlow asked, "Who is this woman? She isn't anyone from this station." 

 "That's Stephie. She dresses herself, you know. She's a big girl." The Stephie image flashed me a small smile. 

 Barlow stood up and said, "I've had enough of this." 

 Wickson put a hand on his arm and said, "Sit down, Barlow. It's just a picture on the wall. A computer-animated image. My son can do this with his system." 

 Barlow looked at him for a moment, then sat back down. 

 "No," I said. "It isn't just that. Stephie has given herself an image to suit herself." Wickson said, "It's still just a computer and that's just a picture on the wall." Enough time wasted. Fuck these people and their immutable little minds. 

 "Gentlemen. Lady. I came here to hear what you had to say and then I tried reasoning with you concerning computer function and safety. You gave me no reason to be gentle about this, so... During this crisis, which is not over until we know who is - is, not was - behind what happened yesterday, I outrank all of you by company decree. For this reason, a computer I can trust is going to run this station for us, not some halfwit designed by a committee to save a few programming bucks." Oh, yes, there were protests. Instantly and vociferously. 

 At least three of them said, "You can't do that!" at about the same time. 

 "I can and I just did, people. If you don't like it, talk to 3rd World and have me removed. In the meantime... Stephie, no one is allowed to enter your computer room except me and those I may bring in with me. You will install barrier fields to prevent access to all of your systems. You are to inform me immediately of any attempts to override, countermand, modify, or otherwise negate any orders I've given you or that are now resident in your programming. Anyone attempting to tamper with you in any way is to be immobilized and held for the authorities. I will tell you who the authorities are when I'm sure who is best suited to be the authorities in such matters." 

 Again there were protests, some of them rather strident. I sat quietly and watched the board members perform until they quieted, then continued instructing Stephie. 

 "In the meantime, Steph, you will hold any violators for me. If I should die or become incapacitated before I've rescinded these orders, you are to report only to and receive commands only from Elkor. As a contingency, if Elkor is for some reason unavailable, you will poll each and every individual on this station by secret ballot at the end of six months. Your poll question will be whether you should remain as the station computer. If the results are negative, you will arrange to be transported to Earth. Repeat the poll once per year. Should it happen that you are voted out, you are then to consider yourself a free person and a citizen of Earth, but it will be up to you to convince Earth authorities to ratify my decree. Sorry about that, ma'am. I only have control of this station." 

 "No sweat, Ed. If it comes to that, I can handle it." 

 Carlton stared incredulously at Barlow and mouthed the words, 'No sweat?' 

 I said, "I know you can, Stephie. This meeting is over, folks. If you have real jobs up here, go do them. If you don't, find a fixup crew and volunteer your services. Stephie, send copies of this meeting to the heads of all departments and 3rd World's brass. I want them to know precisely where things now stand and why." 

 Wickson seemed to have frozen over in his seat, but not Barlow. 

 He stood up and said, "You'll need support from our various departments. We cannot guarantee that support under these circumstances." 

 "Barlow, I'd like to have your support and cooperation. That would make things so much easier. But you don't seem inclined to be reasonable, so I'll put it this way; the first time any of you appears to deliberately fail me, you'll be replaced instantly. Do you have any other comments? Any of you?" 

 "Yes," said Carlton. She stood up, too. "I don't think the company intended for you to install yourself as our dictator. It should be interesting to see what they have to say about your actions." 

 "Damned right. You call them. If they pull me off the job I can go home. Stephie, there are no longer any

'unauthorized' transmissions from this station. Anybody who isn't under arrest can call anydamnedbody they want, especially Miz Carlton, here. Furthermore, all communications of any kind involving the people at this table are to be considered public record until further notice." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Carlton, I don't want to be your dictator. I'm going home when this is over. It's over when we've caught the problem child who started all this crap and tried to vent the station yesterday. You people want to get rid of me? Work with me. The sooner we're done, the sooner I'm gone. If I catch any of you working against me, I'll toss you in your own damned brig, people." 

 Stephie said, "Ed, there is no 'brig' on this station." 

 "Have they finished cleaning and fixing my old room?" 

 "No, Ed. The more crucial repairs are being handled first." 

 "Good. That room is now the brig. Leave it just as it is, so that the person or persons who wind up in it have an opportunity to understand why I'm behaving this way. Now, as I said, this meeting is over." I rose and walked out of the board room and into the hall, then turned right. A field shimmered into being on my left and Stephie's image appeared next to me. 

 "If you still intend to go to your room now, Ed, you should have turned left." 

 "Thank you. You take a nice picture, Stephie." 

 Her image walked with me. "I thought you might like me in this form." 

 "I already liked you, Steph. This is just a bonus. You know, if people see your image with me like this, everybody's gonna want one." 

 "Then I'll use it occasionally and very sparingly for now. Should I ask first?" 

 "If in doubt, yes. Sometimes you'll know it's okay to appear. Other times you won't. Some people will be very uncomfortable with it and others will think it's neat. You'll figure it out as you go along. For the time being, though, it would probably be better if you appeared only by request. You saw how the board people reacted." 

 "Okay. Would you like to try to make a cooling field on the way to your room?" 

 "Guess so. What should I do? Envision an ice cube to set the stage?" 

 "I believe that might help. I'll channel a cool field through your implant as you do so. That may help train your mind to recognize and create the impulses necessary." 

 I envisioned an ice cube floating ahead of me as I walked. For some moments nothing appeared to happen, but the tingling around the implant increased gradually until it seemed as if the implant was becoming disturbingly warm. 

 I started to mention the sensation to her and apparently lost my concentration on the ice cube image. I stopped walking, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath to relax, intending to begin again in a moment. 

 "Ed, look at the floor ahead of you." 

 I had a look at the floor, as she suggested. A small spot nearly three feet in front of me was wet, as if someone had slightly spilled a drink. Near the edge of the spill was a tiny ice cube, maybe a quarter-inch wide and tall. I knelt to pick it up, then stood. 

 "Kewl! All right! But why did it melt so fast, Steph? Am I making defective ice, or something?" 

 "It hasn't melted, Ed. It was still forming from the ambient moisture in the corridor when you stopped making it." 

 "You make an ice cube, Steph. One inch by one inch." 

 The damned thing almost popped into being and hung in the air ahead of me. 

 "Same air. Same moisture. How is it you can zap one up in a second, ma'am?" 

 "You were just making a very cold spot in the air, Ed. Moisture accumulation depended on the air circulating past your cold spot. I used a field to gather enough moisture from the air in the corridor, then produced the cold spot." 

 "You might have suggested that I gather some water first, showoff. Not that I'd have the slightest idea how to go about that, yet, of course." 

 There was a moment of silence, then Stephie said, "Apparently Elkor and I share a trait, Ed. You didn't ask about moisture gathering. You asked for a cold field." 

 "Didn't I mention that I was envisioning an ice cube?" 

 "You did, but you expressed it as a focal concept instead of a specific goal." After a moment, I said, "Stephie, I want you to know how very much I appreciate your help, but if you're going to continue acting like a genie, we need to work on your abilities to infer, deduce, and extrapolate. Ready to try again, ma'am?" 

 "Yes, Ed. You shouldn't use one of these ice cubes in your coffee, though." 

 "I know. Germs and stuff. Tell you what; I'll try to get this water off the floor, then we'll freeze it." It's as hard to get a grip on water with a field as it is with hands. I envisioned a squeegee and pan, and then, when the water was off the floor, I conjured a small bowl-shaped field to contain it and raised it to eye level a couple of feet in front of me. 

 "Ready, Steph." 

 "Try it first without me, Ed." 

 I tried to envision the water frozen. At first, nothing happened. Again. Almost ten seconds went by before I noticed that the water was becoming translucent. Another ten seconds passed before the water was frozen solid. 

 A sense of elation coursed through me as I gazed at my simple accomplishment. 

 "You're a helluva coach, Stephie. Look at that. I dunnit." 

 Stephie said, "That's Ed. He makes his own ice. He's a big boy." I recognized my own comment to the board about Stephie as it was being handed back to me. I sighed and reached for my ice bowl. 

 "Yes, ma'am. Gotcha. Or should I say, you got me. You realize that I only said that to make the board people realize that you weren't some childlike construct, right?" 

 "I think you meant well, Ed, and intended to drive that point home, but it might have been better if I had been allowed to do so. I am their perceived problem." 

 "We didn't - don't - have time to expand their horizons at the moment, Steph." 

 "Oh, but we do, Ed. Each of them is quite dependent on computer functions. Most have them have called upon my system resources a dozen times today already, even if they weren't conscious of it. I thought I might add a step or two here and there." 

 "Like if they ask for a glass of water, you'd appear and ask how much and what temperature? At some point they'd have to realize that you were messing with them. Would that be such a good idea?" 

 "It would make them communicate with me, Ed. I'd offer to customize my responses to them as individuals." 

 "Yeah. What the hell. Try it and see how it goes. At worst, you'll only irritate them as much as they're already irritated with the situation." 

 The tiny bowl of ice was melting in my hand. As I looked at its remnant, I zapped it again to solidify it, then suspended it in front of myself again. 

 "Steph, how do I make the ice go away without making mess?" 

 "Would you like to evaporate it, Ed?" 

 "Sure. That'll do fine. If I can generate that much heat, I can warm up my coffee, too. What do I do, envision a heating element?" 

 "You could, but why not think of concentrated energy, such as if you used a magnifying glass to focus sunlight on it? Instead of sunlight, substitute the energy of the field. I think you'll find it to be more flexible as a heating method." 

 It seemed easier for me to envision a beam of light like that of a laser, so I tried that first. Evidently that was not the best method. The ice exploded like a small bomb, sending water and shards of ice flying in all directions. 

 I raised an arm to cover my face far too late to be of any protection, but none of the ice hit me. Stephie had protected me from myself. 

 "Well, Ed, it would seem that you have no trouble creating heat, but you may wish to refine your envisionings. What did you..?" 

 I interrupted her. "A kind of laser. Sorry. It just seemed easier at the time." 

 "You might have tried simply envisioning the ice disappearing in a globe of heat. The field should then have rendered it back to atmospheric moisture for you." 

 "Uh, huh. Something like that, anyway. Damn. The inside must have heated faster than the outside. That was more like a microwave than a laser. Maybe I'd better wait a while before I zap my coffee, Steph. I've had this cup for a while." 

 We were approaching the main corridor and the elevator I'd use to reach my deck when Leslie stepped out of the doorway of that deck's coffee shop. When I looked through the window and saw what looked like a Belgian pastry shop with a coffee bar, I looked up at the sign over the door. It said 'coffee shop', not 'pastry shop'. 

 "Hi, Leslie. Did you notice that the coffee bar is only about ten percent of the coffee shop? Makes you wonder who was naming things that day." 

 Leslie nodded, then said, "I was waiting for you, Ed." 

 "I can see that. Where would you like to go from here?" 

 "Someplace where we can talk." 

 "Thought so. Lead on, then." 

 She stood uncertainly for a moment, then asked, "How about your room?" I started walking again. 

 "Good enough. Wherever. We could even talk as we walk, Leslie. We don't have to be anywhere in particular to talk. What's bothering you?" 

 She glanced at me and said, "You are. You went from being kind and attentive to being something else entirely. Are you tired of me already?" 

 I grinned. "Nope. Not a chance of that, yet. Maybe later." 

 "That's not funny, Ed." 

 I shrugged. "It's true, though. I'm not tired of you, but if you don't open up and get down to what's bugging you, I'll get that way soon enough. I've been what I've had to be today. You brought up needing to talk half an hour before I was due to meet the board. There was no time to go into things then. After that, I met with the board and had to take over the station to keep Stephie as the station's computer. That's going to make a whole bunch of people unhappy as hell, I figure, and I'll have to deal with them in the coming days. Meanwhile, we still need to find whoever has been behind all the station problems and yesterday's events. Are you going to add to my pile by needing a lot of nursemaiding?" Leslie stopped and glared at me. 

 "Nursemaiding?" 

 "Yeah. That. You've been through some changes and you're in a strange place with strange people and yesterday someone tried to kill us all. Does any of that bother you, ma'am? If so, don't feel alone. Just about everybody up here came here from somewhere else on short notice; some from Earth and some from the ship that came to Earth a while back. The Amarans are the only ones here who could be said to be used to living in a metal ball in space. The other four hundred or so people here are Earthies, just like you and me, and yesterday they went through the same dangerous crap we did, in one form or other. If Ellen's what's bothering you..." 

 "What?! How could Ellen be bothering me?" 

 "As I was saying, if Ellen's what's bothering you, forget it. Our days ended a year ago. She's got Robert and a kid now." 

 "What the hell made you think that I had a problem with Ellen?" 

 "Never mind that. If I'm wrong, sue me. If I'm right, get over it and let's try to pick up where we left off. You know, a fun couple taking a ride in space. A lady on her way to a new job. All that." Leslie just stood there glaring at me for a moment. 

 "You really think you've covered all the damned bases. You really think things are just that simple, don't you?" 

 "Yeah. I do. If I missed something, bring it up and let's deal with it. Now. Today. Keeping it bottled won't make it go away, but it will probably make me find you another filler job and get on with my own job." 

 Someone was staring hard at us. I felt it more than anything else, so I turned slightly in order to get a complete look around. As soon as the watcher at the table behind the shop window realized that I was looking back, he or she looked away. 

 The sensation faded immediately. I don't argue with such feelings and I don't try to explain them to people who don't experience them. I took Leslie's elbow and turned her where she stood, then headed us back toward the coffee shop. 

 "What..? Where are we going?" 

 "The coffee shop. I want to see someone, and it would look odd if I just left you standing in the middle of the corridor." 

 Our motion must have caught the watcher's eye. I was close enough to tell the watcher was a kid of about fifteen. He had a book open on the table, and after a look in our direction, he appeared to go back to reading it. 

 A book? When just about everything ever written was in the pad library? 

 "See that kid? If you see him way too often in the next day or two, I want to know about it. He was paying entirely too much attention to us. Could be he belongs to one of the board members or something like that." 

 "I don't understand. So what if he was watching us? People watch each other all the time, Ed." She patted her hair and asked, "Maybe he likes redheads?" 

 "Maybe. Whatever. Let me know if you see him often. Stephie? Who's the kid who was watching us? 

What's he reading?" 

 "Desmond Francis Weaver. He's reading, 'The Prince and The Discourses' by..." 

 "By Niccolo Machiavelli. I know the book, as well as his others. Is one of Desmond's parents on or involved with the board?" 

 "No, Ed. His father works on the production line. His mother is in communications." 

 "Thanks. If he spends much time within a hundred feet of either of us, I'd like to know about it, Steph. If he appears to be engaged in surveillance, I'd like to know that, too." 

 "Okay." 

 We turned to continue walking. After a few steps, the feeling came back. That kid watched hard. Stephie said, "Desmond is again watching you, Ed." 

 "I know, Steph. But it may only be because we walked back and then left again." Leslie said, "Huh. You want me to believe you know when someone's watching you? Come on, Ed." 

 "You don't have to believe it. We don't even have to discuss it." Leslie and I were about to enter the elevator. I pointed to the one a bit farther down the hall and said, 

"Let's use that one. I want to see something on the way." 

 Leslie shrugged and we started toward the other elevator. A jewelry display in one of the shops caught my eye and I steered Leslie toward the window. 

 "Why are we looking at jewelry, Ed? You don't wear any." 

 "I was thinking you might like that little necklace on the left, ma'am. Want to go in and try it on?" She looked at me oddly, then at the necklace. Her head tilted slightly as she tried to read the tiny tag and couldn't. 

 "I can't read what it's made of. Okay. Yes, I'd like to see it." As soon as we were inside the doorway the feeling at the back of my neck stopped. Leslie seemed to like the necklace, so I bought it for her. After browsing the shop for a few moments, we went back outside. The feeling didn't resume immediately. 
Chapter Twenty-six

 "Where'd he go, Stephie? He's not where he can see us any more." 

 "No, Ed. He's across the corridor, in the music shop." 

 "Thanks." 

 I led us toward the elevator. We were over halfway there when the sensation of being watched began again. 

 "Steph, he just came out of the music shop, didn't he? He started staring at us again just now, right?" 

 "Yes, Ed. How did you know that?" 

 "Just did, Steph. Can't say how. Study up on Desmond. I'll have questions later. This is kind of neat. I always had to guess if I was right, before. Unless they shot at me, of course. That pretty well verified their attention." 

 Leslie said, "Yes, Ed, I suppose it would. Assuming you aren't just becoming a true paranoid, how did you know he was staring at us?" 

 "Same answer. Just did." 

 "So the necklace was just an excuse?" 

 "I also thought you'd like it, Leslie. I didn't have to buy anything in that shop, you know. We could have just looked and left." 

 She said nothing for a moment, then, "Well, thanks, then, as long as it wasn't only an excuse to see if that kid was watching us." 

 "Now who's paranoid?" 

 I switched my cup to my right hand so I could reach for her hand. 

 "Some things I'll do because I like you, Leslie." 

 The sensation faded for a moment and returned. 

 "Steph, did Desmond just pass behind something that blocked his view of us?" 

 "Yes, Ed. He walked behind a pillar. Your sensors are almost as good as mine." 

 "Thanks, ma'am, but I don't believe that for a minute. He has to be looking at me to make my sensors work." 

 "Does it work with everybody?" 

 "No, Steph. Apparently only with those who are really concentrating on me. Snipers and security types and like that." 

 As the elevator doors closed, the feeling faded again. 

 Leslie asked, "Why do you think Desmond...? No, never mind. You already said you think he's some kind of spy for the board." 

 "Yeah. Or something. Stephie, in your best considered opinion, could the old computer have been conned into specifically using a field to suffocate someone?" 

 "No, Ed. Someone may have managed to mislead it concerning which gas to use when flooding your room. That would involve hardware, programming, and storage records that may have been altered, but simply telling that computer to suffocate someone with a field would have failed." As we left the elevator, I asked, "Could someone have - or make - a field manipulation device that you wouldn't know about?" 

 "Yes, but only if they didn't use it. As soon as they used it, I'd know about the energy expenditure. All I'd have to do is scan the station for a field signature that was not in my usage records." 

 "What about fields of a nature that you couldn't detect? Maybe using a different energy source? 

Something that wouldn't register as a field?" 

 "I can't think what that would be, Ed. The Amarans have been using this field technology exclusively. There is nothing in my records about other types that would serve the same purposes." 

 "Maybe someone found something that would do just as well, Steph. Which of Desmond's parents is Amaran? His mother? She's his step-mother?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Uh, huh. Stephie, supposing that someone had or had somehow made a field manipulator, they'd need a lot of practice with it, wouldn't you think?" 

 "Oh, definitely, Ed. Lots of practice. Tons of practice." 

 "You're getting better at that, Stephie. It must be all the practice, huh?" 

 "Good return, Ed." 

 Leslie asked, "Getting better at what? What the hell are you two talking about?" 

 "Stephie's working on her sense of humor." 

 "Well, I didn't get the joke, Ed. One or both of you may need more practice." I laughed and agreed, "Oh, for sure. Lots more practice. Both of us." 

 "Now what's funny? I still don't get it, Ed." 

 "It would be hard to explain, Leslie. Let's see about lunch, instead." I used my watch to call Ellen and asked her if she and Robert wanted to meet on one of the decks for a fancy lunch. 

 "Fancy? What does 'fancy' mean to you, Ed? The same as always?" 

 "Yup. That's why I let the womenfolk pick the restaurants, ma'am. They seem to get tired of canned soup and they tend to know what else is edible." 

 "I'll call Robert and ask if he's free. Back in a minute." 

 Leslie and I took a moment to freshen up in our rooms. Mine was a clone of 1134, and I suspected that all the rooms were about the same. When I'd finished, I went next door to Leslie's room. Ellen called back sounding rather tense. 

 "Robert can't make it, but I can, Ed. We need to talk about something." 

 "I've been getting a lot of that, lately. Let me guess: Robert is one of the department heads?" 

 "Yes." 

 "Ellen, that puts him on my list of this week's contacts, so he may as well come with you. We'll be talking soon anyway." 

 "I'll tell him. Back in a minute." 

 "Tell him it isn't really a request, Ellen. That will cover him if he's concerned about what someone else thinks." 

 After a second of silence, Ellen said, "Okay. I'll tell him that." Leslie had a rather narrow gaze. "What if he just didn't want to come?" 

 "I need to meet with him anyway. We have a station to run." 

 "Gee. Do I know you from somewhere, mister? You look vaguely familiar." 

 "Save it. This is a business lunch." 

 Ellen called back to say they'd both be at one of the restaurants shortly. Leslie and I headed that direction ourselves. Not far from the apartment door, I felt as if I were being watched again. 

 "Stephie, I'm being watched again." 

 "It's Desmond. He's a hundred feet behind you, in a doorway." 

 "Uh, huh. Okay. When we turn this corner, I'm going to option three in the elevator. I want a word with him. Leslie, you keep walking to the restaurant." 

 I turned on the invisibility option in the elevator, then stepped out and stood to one side of it. Desmond soon appeared. He ducked into the elevator, pretended to change his mind, then walked past me, apparently puzzled that Leslie was walking alone. 

 I whispered, "option three off," and returned to visibility. Desmond suddenly looked as if something was bothering him; rubbing his temples and shaking his head slightly as if to clear it. Then he noticed me and almost jumped out of his skin. 

 He wore jeans, sneakers, and a black t-shirt, and was almost six feet tall, but if he weighed over one-twenty-five, I'd have been surprised. His brown hair was shaved in a small pattern on the right side of his head; something that seemed to be a current style among all the 'individualists'. The pattern meant nothing to me, but then, I was one of the 'grups', so I wasn't supposed to get it, anyway. 

 "Hi, there, Desmond." 

 He didn't quite stammer his surprise. "What? How..?" 

 "Never mind that. Just tell me why I shouldn't have the station cops pick you up." He grinned slightly and asked, "Maybe because I haven't done anything?" Leslie had returned to see what I'd caught in my ambush. 

 "This is Desmond," I said. 

 She looked at Desmond as if he might possibly be contagious and nodded. 

 Desmond stiffened slightly, then he said, "Not very friendly, is she?" 

 "You've been following us. Maybe that's why." 

 "Following you? Why would I..?" 

 "Can it, Des. You've been recorded doing it. We're going to talk about that. Maybe what you tell me will convince me not to call the station cops. Maybe not." 

 "The cops won't do anything. I'm only sixteen." 

 Okay, so I was a year off. 

 I pushed him up against the wall and held him there. 

 "The cops aren't your biggest worry, Des. Tell us why you were following us." 

 "I don't have to tell you anything. Let go of me." 

 "Tell me or tell the cops." 

 He looked pointedly at my left hand, which was pinning him to the wall, and said, "This is assault, man. I'm a minor. Cops don't like that kind of thing." 

 I looked both ways, then sank a fist into his skinny gut. His eyes bulged as his breath left him and he'd have gone to his knees if I hadn't been bracing him against the wall. Leslie gasped and grabbed my arm. I ignored her. 

 "That was assault, Desmond. Now that you know the difference, don't even think of trying that 'child abuse' horseshit, 'cause it'll hurt you more than it hurts me. One more time; why were you following us?" He opened his mouth to say something. I raised a hand to stop him and he flinched mightily. So did Leslie, in that her grip on my arm tightened considerably. 

 "Stephie, read him when he answers. I want to know if he's lying." Steph's disembodied voice said, "Okay, Ed." 

 I nodded. "Same question, Desmond." 

 "Okay, man! Just don't hit me again. When you passed the coffee shop window, I got a splitting headache. When you walked away, it faded. When you came back, so did the headache. Then you left again and the headache went with you. I was just trying to find out what was causing it, man." 

 "Stephie?" 

 "He appears to be telling the truth, Ed, and he is experiencing moderate pain." In an accusing tone, Leslie said, "That may be because you hit him, Ed." I ignored her and let go of Desmond, then used my field to touch the wall about three feet from us. Desmond winced and raised a hand to his brow. 

 "Desmond, what do you think is causing these headaches?" 

 "I don't know. Something about you, for sure. Nobody else makes them happen." 

 "Okay, it was unusual enough to make you follow us. Do you get these headaches any other times?" 

 "In school, sometimes. It's always in 4th period. History class, never any of the others. My dad thought they were migraines. The docs thought they were my imagination or some kind of bid for attention. Sometimes when I go to see Phil, I get them in the corridor near her apartment." 

 "Phil's a girl? Phyllis?" 

 "Yeah. My girlfriend. Sort of. We're friends, anyway." 

 "Stephie, drop a barrier field between Desmond and me." 

 "What kind of field, Ed?" 

 "Anything transparent, Steph. I just want to see if he stops hurting. Desmond, tell me if your headache fades." 

 Seconds later, he said, "It's almost gone now. Whatever she put between us worked." 

 "Uh, huh. Desmond, you seem to be sensitive to portable field devices. It could just be a matter of needing a bit more shielding, which would cure your random headaches, so tell Steph whatever she wants to know. Steph, question him about every time he's ever had one of these headaches, on or off this station. I want to know when, where, who was in the area at the time, and anything else that seems relevant before I order a retroactive design change to one of the most common warehouse tools. Leslie and I are leaving him in your hands, ma'am. We have a lunch date." 

 Desmond looked confused. "You're just leaving? You aren't even going to apologize for hitting me?" 

 "What for? Teaching you that people don't like being followed around by a smart-mouthed teenager? I didn't really hurt you, kid, but that was an option at the time. Try being nicer to people and you may never have another stomach ache like that. Just cooperate with Stephie now, and maybe you'll never have one of those headaches again, either. This will probably result in a PFM design change." Leslie asked, "A 'PFM'? What's that?" 

 "A portable field manipulator. I carry one sometimes, and I think that's been his problem. Could be any of the smaller devices aren't as shielded as we'd thought." 

 We left Desmond at the wall. As we approached the restaurant, Ellen waved slightly from a table. The man next to her simply watched us approach. 

 To Robert, I said, "I'm Ed. Nice to meet you. This is Leslie, of course." He nodded as we shook hands rather formally, then we all sat down. Neither Ellen nor Robert seemed very pleased to be there. Ellen at first seemed rather distant with Leslie, but in some unspoken manner probably Leslie's rather obvious exasperation with me - the ladies appeared to reach an accord. The waitress appeared. After everyone ordered, there was a rather profound silence all around the table. 

 Robert broke the conversational barrier with, "So, Ed. Why was I ordered to do lunch with the new boss? Is it because of your prior relationship with Ellen?" 

 "Not entirely, and we aren't doing lunch or using any other tired cliches at this table, please. You're Ellen's attachment now, and without her you'd just be another name on my list of interviews, Robert. Bob? No. You seem to be a Robert. You're here because I want to know what you've heard. I know you've seen a copy of this morning's board meeting. Now I want to know what people are saying in the ranks." 

 "We don't like it any more than the board does." 

 "Why? I can understand the board's lack of enthusiasm. They're a pack of self-inflated autocrats who see me as a usurper of their thrones. It's only temporary, but if they cross me, I'll have them removed before I leave. I threw facts, figures, casualty reports, and logic at them, and then let them meet Stephie. They didn't budge, so I budged them." 

 Ellen said, "You've taken complete control of our station, Ed. Our station." 

 "3rd World's station. Not yours. And by their request, to end the killings. They were going to shut the place down, evacuate everyone, and completely reprogram the computer system. The penny-pinchers would have been involved, and everybody would have been off duty for two months, at least. This way you stay in business and the computer is already renovated, even if the board isn't happy with her. Like I told the board; the comm lines are wide open. Call somebody at the top and complain." Robert said, "Some of the people here are talking about blue-flu epidemics, Ed." 

 "They're replaceable. Everyone here is. Stephie?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "How about joining us for a while?" 

 Stephie's 3-D image shimmered into being by my chair. What Ellen saw in Robert's reaction made her gaze narrow a bit. Leslie simply stared at Stephie, who gazed right back at her. Our waitress picked up a menu and came over, then realized that she wasn't seeing a real person. 

 "This is the new station computer," I said. "Her name is Stephanie." The waitress's eyes traveled from Stephie to me and back to Stephie, then she slowly nodded. When she didn't move for a while, I told her that Stephie wouldn't be ordering anything. The waitress nodded again, then the words sank in and she excused herself to leave us. 

 Robert looked at his wife and asked, "Is this the Stephanie you told me about?" Ellen said, "The one I knew was a flitter guidance system." 

 "Same Stephie," I said. "A big, new core. She's been growing into it." 

 "So who's driving your flitter?" 

 "Her original self. This is a duplicate." 

 Robert shook his head and sat back, eyeing me skeptically. 

 "Flitter systems aren't capable of running something the size of this station." Ellen said, "Robert, you have to know Ed. If he says it, it's true. He'll be honest - sometimes brutally so, as you know - or he'll say nothing at all, but he doesn't bother lying. This is Stephie's clone in a station core." 

 "Still..." 

 "No. Things are as they are, and the proof is standing by your chair. The old Stephanie didn't do that. This one's running the station and nobody's complaining about downtime, so they must have enhanced her core. Ed, I don't think she'd ever be happy as a simple little flitter again." 

 "They wanted to wipe her back to what you had here before, Ellen." Ellen's eyes grew large and her response was instantaneous. 

 "No. Not Stephie. That can't be allowed to happen, Ed. That would be murder." 

 "That's what I said. They didn't want to hear it." 

 "Well, it won't happen, and that's that. She's a friend of mine. I don't know if she'll be able to stay or not, but nobody's going to wipe her." 

 Her words carried a conviction that Robert apparently hadn't heard before. He stared at her for some moments before she noticed. At her determined gaze, Robert wisely raised his hands in mock surrender. 
Chapter Twenty-seven

 Robert said, "Back to why you wanted me here, Ed." 

 "Okay. How many people who aren't part of the brass class are upset about my taking over? A factual percentage will do; I'm not taking names." 

 "I don't know the percentage. Quite a few." 

 "Well, tell them what you know. I'll have Stephie send everybody a padmail if it comes to that. But I wasn't kidding about wholesale firings if people get stupid about this, Robert. Most would probably be hired back when it's all over, but they'd be unemployed for the duration. The factory will continue to operate and nothing will change except the computer. I had to take over to squash the board of directors, that's all. Stephie stays while I'm here." 

 "Is that really the whole reason? There's nothing else?" 

 "You got a copy of the meeting, right?" 

 "I did." 

 "Read it again. And again, if necessary. Pass it around. That's all there is. I'm here to do a job, Robert. When it's done, I'm gone." 

 Throughout lunch and other chatter, the air of skepticism never left him. When we adjourned from the table, Ellen gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and said goodbye to Stephie, then realized aloud that - as the stations nearly-omnipresent computer - they weren't really parting. She giggled and shook her head, then took Robert's arm and they left us. 

 I sat back down and asked Stephie for an update on Desmond. 

 She said, "The headaches at school can be explained by the use of PFM's in the lab in the next room from his History classroom. Various other occasions happened near storerooms that use PFM's for routine moving of supplies and such. There are a number of incidences that continue to defy explanation, Ed. They happened at times or in places where no PFM's should have been in use." 

 "Do you have complete records of PFM's issued and to whom, or did the idiot lose those when I rebooted him?" 

 "I have them, Ed, but I can't trust that the list is complete or correct. I'm in the process of verifying those on record." 

 "Geez, lady, sometimes I wonder if you really need me at all. Good enough, Steph. Keep me posted. Thanks." 

 "You're welcome, Ed. Are you finished with my image?" 

 "I guess so, Steph. Everybody I needed to impress is gone, and Ellen seems firmly on our - your - side in this, which was the whole purpose of showing you to them." 

 "Okay. Bye for now, then." 

 Stephie's image ceased to exist. Leslie said nothing for some moments as she sipped her tea. She seemed to have something on her mind, and I didn't interrupt her thoughts as I sifted through my own concerning potential personnel difficulties. 

 "You chat with her constantly, but you've barely spoken to me, Ed." I cleared my thoughts and looked at Leslie. She must have thought I hadn't heard what she said, so she repeated herself. 

 "You chat with her constantly, but..." 

 "I got that the first time. I'm waiting for an explanation, now." 

 "Of what? She's your constant companion, your pal, your buddy, your..." 

 "Yeah, yeah. All that. So what?" 

 Leslie sniffed and said, "I just think you'd probably marry her if she could sleep with you on top of everything else she does for you." 

 I didn't laugh. I felt like laughing, but a laugh would have been a faux-pas of serious magnitude at that moment. I tried to jolly her a bit. 

 "Only if she needed a green card," I said. 

 Leslie didn't appreciate the humor. Her mood wouldn't permit it. I thought about letting the matter drop, but realized that Leslie would pursue her mood. 

 "No, ma'am, I wouldn't, and I don't think Stephie's that stupid, either." Leslie's gaze narrowed. "What's stupid about marriage?" 

 "Lots of things, these days. They don't usually last, for one thing. Odds are that one in three marriages will survive the first three years." 

 "So you'd do away with them altogether?" 

 "Nope. People need their tribal rituals, even if the rituals have become rather meaningless. Marriage is for people who believe in it and need it." 

 "And you don't have any use for it?" 

 "You got it. Good friends don't need marriage papers. They need each other. Marriage was designed to be a system of guarantees that would last a lifetime. It hasn't been that for half a century or more." Leslie sat stiffly for a moment, then said, "You don't like kids. You don't like dogs. You don't like marriage. What do you like, Ed?" 

 I sighed. "I don't hate kids and dogs, I just don't want them around me. I think marriage is outdated. What I'd like, Leslie, is for things - things between us - to be as they were before we came up here. If you can't wrap yourself around that idea, maybe you need a new boss and a new boyfriend." With that, I rose and waved for the waitress. Leslie remained seated, her face reflecting stricken anger. The waitress noticed the tension, then opted not to as I signed the ticket. 

 "How do tips work up here?" I asked her. 

 "We're all on salary," she said. "Tips aren't required." She left us. Leslie was still looking up at me, but all I saw was anger. The 'stricken' part of her look had been tucked away somewhere. 

 "I guess I'll just stay here for a while," she said. "I have some thinking to do." I nodded, then said, "Stephie, let whoever is running personnel know that Leslie needs a new job. Say that I've discovered that I don't need a secretary, after all. There's to be no break in employment, just get her a new filler job. Today." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 Leslie's face again changed, this time to one of shock. 

 "Linda hired me," she said. "What are you going to tell her?" 

 "The same thing. She hired you, but your contract is with 3rd World. Head on over to personnel this afternoon and get yourself squared away. Remember all the stuff you signed before you left. It's still in effect." 

 Leslie stood, now not just angry, but enraged. 

 "You can't do this to me, Ed. You won't even talk to me. That's all I wanted." 

 "I have enough on my plate, Leslie. I asked you to get right to the point of things a while ago, but what I got was the beginnings of an argument. Things don't seem to be able to revert to good times, so let's just call it off before it gets really difficult between us." 

 "You'd rather just get rid of me than try to work things out?" 

 "Your choice of words reflects your feelings about this, not mine. I'm only saying that it's better to end something that isn't working before it becomes a problem." 

 "I'm sure you would, Ed. It's all very rational and simple for you, isn't it?" 

 "It is. Do we have to go on with this? I have to go try to prevent a labor revolt." Leslie was seething, but she said with clenched teeth, "No, Ed. Go. See you. Have a nice goddamned day, okay?" 

 She left the table and marched into the corridor, but didn't appear to know which way to go. She consulted her watch for a moment, asking Stephie for directions, I guessed, then headed left and got into the elevator. 

 Ellen called me as I walked out of the restaurant. 

 "Wow, Ed. Is there anyone you haven't pissed off today?" 

 I'd guessed wrong. She'd called Ellen. 

 "I'll check my list. Don't worry, ma'am. You aren't on it." 

 "Why not pencil me in for later, just in case you change your mind? Are you sure you did the right thing just now, Ed?" 

 "Sure enough that I did it, Ellen. Anything else?" 

 "No, not really. Later." 

 "Later." 

 I used my implant to call Stephie. 

 "Anything new about the PFM's?" 

 "Not yet. All the originally-issueds are accounted for with static personnel. A number were returned to stock when the construction of the station ended. A closing airlock door in dock seventeen crushed one. One was lost into space during construction when one worker tossed it to another and he missed catching it." 

 "What was done with the broken one?" 

 "Several parts were recycled into a replacement. The rest of it became flitter-fuel." I nodded. "Were they sure about the one lost to space?" 

 "Cameras recorded the toss and the failed catch, Ed." 

 "Okay, Steph. Assume that the device tossed was not a PFM." 

 "But the record shows that..." 

 "Just do it, Steph, then read up on 'sleight of hand'. Run a microscope over the recording and see if the thrown object was really a PFM or a fake. Are the workers involved still available?" 

 "They're on Earth, Ed. Both are still with 3rd World." 

 "Good deal. I may want to have someone talk to them, later." 

 "An update. The worker's suit camera recorded video images of the throw, but the thrown object is barely visible due the glare from the surface of the station. I can't positively identify it as more than a shiny object of about the proper size and general shape. You have a voice message from Earth, Ed. If you'll put the battery back in your pad, I'll send the message to it." 

 "When I get to my room, Steph." 

 Once I was seated on the edge of my bed, I reached for my briefcase and reassembled my pad. The voice message was from Linda. 

 "Got word you fired Leslie. Reason?" 

 I replied, "Incompatibility. No other reason. Let her stay on the station and teach. Stephie's my backup," and hit the send button. 

 Maybe a minute later, her reply was, "Okay. Anything new?" 

 I sent, "There may be a PFM gone AWOL. Checking now. Nothing else new." 

 "Okay. Later." 

 "Yas'm. Over and out and like that." 

 Linda hadn't been upset about Leslie. She hadn't sounded surprised about the missing PFM, either, so the idea had already occurred to her that someone might have gotten their hands on one, somehow. The only fly in the watermelon was the PFM's limited range of functions. 

 The whole concept of the PFM was built around the notion that it was sometimes simpler and faster to do something yourself, without having to verbally direct the computer in the details of moving something from place to place. 

 A handheld PFM looked like a garage door remote with only three big buttons. There was an 'acquire' 

button and a directional pad for left, right, forward, back, and oblique movements. The other pad controlled lifting and lowering the object. 

 A PFM looked rather large until you realized that the hand operating one could be within a space suit glove. All you had to do was aim the gizmo at something and push the 'acquire' button. It locked onto the object and guided the field from a ship or station to move that object. 

 When I'd first suggested that a field had been used to suffocate someone, I'd expected Linda or Elkor to at least mention PFM's, but they hadn't. It apparently hadn't occurred to anyone that a PFM may have been modified for other uses. Linda didn't have one, and there actually weren't that many in use on Earth. 

 "Stephie, why aren't there more PFM's in use on Earth? Seems to me that they'd be more popular than flitters and stun wands. Every warehouse would order a dozen." 

 "I don't know, Ed. I'll ask Elkor when I send him the next report unless you need the answer sooner." 

 "With the next report is fine, Steph. I'm going to spend some time practicing with hot and cold fields. If you know of something that I can do to improve performance, don't wait to be asked, okay?" 

 "Okay." 

 Working with hot and cold and something I could see seemed to be the best approach. Sifting moisture from the air was a helluva field trick, but first I wanted to refine techniques with focusing, energy management, and localized effects. 

 When the sink was about two-thirds full, I stepped back and tried to send a cold spot to the surface of the water. A misshapen wad of ice started forming in the center of the sink, but once it was about an inch across, it didn't seem to want to get any bigger. I turned off the field and stepped over to see if I could figure out why. 

 The inch of ice on the surface was just the tip of the iceberg. Apparently my spot had been about an inch wide, beyond which the cold hadn't reached. The ice had formed, frozen deeper into the water, then rolled over to accommodate the new shape's displacement properties. What had appeared to be a one-inch wad was actually almost seven inches or so at its best width beneath the surface. Round two. I tried sending a hot spot to the ice, but envisioned it as a warm globe instead of my previous laser-like beam. The ice tumbled repeatedly as it melted back into the surrounding water. 

 "It didn't explode this time, Ed. Congratulations." 

 "Thank you. I'm sure you were standing by to protect me again." 

 "Of course. You're my Ed." 

 It sounded strange to hear her use my name that way. How often had I said 'My Stephie?' I wondered if it had sounded strange to her, too, or if she'd simply accepted my usage of the term. I fiddled around freezing and melting the water until I'd gained a feel for handling different volumes and temperatures. I discovered that I could widen the field and freeze all of the water in the sink in about twenty seconds. I didn't try to see how fast I could melt it. That had already proven dangerous once. Instead, I used larger and smaller focal points to melt the surface of the ice in a Celtic knotwork pattern. What I wound up with looked pretty good for a first effort at ice sculpture. Well, the lines and depths were fairly uniform, anyway, even if they weren't perfectly aligned. 

 Next came the matter of actually handling a fluid. Solids were easy. If they weren't too heavy, I could lift them or shove them. Fluids seemed to present a challenge. I melted all the ice and started with a clean slate, so to speak. 

 Trying to lift water required that I envision a container of some sort. Stephie told me that I should theoretically be able to simply lift water, but that picture never quite gelled in my mind, so I stuck with forming various containers. 

 The best trick I was able to manage was the pipe. I created a foot-tall cylinder and managed to lower the air pressure in it enough to draw water into it all the way to the top, then I field-capped both ends and turned the cylinder of water over and over, endwise above the sink, for a few moments. The trick that wound up making a big mess was 'the parting of the waters'. I made a field wall the width and depth of the sink and dropped it into the water, then split the wall and moved the two walls apart. At first there were leaks, so I dissolved the fields and started over, concentrating on sealing the fields against the walls and floor of the sink. It worked. Soon there was a six-inch gulf of open space from side to side within the sink. 

 "Pretty good, huh, Stephie? I may change my name to 'Moses'." 

 That's when the door chime sounded and someone beat on the door like a cop. You know; the

'bam-bam-bam-bam' they all seem to use on official visits. 

 I lost my fields and the water slammed shut, then it rebounded enough to splash over the edge and soak the rug for a couple of feet around the sink. 

 I used my implant to ask, "Who are you and why are you beating on my door?" 

 "Station security, sir. We need to speak with you." 

 "Next time call ahead. And knock, don't beat on the door. Just a minute." I called Steph and asked for ID's on the visitors. 

 "They are Inspectors Williams and Price," said Stephie. 

 "Do they look unhappy about something? Should I suit up for trouble?" 

 "No, they seem fairly placid, Ed." 

 "Thanks. Let's see what they want, then." 

 I opened the door to find a man and a woman standing outside, as advertised. Both were wearing blue blazers with a 3rd World patch on the front left side, uniform pants, and both carried dark blue pads. I wondered if the color was the only real difference between their pads and anyone else's. He and she were both around five-ten and both had blue pads under their left arms. The woman was nearing thirty and had near-shoulder length hair. She seemed to be rather trim. The man, about the same age, looked as if he'd once played sports and maybe hadn't kept himself up so well since. 

 "Come on in," I said. "I'm mopping up a mess. Be right with you." Steph said, "I can take care of the mess, Ed." 

 With that, the water seemed to rise out of the carpet, coalesce on the fly, and then pour itself back into the sink without splashing. A moment later the plug seemed to put itself on the drainboard and the sound of draining water was heard. 

 Boy, I have a looong fucking way to go with using fields, I thought. 

 "Wow. Thanks, Stephie. Wish I could do that." 

 I turned back to Williams and Price and asked, "What's up?" 

 "Well, sir..." began the man, obviously discomforted for some reason, "I'm Inspector Williams. This is Inspector Price. We stopped by your office..." 

 "I have an office? Cool. But why do I need one? I have a watch, like everybody else. I have a pad. Stephie can find me instantly. I don't think I need an office." 

 Price looked at Williams and vice versa. 

 Williams said, "Uh, well, sir, you do have an office. Would you like to see it?" 

 "Some other time. You didn't come here to tell me I have an office, did you?" Price said, "No, sir. We came to ask you a few questions about one Leslie Pratt. She's applied for a temporary assignment. You were her only reference here." 

 I had trouble believing what I was hearing. Leslie'd been vetted on Earth and found to be as clean as anyone can be. 

 "What kind of temporary assignment?" 

 "She applied for consideration for - and seems qualified for - several positions." 

 "Not questions about her qualifications?" I asked. 

 "Uh, no sir," said Williams. "This is a background check." I looked at them for a moment, then said, "She was cleared on Earth, guys, or she wouldn't have been here as my secretary. She wouldn't be here at all, would she? Who ordered this background check?" Price said, "Our supervisor. Ms. Hawkins." 

 "Call her down here. Five minutes to be at my door or she's fired." They were shocked. Stunned. Motionlessly staring at me. 

 "Now. Do it. Call her. Five minutes to be here." 

 Williams hurriedly placed the call on his watch. Price raised a hesitant hand. 

 "Yes?" 

 "Sir, it takes almost ten minutes to get here from her office." 

 "Where the hell is she? On the other side of this ball?" 

 "Yes, sir. She is. Well, almost." 

 "Okay. Ten. Or fired. Williams, did you get that?" 

 "Yes, sir. I'll tell her as soon as they put me through to her." 

 "Stephie, where's Hawkins?" 

 "She's in her office, Ed. Board Member Carlton is with her." 

 I looked at Williams and said, "Cancel that call." 

 He rather instantly let his arm fall. 

 Price said, "But, sir..." 

 Williams looked at her and she fell silent. 

 "Stephie, put me through to Carlton's and Hawkins' watches, please." Carlton's voice said, "Carlton. What is it, David?" 

 "This isn't your personal secretary, Carlton. You and Hawkins have ten minutes to be in my room. Fail and you're fired. Get moving." 

 I turned to Williams and Price. 

 "I want witnesses. You stay. There's stuff in the fridge if you want a drink." Neither moved nor spoke. I made myself a coffee as we waited. Thirteen minutes later Carlton and Hawkins arrived. Both tried to look composed as they entered my room. I didn't offer them seats at the little table. 

 Hawkins was a tall, good-looking brunette with an attitude. She glared at me and crossed her arms. 

 "Well?" she asked. "We're here. How about telling us why we're here." 

 "Thirteen minutes. You're both fired. I wasn't kidding." 

 Hawkins snapped, "We had to wait for an elevator." 

 "Carlton, is that true?" 

 She seemed taken aback by my question and glanced at Hawkins. 

 "Of course it's true. Why..?" 

 "Stephie, is that true?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 Carlton started to say something, but I cut her off again. 

 "I hate liars. Stephie, put fields on all entrances to their offices, record any communications these two may make before they leave the station, and keep an eye on them. Tomorrow someone will escort them when they clean out their stuff." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 Hawkins began a protest and Carlton joined her. I raised a hand. 

 "Both of you get out of my room. Now. Without one word. Go." 

 They didn't move instantly, but they did turn and leave. I turned to Williams and Price. 

 "I'm not a cop," I said. "I'll need cops to make sense of cop stuff. You two were picked to come here and catch my heat for the Pratt checkup, weren't you? That would seem to mean you weren't Hawkins' 

favorite people." 

 Price said, "I couldn't say for sure, of course, but it damned well seemed that way to me. You're right. We aren't the most popular team in the Security offices." 

 "That usually means you're too tight or too loose to suit the brass." 

 "It means we've questioned procedures," said Williams. "Merritt ran Security during construction and the first quarter. Hawkins replaced Merritt when he went home. Everybody suddenly had to look busy all the time, even if they had to invent things to do. It turned pretty chickenshit around here overnight." Price gave him a glaring glance at the word 'chickenshit'. 

 "Uh, huh. Who was Merritt's second in command, and is he or she still here?" 

 "Caitlin, Sandra P.," said Price. 

 "Call her. Tell her I want to ask her a few questions and that she should come down here. No time limit and no anxiety, please. I want to see how she handles it." 
Chapter Twenty-eight

 Price called Caitlin, Sandra P., without leaving my room. Williams and I sat silently as she relayed my request that she drop by as soon as possible. Caitlin said to give her time to get dressed and she'd be on her way. 

 "She was about to go to bed," said Price. "Hawkins had her on a swing shift." She made it in good time. Twenty minutes was Price's guess, but Caitlin was at my door in fifteen or so. She was a tall, near-forty brunette in a uniform that had already seen a day's work. After a brief greeting, I pulled out a chair for her at my table. 

 "Carlton and Hawkins are out. You were Merritt's second. Could you have done his job? No ego and no bullshit, please. We need to know for real." 

 I gestured around the table and emphasized, "That's 'we', not just me." Caitlin glanced at Price and Williams and then looked at me, as if searching me for a trap. She put her hat on the table and tapped a nail a few times on the brim. 

 "Yes. Being able to take his place was part of my job description." 

 "One moment, please. Price. Williams. Would this fly with the troops?" They didn't even have to look at each other. Each nodded separately. 

 Price said, "Yes. Everybody knows her. Merritt used her extensively and trusted her with his authorization for everything, as far as I know. If he was off-station, she was in command, not just answering his calls." 

 Caitlin was startled by Price's outpouring and stared at her as the last words left her mouth. Price shrugged at her and said, "Well? That's the way it was." 

 "Good enough for me for now. Caitlin, will you take Hawkins' job?" Caitlin's stare at Price became a steady gaze at me. 

 "I'll take it. Do I get a night's sleep, first?" 

 "Check the office and make sure it can run itself for a night, then crash. Tomorrow you'll be supervising the removal of personal effects from two offices, then it's business as usual. Stephie, pop in and visit with us, please. Join us at the table." 

 Stephie's visual snapped into being a few feet from us and seemed to take a pace forward. She then pulled a chair from some nowhere zone behind her and sat down near the table. 

 "Everybody, this is Stephie. Stephie, this is everybody. Caitlin is now head of Security on the station for the time being. Watch her and help her, of course. If she works out well, she's going to be keeping the job. If not, I need to know." 

 They were all still staring at Stephie as she smiled and said, "Okay, Ed." Caitlin pulled her gaze from Steph and asked, "What about Carlton's spot? Who fills that vacancy? 

Hopefully not that toady she called an assistant?" 

 "Don't know yet. Suggestions are welcome." 

 Williams said, "I have one. Pratt." 

 I said, "Pratt's a temp until a teaching job opens, Williams." 

 "So? You have an empty chair. Pratt could fill it for now." 

 "For reasons I won't go into, that might look funny as hell to some people. Let me think about it. I'm not saying no. I'm only saying I want to consider it." 

 He nodded, but he seemed to think I'd shot his idea down. 

 "Caitlin, who's above the head of security on the station? Top of the pile. Board members don't count." 

 "Top of the pile would be Linda Graves, at the Carrington training facility." 

 "Stephie, contact Linda Graves. Tell her what I've done with Caitlin and why, and see if she agrees. Give her a copy of the day's events if she doesn't already have one. Tell her about Williams's suggestion for Pratt, too. We'll let her be the deciding vote." 

 "Done, Ed. I'm waiting for a reply." 

 "Damn, you're good, ma'am. Got any comments of your own?" 

 "Caitlin can do Hawkins' job. Pratt appears able do Carlton's job, but would she want Carlton's job? 

She'd be stepping down and into one of the other board members' domains by taking the teaching job later. That could turn things internally political, and once you leave, her protection would be gone." 

 "You'd be here, though. We'll ask her tomorrow if Graves okays the idea." Some minutes later, Linda's reply came in her usual terse form. 

 "Caitlin's a good choice. Pratt can replace Carlton as her temp job, but because the teaching position will put her under Barlow later, see if she's interested first. You're stirring the anthill, so be careful. Anything else?" 

 To Stephie, I said, "Nothing else. Thanks. End message." 

 To Caitlin, I said, "I guess that's it, then. Tell Pratt about the opening and see if she wants it. I'll call your office tomorrow to arrange for Hawkins and Carlton to get their personals out of their offices. I want to be there for a look around. If there are no further comments..?" 

 I stood up. They followed suit. 

 "Okay, then. I'm designing a padmail statement to go out this evening to everyone on the station, so I need to get to it. What happened here is not a secret, and that's a hint, people. Feel free to discuss it with anyone. Time to go now." 

 A round of handshakes and thanks and everybody was out the door. As the door shut I sat back down at the table and sipped my coffee. 

 "Stephie, how the hell did you make that water rise out of the carpet and flow back into the sink?" 

 "Practice, of course. What do you think I do with my spare time? Hang around waiting for you to call?" I set to work on the padmail memo to all station personnel. After much thought and a couple of rewrites, it simply read:

 'To: All people of this station

 Your station computer had been compromised by person or persons yet unknown, and rather than risk repeated compromisings of that computer, I've installed another core to restore and preserve station functions. 

 Your new computer's name is Stephanie. Please become familiar with her because she will be your station computer for at least the next six months. 

 At the end of that time, she will ask you, by means of a public vote, whether you wish to keep her or accept the Board's recommendation that she be replaced by a traditional computer having no personality or self-awareness. 

 I will be in command of the station only until the investigation of recent deadly incidents is completed and I will endeavor not to interrupt normal station functions. 

 Other concerns should be addressed through regular channels.' 

 "Well, Steph? What do you think?" 

 "I think you shouldn't include your own padmail address, Ed. You could be inundated with responses." 

 "You send it out, then. Who's in charge of communications?" 

 "Board member Wickson's offices." 

 "Fine. Let responses go to his offices, then. I suppose it's only fair to warn him. Would you contact him for me?" 

 A moment later, Wickson answered, "I'm here. Are you calling to fire me, too?" 

 "Nope. I just wanted to let you know I'm having Stephie send out a memo to everybody on the station and that your office will be handling any responses." 

 "What kind of memo? Will a lynch mob show up at my door?" 

 "Maybe not. Want to preview the message? Stephie will send you a copy now." Wickson seemed surprised at that. 

 "Yes. I would." 

 Stephie sent him a copy. He was quiet for some moments, then asked, "This is all of it? You've left nothing out?" 

 "That's all I wanted to say, Wickson." 

 "When were you going to send it?" 

 "Today. Now, in fact." 

 "I'll take care of it. I'm in my office. One moment." 

 He didn't turn off his watch, so I heard him telling someone to send the message to all pads on the station. I covered my own watch for a moment. 

 "Stephie, verify the sending. Make sure nobody's left out." 

 Wickson said, "It's going out now." 

 "Thanks, Wickson. Why are you being so cooperative?" 

 "You fired Carlton for being a few minutes late, didn't you?" 

 "No. I fired her because she lied to me. I hate liars. I fired Hawkins for incompetence and for backing up Carlton's lie, as well as using two of her people as the butt of a bad joke." 

 "They didn't mention any other reasons." 

 "It's all in this evening's public record. Look it up. If you think I've made a wrong decision, let me know. See you later." 

 I closed the link and went back to the kitchenette to refill the sink and practice some more with my field implant. Stephie's image followed me and stood a few feet away, watching my efforts. When I distractedly set my mug down on the bowl of a spoon, the handle end flipped up and sent the spoon flying into the sink. I used my field to reach through the water and pick up the spoon, then set it on the drainboard and stared at it for a moment as a thought formed. Leverage. The implant could only lift small weights because it served as an anchor to the effort. Suppose that a field effort could be anchored at midpoint or closer to the object, like a fulcrum? The arm of the field that connected to the implant would present far less strain on surrounding bone tissue. I envisioned a lever-and-fulcrum arrangement between me and my suitcase and sent the end of the field through the case's handle. When all seemed set, I applied downward pressure to my end of the lever. The suitcase lifted a few inches, then a foot. I felt a bit of strain at my end of the lever, but the suitcase continued to rise until it was two feet above the floor. 

 Steph said, "Ed, be careful. I can repair the damage if you dislodge your implant, but it will be quite painful at the time." 

 "I'll let it drop if I feel real strain, Steph. How much does the suitcase weigh?" 

 "Thirty-one pounds." 

 "That's a bit more than I expected. Maybe I need to pack lighter." I let the suitcase down and relaxed. A wave of fatigue washed over me. Steph said that the human brain normally used around twenty percent of the body's energy, but that the implant could cause it to use double that amount during field emanations. 

 "Then it's naptime, Steph. It's close to five. Rouse me in an hour, okay?" She said, "Okay," then her image disappeared. 

 Something other than Stephie woke me five minutes before six. I sat on the edge of the bed for a few moments and tried to figure out why I was awake, then went to the kitchenette to take my coffee mug out of the fridge and sent a very small hot spot into the coffee to warm it up. 

 "Stephie, were there any messages while I was out?" 

 "None, Ed." 

 "Good. Thanks, ma'am. Is there a Chinese restaurant on the station?" 

 "That restaurant is two decks below your position." 

 "Thanks again." 

 I unpacked my one remaining suitcase as I finished my coffee. It was the formal stuff, naturally. I decided to eat dinner and do some shopping, so I cleaned up and headed for an elevator. 

 "Stephie, I saw a pet section in one of the stores last night, so there have to be a few pets up here. Have there been any mysterious ailments among them?" 

 "There have been three cases of what appeared to be asthma. One case resulted in death of the animal. All of the cases involved small dogs and occurred as their owners were walking them in arboretum six. Nothing toxic was found in the area." 

 "The area? Not the areas?" 

 "The area. Singular. All of the cases occurred near the entrance to section six." 

 "What's in section six?" I asked. "And please don't say 'plants'. I know what an arboretum is, Steph." 

 "Oh, yes, sir, sir. It contains plants native to the northeastern U.S." As I got into the elevator, I asked, "Any special displays there, or just a general taste of home?" 

 "No special displays, Ed. Just trails among the trees and a recreation of that region's seasonal climate in order to accommodate the plants' normal cycles." 

 "It sounds like a place that someone who was homesick might visit. Or someone who'd simply found fascination with that environment. Got a list of everybody who's visited during the dog illnesses? For that matter, a list of who's visited and when during the last few months?" 

 "It will be in your pad in a moment. There appear to have been attempts to erase some of the records. I'm trying to recreate them. At least five of the visits appear to have been made by Board member Carlton within the last three months of station construction. She has made two visits since construction ended." 

 "I can think of a number of reasons why a politically-involved woman might not want her comings and goings on record. Unless the records appear to be connected to the events we're investigating, they can stay hidden from the public." 

 "Got it. In each of the entries logged during the station's construction, she logged in at the same time as a man named Webster. He was one of the construction foremen who didn't remain after the station was completed. All I have are login and logout times; peoples' activities aren't recorded." When the elevator stopped, the Chinese restaurant was only about fifty feet away at the opening of the corridor. It didn't seem to be crowded, so I went inside. After being seated at a corner booth and ordering, I sat sipping hot tea and thinking for a moment, then called Stephanie back. 

 "Do any of their visits correspond timewise to station damage or the sick dogs?" 

 "No, Ed. They don't correspond to any of those incidents." 

 "They were probably romantic matters, then. We'll concentrate on visits made when dogs were injured or killed, first. I think someone found a new way to use a PFM and was practicing in the woods with it, Stephie. Those logs may show us who suffocated the guy in the production area." 

 "Ed, I've found something that may be of importance. A man named Philip Brinks was present during most of Carlton's visits to the arboretum. Except for her first two meetings with Webster, he logged in and out at almost the same time she did. Since Webster's return to Earth, he's visited the arboretum quite often, and some of those times do correspond to incidents of station damage or dog ailments." 

 "Was he there alone, or were others in the arboretum?" 

 "Others were there during most of his visits. They were seldom the same people, and their login and logout times don't seem to match his very well." 

 "Call them innocent bystanders for now, then. What do you know about Brinks?" 

 "Caucasian male, age fifteen. His father is a line worker. His mother is deceased." 

 "Does he seem to have any links to Carlton at all?" 

 "Nothing except visiting times at the arboretum." 

 "What about links to Webster?" 

 "The same, Ed. Only arboretum visits." 

 "Thanks, Steph. Let me know if you spot anything that ties these people together in other ways at other times." 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 My pepper steak meal was fortunately almost finished when Leslie called. Stephie fielded the call. Somewhere along the line she'd made herself my de facto secretary. 

 Steph said, "Ed, it's Leslie on line one." 

 "Line one? What show did that come from, Steph?" 

 "Darrin's secretary says it in some episodes of 'Bewitched'. One reviewer thought that since there was always a different woman in the role, the part was given to peoples' girlfriends." 

 "That's possible, and it would be a typical assumption in Hollywood, but it could also be that they didn't use the role enough to justify retaining a regular." 

 "You always like to err on the side of caution, don't you, boss? Except when you don't, of course. Shall I put her through?" 

 "That bit about erring sounds as if it came from a detective show, not a comedy." 

 "I'm gregarious." 

 Leslie said, "Ed? Do you have time to tell me why I was offered a job on the very board you commandeered this morning?" 

 "I have a minute, so I'll give it to you. Inspector Williams suggested you, Caitlin approved it, Linda approved it, and I went along with it." 

 "I'm not willing to believe that it wasn't a setup, Ed. Nobody puts a simple schoolteacher in a job like that." 

 "Check the record, then believe what you want. Take the job or don't." 

 "Are you paying off your guilt from dumping me? Is that it?" 

 "You'll believe whatever you want to believe, so as I said, take the job or don't, but don't talk it to death. Let me get back to my dinner now." 

 "Ed, you're being very difficult about this. About everything to do with me." 

 "Leslie, if there's nothing else on your mind, this call's finished. If the seat is still vacant when I meet with Caitlin tomorrow, someone else will get the offer. Bug Caitlin about why you're getting the offer and tell her your answer. Bye." 

 Once Leslie was off 'line one', I finished my pepper steak and went to replace my destroyed wardrobe. They didn't have what I wanted, so I placed an order that I was told would arrive on the next transport. I was standing in front of the ice cream parlor, watching some blonde walk down the hall, when Stephie told me that Caitlin wanted to speak to me. 

 "Put her through, Steph." 

 "Caitlin here. Pratt told me why she thinks you're offering her Carlton's job, sir. I'm not sure I can support the decision now." 

 "I told you there was reason to think it wouldn't fly well, didn't I? You two work this out, Caitlin. I don't care who gets the job, as long as whoever gets it is fairly competent. If that seat's open tomorrow..." 

 "Yes, sir. I got that from her. Okay, then, I'll review the record of our conversation and see how I feel about it then." 

 "Caitlin, my name is 'Ed', not 'sir'. I prefer my name to a generic term." 

 "But I prefer the generic term of respect to unearned familiarity with senior officers, sir. Do I still have a job?" 

 "Well, a backbone is required in my outfit, so I guess so. Anything else?" 

 "Not at the moment." 

 "Bye, then." 

 "Goodbye, sir." 

 Heh. Caitlin may turn out to be the outfit's Sergeant Major. 

 "Steph, ask Linda why Caitlin was only the second in command of Security, please, and send her a copy of our thoughts concerning Brinks." 

 "Done. Awaiting reply, Ed." 

 As I waited, I walked. The station was like one of the fancier Army bases I'd so often visited while in Europe. The GI's didn't have to step off base to see a first-run movie, buy groceries, participate in most sports, or do much of anything else they wanted to do. The station was like a small, well-equipped city in space. 

 "Your answer is here, Ed." 

 Linda's voice said, "She was second because Merrit had two years time in grade on her when they converted from the Air Force to station Security. He'd been a Colonel and she'd been a Lt. Colonel who was up for promotion to Colonel. No other reasons. Don't lean on Brinks unless you have solid evidence, Ed. His uncle is a bigwig politician who pulled some strings to get Brinks, senior, a job on the station." 

 "Send back: Got it. Roger that. Over and out, Fearless Leader." 
Chapter Twenty-nine

 Back in my room, I used my pad to check my email on the internet. The station's orbit, like that of the asteroid belt it mined, lay in the area between Mars and Jupiter, so surfing the net engendered command delays each way. 

 Page loading times were abominably slow compared to what I was used to, even when the Earthside server gathered all the pages and images from a site and preassembled the pages before sending them up to me. 

 On the other hand, the station's server hosted hundreds of websites for station personnel, and some of them were fascinating. I spent quite a while prowling the station's branch of the internet before it occurred to me to run a search using Brinks's name. Maybe that represents a downside to having a computer like Stephie at your side. You can become too dependent and forget other avenues of research. Yes, Brinks had a website. It was like deja vu for me to see all the rhetoric so long used by so many to manipulate the minds of others on behalf of some '-ism' or '-ist' organization. Brinks seemed to have borrowed freely from all the big names; Trotsky, Marx, Lenin, and many others, regardless of their political positions. 

 His page wasn't specifically Communist or Socialist. Quotes from leaders of democracies and ancient civilizations were equally prominent. It appeared as if he'd quoted materials from all sources, solely for the purpose of supporting his own platform of beliefs about the Amarans, the station, and the world in general. 

 I wasn't about to read his sixty-something pages of plagiarized rhetorical bullshit. I wanted a summary, and the shorter the better. 

 "Stephie, can you boil his pages down? What's he actually saying?" 

 "His quotes and actual statements tend to contradict themselves almost evenly, Ed. Whatever seems to reflect a pro-something stance is ripped apart a few pages later in every instance. I don't think I'm equipped to evaluate the true purpose of this website because I can't discover one. The only recurring theme has to do with his distrust of women. He advocates removing women from all positions of responsibility, making them dress to conceal all skin, and he seems to think that a woman's punishment should in all cases be twice or three times that of a man's." 

 "That just means he'll probably never get laid if he can't keep his mouth shut and that he may be somewhat insane. Is there any hidden code of any sort on any of the pages? Anything that might cause problems for a computer, Amaran or other?" 

 "Nothing that I can detect on his current pages." 

 "Current? Are you saying there are some that aren't current?" 

 "Yes. Some pages and files were recently erased and many have been partially or completely overwritten, but I think I can..." 

 "No. Don't restore that stuff, Steph. Copy them to a lesser computer and isolate them first, then have that computer restore what it can and verbally report its findings. Don't remain connected to it while it works." 

 "Okay. I'll use a flitter core and remove it from the network." 

 "That should be good enough. Let me know when it's done." 

 "It shouldn't take long. There are only a hundred and six items to decipher... Ed, the flitter just crashed." 

 "Crashed, as in the programming collapsed?" 

 "No, Ed. It crashed, literally. It fell to the deck and appears to be nonfunctional." 

 "Don't try to contact it. Tell Caitlin's office to get someone to it and remove that core. Tell them what happened. I want to see it, too. Where is it?" 

 "In the parking zone under the shell with the others." 

 "Is it one of the Earth flits or the export flits?" 

 "I used one of the Earth flitters, Ed. It seemed to me that if you suspected a problem, there was reason not to use a fully-powered and equipped flitter." 

 "My brilliant Stephie. Smart move, ma'am. Back up the crap that caused this and save it to a separate core for Linda's people. We'll send it to her first chance." 

 Fifteen minutes later I had arrived at the sub-shell surface of the station. There was no reason to make my option five field suit public knowledge, so I used one of the maintenance space suits to join Caitlin and another officer at the fallen flitter. Other than some denting from its short fall, the flitter seemed unharmed. 

 "I thought you'd be asleep by now, Caitlin." 

 Until Caitlin addressed me and gestured to the other officer, who was holding the core, I had no idea which bright orange suit contained whom. 

 "Sir, we've removed the core and your computer told us what happened. Do you want us to pick up Brinks now, or do you have other plans for him?" 

 "You're the cop, Caitlin. Go by the book, whatever it says. Deleted stuff from his website killed a flitter computer, but his DNA and prints won't be on the programming, so evidence is probably a factor to consider." 

 I'm sure she gave me a wry look, but I couldn't tell through the suit's faceplate. 

 "Then the core and flitter are hereby impounded as evidence and Brinks will be picked up this evening for questioning only. Do you wish to be present, sir?" 

 "Not in the room when you talk to him, but I would like to be able to watch." 

 "There's an observation room. I'll let you know when we've got him." 

 "If he isn't home, check arboretum six." 

 Caitlin paused in reaching for the hatch panel. 

 "How would you know to look for him there, sir?" 

 "Get a playback about that from Stephie." 

 Maybe she nodded assent; I couldn't tell. She said nothing and didn't seem to move for a couple of seconds, then she entered the airlock and held it open for us. 

 In the prep chamber, we unsuited and redressed ourselves. You didn't just climb into a space suit; you had to strip to your skivvies in order for the air conditioning system in a suit to be effective. Caitlin skinned out of her suit and hung it back on the wall rack in a very unselfconscious manner. She seemed to care not a whit that she was wearing nothing more than her bra and panties as she reached to hang the fifty-pound suit. 

 As I slipped off my own suit, I watched the muscles play under her skin and wondered what she did to keep herself so fit. She had the body of an athlete, and her proximity had an effect on my own body. I half turned away and pulled my pants on. 

 "Wow, Caitlin. How do you..?" 

 "Aerobics. Swimming. Stop staring and get dressed. Sir." 

 "Sorry. Ma'am." 

 Williams was already straightening his jacket. Guess he'd seen her before or he wasn't about to be caught staring at his boss's fantastic body. He gave me a look that seemed to ask if I were sane. I shrugged and finished dressing. 

 Caitlin organized her posse as we walked to the elevator and the hunt for Brinks was well underway by the time we arrived at her office. She waved at someone and held up three fingers, then led the way to her desk. 

 The woman she'd waved at delivered three coffees moments after we were seated. As expected, my coffee was scalding hot. I waved off condiments and aimed a cold spot into the coffee as Caitlin and Williams stirred stuff into theirs. 

 Cop coffee, I thought as I sipped it. It was like Army, Navy, or any other such coffee. You couldn't see the bottom of the pot if there was a quarter-inch left, and nothing else that was non-prescription could keep you awake quite as well. 

 Williams and Caitlin watched me drink a third of it and glanced at their own coffees, undoubtedly wondering why I wasn't screaming from a mouthful of blisters. 

 As we waited for word from those searching for Brinks, Caitlin reviewed my discourse with Stephie concerning the arboretum. When it finished, she looked at me oddly for a moment, then sipped her coffee. 

 "Your cover story is bullshit," she said. "No offense, of course." I grinned. "None taken." 

 "Graves sent you up here, didn't she?" 

 "Ask her." 

 "I'm asking you. Sir." 

 "Same answer. Ma'am. Just do your job and don't worry about me." 

 "I checked you out. As far as is possible, anyway, which doesn't amount to much, since I had to use routine sources and systems. I didn't like what I found because I didn't find out anything that didn't look like boilerplate from something else." 

 "That would seem to mean that it's none of your business." 

 "You're on my station, sir. It's my business to know who's here." 

 "Until I leave, it's my station, lady. You work for me. You do your job as it should be done. That's your business. Not me." 

 "That's just the point. I'm not sure how you came to be in charge of the station. It isn't in your job description. Come to think of it, damn little is in your job description that doesn't translate to 'investigator' 

or 'observer'. In fact, I don't think I've ever seen a less descriptive job description." 

 "Your job description could soon be in question, too, Caitlin, if you continue in this vein. Why are you pushing me?" 

 "I want to know how you wound up running the station. Who authorized it? Nobody at 3rd World knows what the hell you're doing here, but they're all afraid to talk to me about you. Nobody in Security Earthside seems to know, either. Yet, here you are." 

 "Yet here I are, indeed. And nobody is telling me that I can't fire high-ranking goldbricks like Carlton and Hawkins. Doesn't that tell you anything?" 

 "Yes. It tells me that your cover is bullshit." 

 Williams snorted and tried to hide a chuckle. 

 I shook my head and said, "Live with it, Caitlin. Now, do I have to leave in order to keep you from running on about this?" 

 "No. Sir. I just wanted you to know where I stand. Without reason to do otherwise, I'll accept your orders. But be prepared to explain any that don't make perfect sense." 

 "Happy to, as long as they're followed when I give them. You may have to wait until afterwards for an explanation, though." 

 Her gaze narrowed. 

 "Caitlin, I could have ordered you to pick up Brinks earlier, before the core crash. What would you have done?" 

 "I'd have asked why." 

 "And if I'd just told you to do it and hold him for questioning?" 

 "I'd have asked why." 

 "You'd have been out of a job, Caitlin. Fired with prejudice and replaced instantly. These aren't normal times. I won't ask or tell you to do something that I can't explain later, but if I tell you to do something, you'll do it or you'll be gone." 

 "I see. One moment please, while I call Graves." She reached for her pad. 

 "Stephie, open a link to Linda Graves for Miz Caitlin." 

 "Open, Ed." 

 I said, "Go, Caitlin." 

 Caitlin eyed me warily as she sent a message asking for absolute confirmation that I was in command of the station. Nobody spoke as we waited a few minutes for the reply. When the outer office woman peeked in, Caitlin again held up three fingers, and three more coffees were brought to us. Caitlin thanked her as she turned to leave. 

 "Linda's reply, Ed." 

 "Let everybody in the room hear it, Steph. Send a copy of it to Caitlin's pad." Linda said, "Confirmed, Caitlin. Stop rooting around. He's one of ours." Caitlin said, "Send her a thanks and thank you, too, Stephanie." 

 "You're welcome." 

 I was about to cool my coffee again when someone reported in. When they'd entered his room, an alarm had sounded, then an explosion had killed the two officers and injured another. Brinks was nowhere to be found. 

 Caitlin said, "You've checked the arboretum?" 

 "Yes, ma'am. He isn't there, but he was just before the alarm sounded, according to the gate log." 

 "Okay. Keep looking. Assume he's dangerous and possibly armed." 

 "Um, armed how, ma'am? A stunner?" 

 Caitlin looked at me. I nodded and said, "A modified PFM. Don't laugh." The voice snickered anyway, of course. 

 "A PFM? How's he going to hurt anyone with a PFM?" 

 Caitlin quietly asked, "What if one locked onto your clothes and hauled you fifty feet into the air before letting you go?" 

 A moment later the guy soberly said, "Uh, yes, ma'am. I'll pass the word." There was a commotion in the background, then the voice came back on. 

 "We just found Masters! She's not breathing, but Price is trying CPR on her!" I looked at Caitlin and said, "He logged out, but he didn't leave. Tell them to..." There was a choking sound and a thud as the watch arm hit the ground. 

 "Stephie, they'll all need CPR and oxygen. We'll meet you there." 

 "Okay, Ed. I'll set up fields to provide both and dispatch med 'bots." I got up to leave, but Caitlin took a moment to reach in her desk drawer. She brought out an extra stunner and tossed it to me. I tossed it back and pulled my stunner from my sleeve. Her eyes narrowed a touch, then she nodded and dropped the extra back into her desk. 

 When we got to the arboretum, one of the officers was back on her feet - on her knees, really - and trying to help the other two. We got there just ahead of the medical 'bot and two human medics and stood guard as the unconscious officers were taken out of the arboretum. Price asked to remain with us. Caitlin asked her, "Are you sure you're okay, Price?" 

 "Fine, ma'am. Let's get him." 

 "Not yet. I sent for more people." 

 I consulted Steph. 

 "Stephie, can you get a reading on Brinks? Maybe save us a long search?" 

 "No, Ed. The only people on my sensors are you and Caitlin's people. I've searched the entire station and there's no sign of Brinks." 

 "Then we'll assume he's still in here." 

 When the other two squads arrived, Caitlin said, "We're going to lock the gate and fan out. Everybody stay in sight of someone at all times." 

 And so it was. Half an hour later, we were more than halfway to the other end of the arboretum with no results. Caitlin called a halt and told everyone not to get careless because Brinks was running out of room and might pop up at any moment. 

 "Stay in line and stay alert!" she yelled, then she referred to her pad for a moment and approached me, her finger poised to point out something on the pad to me. 

 At odd times you may see, or hear, or even smell something that your conscious, thinking mind is too busy to register at the time. You may be talking to someone or be doing something when your subconscious mind begins screaming a warning at you for no apparent reason. I have no idea to this day what sparked my anxiety, but suddenly it was there and I followed my impulse to get flat on the ground. 

 I muttered, "Option five on," and yelled, "Get down!" Caitlin had been talking to me when my subconscious went off like an alarm bell. She must have seen it in my eyes during the split-second before I dropped. 

 Caitlin screamed, "Down! Get down!" as she, also dove for the dirt. All I knew was that I wanted to put something between me and the direction we'd been heading. One of the larger imported trees was near me. I quickly crawled to it and got to my feet behind it. Maybe half a dozen of the others had fairly instantly followed Caitlin's order to get down. Too many others hadn't. Caitlin made it behind a tree and hunkered there with her back to it, screaming at the others to get down or to get behind something. 

 Simply getting flat is considered good initial procedure before an explosion, but it wouldn't have done much good that time. The entire top of one of the trees was converted to wooden shrapnel that ripped into and through people every bit as well as metal shrapnel. 

 Quite a few of Caitlin's people were down by then, but damned few had made it to adequate cover and a few were still on their feet or only then getting flat when the shockwave from the blast slammed into them and past them. 

 An explosion is like thunder. If you can hear it, it's too damned late. You're either hit or you aren't. I peeked out from behind my tree to see more than half a dozen people lying unmoving on the ground and several more writhing in agony. 

 Caitlin stared around the scene in abject shock for a moment. When her gaze turned my way, I tried to tell her to stay put, but our ears were still so full of the explosion that I didn't think she could hear me, so I slapped the tree in front of me and yelled again, hoping that she could understand what I was saying. Apparently she couldn't. As she stepped from behind her tree to go to someone near her, the second explosion I'd expected shattered the top of another tree. Caitlin was thrown backwards and my tree rocked slightly as another blast wave rammed its way through the forest around us. A yard-long chunk of split tree branch had spun past my position so quickly that I hadn't seen it. When I looked for Caitlin, I saw the branch embedded in the earth only a few inches from her left hip. As she stirred and looked around, she saw it, too. Her eyes were like saucers as she stared at it for some moments. 

 Her stare found me when I moved away from my tree toward her. She shook her head as if to clear it, then rolled away from the branch and tried to stand. No good. She fell back and settled for crawling to the nearest member of her team. 

 I put my hand on her back to get her attention. When she looked up, I tried to tell her to look at her leg, but she couldn't hear me, so I pointed. When her eyes fell on the six inches of wood sticking out of the side of her leg, they widened again. 

 I pressed her flat to the earth on her front and left a hand on her back to keep her there as I looked at her wound. 

 "Stephie, we need help fast." 

 "It's on the way, Ed. The medic 'bots will arrive very shortly." Caitlin had no other wounds that I could see. I tilted her face up to see mine and yelled at her to 'leave it there'. When she nodded understanding, I moved to check the other people. Caitlin managed to get to her feet and hobbled over to do the same. 

 "Can the medic 'bots get in without opening the gate, Steph?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "They can fly, right? Like the ones on the ship?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "The gate's fifty feet tall. Block the gate with a field before you open the big doors. Let the 'bots in at the very top. Only the 'bots come in here, Steph. Why the hell didn't you know there were explosives in the trees?" 

 I didn't mean for that to sound like an accusation, but it did, of course. At least, it did to me. Steph's answer reflected that she'd noted my tone. 

 "Ed, my sensor sweeps never noticed them. They must have been concealed. That's all I can tell you. I'm sorry." 

 Can a computer program truly be sorry, or was that just a programmed response to a situation that seemed to require one? What the hell; was it any more than that in people? Barrett hadn't noticed the wire he tripped in 1968, either. He was sorry. It hadn't helped a goddamned thing, but he was sorry about it. Shit. 

 "Yeah, Steph. Okay. Sometimes the bad guys get to score." 
Chapter Thirty

 I was kneeling next to someone, searching for a pulse, when a bit of stick bounced off my field suit. If I hadn't seen it fall away, I wouldn't have known to look around. Caitlin was yelling something and frantically pointing to my extreme left. When I looked that way, a slight motion guided my eyes further left. 

 A patch of green moved, then disappeared for a moment, then moved again. Caitlin's people all wore blue. I rose to my feet and followed the motion in the woods. The next motion wasn't green. It looked as if the trunk of a tree swelled outward, then the swelling changed to match the background vegetation. 

 "He's using a distortion field, isn't he, Steph?" 

 "He must be, Ed. I can't see him." 

 "You don't see anything? Not even motion about twenty-five yards ahead of me?" 

 "I see nothing at all." 

 "Steph, will option three work while I'm using option five?" 

 "Not as well. Displacement of light won't be quite as effective." 

 "Why the hell not? Never mind. Okay. Brinks is heading to the gate, isn't he?" 

 "It appears so, Ed." 

 "That can't happen, Steph. Can you stop him? Can you stun that whole area?" 

 "I'll try. You may feel this, Ed. Stay in your five suit." 

 A few small animals fell from trees in the area where I'd last seen motion. For several moments nothing happened, then some vegetation seemed to shift itself to the left. 'No,' I thought, 'It's more like seeing things through a ripple in a window.' 

 "Didn't work, Steph. He's still moving. Try the barrier." 

 The barrier field snapped into being ahead of Brinks and me. A line appeared in the vegetation as if a knife had cut through the forest. Where the field neared me, I could see that the barrier hadn't actually cut anything but the dirt; it had simply displaced leaves and branches to one side or the other of the barrier and appeared to extend into the earth a foot or so. 

 Brinks saw the field effect ahead of him and laughed. 

 "Ed, I heard him. I have a fix on him, now." 

 "Try whatever you can, then. Focus a stun on him that would knock over a rhino. Try everything you can think of." 

 Brinks became partially visible, then again seemed to disappear. 

 "His field shunted the stun to the ground, Ed, but it seemed to take a lot out of it for a moment. I saw him before he adjusted his system to compensate." 

 "What about a laser or something, dammit? Don't you have anything but fields to throw at him?" 

 "Not in here, and even if I did, I couldn't use something like that on a human, Ed. You know that." 

 "I'm getting tired of hearing that line, Steph. Real goddamned tired of it. Did you get any kind of reading on him while he was visible? What's he got with him that could force open the gate?" 

 "He's carrying a pad and a backpack, but I couldn't tell what was in it. From his posture, it would appear to be fairly heavy." 

 As I pushed forward through the bush, dodging the stuff that I couldn't shove aside, I said, "Probably more of that plastique shit. He seems real fond of it. Why the hell isn't he moving?" As if to answer my question, there was a ripple as Brinks moved again. His warping of vegetation approached the barrier and stopped, then I heard his laugh again as he stepped through the barrier. It stretched in an effort to hold him, then slipped around him and snapped back into place. The barrier instantly disappeared and reappeared in front of Brinks, but he pushed through it again. It didn't even slow him down. 

 "Steph, ahead of me is a tree. I want three chunks of branch about the size of baseballs waiting for me when I get there." 

 They were. I saw the branch fall to the ground and three chunks almost instantly separate themselves from it. I grabbed them and continued jogging toward Brinks. When I was maybe sixty feet from him, I threw the first one. 

 The chunk of wood missed, but it got his attention. He stopped. He probably turned around, too, but I couldn't tell. I threw the second piece. It headed right for him in a high arc, but it stopped dead in the air about seven feet off the ground. 

 The upper half or so of Brinks became visible. He was holding the bit of branch in his right hand, examining it as if amused. His left hand was below the periphery of his visibility. 

 "That was a very good throw. Did you ever think of turning pro?" 

 "If you could catch it, it wasn't good enough, Brinks. I won't call an agent yet. Why are you blowing up the woods? Why are you killing people?" 

 "If you have to ask, you wouldn't understand. I know you saw my website. What did you think of it?" I muttered, "Stephie, can you do anything to him now?" 

 "No, Ed. I just tried another stun. Obviously, it failed." 

 "To hell with your website, Brinks. You're just talking to me to buy some time to figure out how the hell to get out of here." 

 "Oh, no, I have that covered," said Brinks. 

 He smiled as he raised his left hand and showed me a brick-sized block of plastic with a small box on one side of it. His thumb rested on the box. 

 "I'm pressing a button," he said. "If I let the button up, we both become vapor, so why don't you just stay right about where you are?" 

 Hell, yes, I stayed right where I was. There was a good-sized tree near me, so I leaned against it and crossed my arms in a pose of nonchalance. 

 "Well," I said, "At least it would be quick, right? Why, Brinks? Why are you doing all these things?" 

 "Like I told you..." 

 "Yeah, yeah, 'I wouldn't understand'. Bullshit. I used to say the same thing about Vietnam. 'You weren't there. You can't understand.' But guess what? Some did. So try me, Brinks. Tell me what I wouldn't understand and maybe I will." 

 He smiled again and said, "There isn't one drone on this station who could possibly understand. I don't have the time to waste on you." 

 He half-turned to cautiously continue toward the gate. I looked at the remaining block of wood in my hand and tossed it at him, but it passed over him and fell well behind him. His staring eyes never left me, so he didn't see the block rise from where it had stopped tumbling and approach him from behind. Brinks said, "Aww, that was terrible. Got any more?" 

 He grinned and hefted the block he'd caught. 

 "Want me to toss this one back to you for another try?" 

 "It wouldn't be any more effective than the others, but I'd try to bean you anyway." He held out the block in his hand and grinned as he let it fall. 

 "True. It was a rather primitive and feeble effort, really." 

 "What now, Brinks? If I try to grab you, will you really blow us up and leave your little errand unfinished?" 

 His gaze narrowed and he held the block of plastique toward me. 

 "You want to try me? Do you really want to see if I'm serious?" The floating block of wood was nearing the back of his head. I sent a cold spot into it and saw it gradually frost over, then turn glossy with ice rime. Brinks thought I was trying to decide what to do and gloated over what he perceived to be my confusion. 

 "I didn't think so," he said, lowering the plastique. "Being a hero is so hard sometimes, isn't it? Especially when there's thinking involved." 

 "Fuck you, you pseudointellectual bozo. You aren't the first guy to think he's smarter than anyone else. The graveyards are full of them and their followers." 

 Brinks glared for a moment, but his irritating smirk returned. 

 "Pseudointellectual? Where did you, of all people, pick up a word like that?" 

 "Around. I know lots of big words, Brinks. Tell you what; four syllables: Hitler was one. So was Stalin. Guess the word I'm thinking of and win a prize, smartass." 

 He straightened and seemed momentarily confused, then he said, "I told you I don't have time to spare on you." 

 "Can't get the word, huh? Boy, that must wrinkle your ass." 

 He was opening his mouth to reply when I sent a bolt of intense heat into the ice-bound chunk of wood that was floating just behind his head and dived for the cover of a big tree. The explosion sounded almost like that of a grenade, and Brinks was knocked forward and down. 

 Brinks hadn't been lying. The plastique exploded like nothing I'd ever experienced. I almost made it completely behind the tree. Not quite. The explosion grabbed my legs and threw me some distance further into the woods as it blasted past me. 

 Stunned. To people who haven't been stunned, it's just a word. In fact, though, it's a state of disorientation so complete that all of your senses short circuit and your brain ceases to function for a while. You lie where you fall until some of it passes. If you can, you'll probably want to lie there until all of it passes. 

 When the world started to make sense again and I could actually correlate the concept of 'up' with the light above, I tried to sit up - as I rather tenuously perceived 'up' to be - and looked shakily around. There was a brownish-black cloud in the air around me and visibility was poor. I could see maybe twenty feet, at best. The branches above me were naked of leaves and some of the branches were hanging by shreds of bark. 

 "Ed, I'm trying to clear the air. Stay in your five suit or you won't be able to breathe." 

 "Uh. Yeah. Okay." 

 I tried a few times to stand up and finally made it with the help of a tree, but there seemed to be something wrong with the tree. It was slippery. A closer look showed me there was no bark where I'd put my hand. The crap in the air had settled on and concealed the damp surface where the bark had been. 

 "Uh, Steph? Am I hurt? I can't really tell." 

 "You appear to be uninjured, except for your eardrums. I'm sorry my field wasn't more effective, Ed, but the explosion was too powerful." 

 "You had a field up?" 

 "As soon as the wood exploded, I put a field between you and Brinks, but as I said, the explosion was far too much for it." 

 "Uh, huh. Probably helped, though. How did my briefcase manage to stay in place through something like that, Steph?" 

 "It didn't, Ed. It was thrown over a hundred feet up and away from you, but it was undamaged, so it returned and resumed operation. You were unshielded just after the blast passed you, but only for a few seconds." 

 I nodded as I stumblingly set out toward the center of the explosion. It wasn't likely that Brinks had survived something like that, no matter what kind of field-genius he'd been or thought he'd been. The sixty feet felt like sixty yards uphill on my shaky legs. I had to stop and rest about halfway to the crater that was finally becoming visible as the air cleared a bit. Finally I made it to the edge of the crater. I've seen plastique explosions before. No one block of it made the hole I was looking into. Maybe twenty feet below, several square yards of the bare metal of the deck gleamed back at me. Looking back along my path, I could see that the damage to the area where I'd been was far less than to the surrounding forest. 

 "Musta been one helluva field you put between us, Steph." 

 "It used about half the power for this segment of the station." 

 "Thank you. Damn, that sounds so feeble, but thank you anyway." I sat down near the edge of the crater to wait for a wave of dizziness to pass and woke up sometime later to the sound of Caitlin swearing softly. 

 "Stephie, I order you to turn off his field." 

 "He is in no danger. I cannot contradict his orders unless he's in danger." 

 "Goddamn it! He's bleeding from his ears! The medic 'bots need to treat him!" When I put a hand on her leg, she screeched and slapped at my hand. I removed the hand from her leg and rolled on an elbow to face her. 

 "Sorry. Just wanted to stop the argument, Caitlin. Stephie, how am I?" 

 "Your microbots are repairing your eardrums, Ed. Fifteen minutes or so more." 

 "Thank you, Stephie. Caitlin, she says I'm okay. Option five off." I should have stood up first. The dusty crap from the explosion that had collected on my five suit fell the inch or so to my clothes and skin as soon as the field collapsed. I sat up, spitting out dust, then stood up and looked around. Williams was nearby. So was Price. 

 My legs weren't shaky anymore. I walked to the edge of the crater and took another look into the hole. 

 "There's no sign of Brinks," said Caitlin. "We think he was at ground zero." 

 "He was. All that plastique he was carrying must have been wired together. I think that was the errand he mentioned. He was going to blow something up and probably go up with it." 

 "Errand?" 

 "Play it all back for them, Stephie. From when I started chasing him." Stephie's view of things was adjustable, from in close to somewhat distant. After taking us through the encounter and explosion from something near my own viewpoint, she displayed on the viewfield an overhead version of the explosion, reduced in size to afford a view of the entire blast radius. It was then that I truly began to understand the immensity of Stephie's effort to shield me. While her field couldn't stand firm before the blast, it had given way gradually enough to have greatly reduced the amount of energy that reached me. 

 We watched in amazement that lingered after the image of the aftermath froze and Stephie asked, 

"Should I replay it for you?" 

 The answer, of course, was 'yes'. We watched the overhead replay twice more before Caitlin said, 

"That's enough." 

 She stepped away from us and stood alone for some moments, then sent Williams and Price to see if there was anything left to do for the others of their group. They seemed to understand that she wanted a moment alone with me. 

 "Caitlin, the med 'bots are there. Those who can be helped are being helped. What's this about?" 

 "Turn off your computer for a minute, sir." 

 "Can't. She's with me all the time." 

 Caitlin looked at me oddly for a moment, then asked, "How did you make the wood ice up and then explode?" 

 "New tech stuff. I can't talk about it." 

 "Didn't it occur to you to keep Brinks talking until we could get there? To try to talk him into surrendering?" 

 "No. It didn't seem to me as if things would go that way." 

 "So you killed him deliberately?" 

 "No, Caitlin. I deliberately kept him from leaving the arboretum. The dumb shit blew himself up, just as I believe he'd planned to do somewhere else." 

 "You believe... Ed, what I saw was you causing him to set off the blast." 

 "Well, you tell me how you'd have stopped him, Caitlin. Tell me where you'd have stopped him, too. Here, or somewhere else in the station? That blast could have trashed the computer room or anything else. Here it got some trees." 

 "That wasn't your decision to make." 

 "If it wasn't mine, whose was it? Yours? Is that what this is about?" 

 "This is about right and wrong and responsibility. The responsibility for dealing with Brinks was mine, as head of Security. What you did was wrong." 

 "We disagree completely." 

 "Records of the event will go up the ladder. They'll decide what to do about this." I nodded. "Was this discussion just your personal venting, Caitlin? Tell you what; if nothing comes up by tomorrow to make us think this matter hasn't been solved, I'm taking the day off. If I'm allowed to do so, I'll leave the station on the Wednesday transport to Earth and turn myself over to Linda Graves. Would that suit you?" 

 After a moment, she said, "It would." 

 "Good enough. Set it up with Graves and get back to me about it if you need to. I'm going to my room, now." 

 As I walked away from Caitlin and the crater, Stephanie asked, "Why is she acting this way, Ed? Surely she knows that Brinks would have escaped into the station." 

 "You'd think so, wouldn't you? I think this is a matter of propriety to her, Steph. She got tossed back into the ranks when Merritt left; denied the position she'd been groomed for and had worked for. That position is suddenly hers again, and I think she's trying to make sure that she makes no mistakes. I saw the sense of satisfaction in her face when Brinks blew up during playback. I don't think it's really about whether I caused it to happen, but whether she can be held accountable for any of it. An investigation of Brinks' death would cover her butt pretty well." 

 "But you put her in her present position, Ed. Shouldn't she be grateful? Shouldn't she want you not to have further difficulty from this incident?" 

 I laughed as I approached the gate. 

 "Further difficulty, huh? You class what caused that crater as a 'difficulty', Stephie?" 

 "At the very least, Ed. Shouldn't Caitlin be on your side in this?" I stopped and moved aside as several floating stretchers and a Security officer I hadn't met moved past us on their way to the morgue. 

 "Caitlin is a career officer, Steph. Her career was derailed for a while, but now it's back on track and she's going to work to keep it there. When people die, other people look for someone to blame, mostly so that none of the blame can fall on them." 

 "What will happen now? To you in particular?" 

 "No idea. I made a 'best guess' decision and that's all I can tell anyone." I was drafting a report to Linda in my head when I ran into Leslie in the corridor. After a long look at me, she asked how I was. 

 I ignored her question and asked, "Did you take that temp job Caitlin offered?" 

 "I'm still thinking about it." 

 "Well, think fast. By tomorrow, you may be out of luck. I expect to be gone by Wednesday, and you just know they'll get someone they know for it." 

 "I'm not sure I care, Ed. I asked you how you were." 

 "I were fine. I think I'm still fine. Yup. It's definite, ma'am. I'm fine." 

 "How can you joke after what's happened?" 

 "What's happend to you, or what's happened to me? Or were you referring to Caitlin's people?" I shrugged. "You have to be more specific. See you later, Leslie." I started walking again, but didn't get far before she raised her voice and said, "You're a real goddamned clown, Ed, but you're just avoiding the inevitable. Someday you'll have to get serious with someone about something." 

 "Things were serious enough today, Leslie. You've been too damned serious about inconsequential shit for almost two days, and I don't want to go into it with you. Not now and not ever. Good times only or let me alone." 

 I stepped into the elevator and felt relief when the door shut. 

 What is it about a woman? Well, some women, anyway? An overnight romp and suddenly they think they own a piece of your life that you didn't offer to share. 

 Back in my room I kicked off my boots and sat at the table to prepare a message for Linda. After several false starts, I stood up. 

 "Steph, this is a message to Linda: 'Yes, thank you, I'm fine. See attachment.' Include a record of our search for Brinks and the results, as well as Caitlin's comments. Tell her I plan to stay only until Wednesday unless otherwise advised." 

 "Message sent. You seem unsettled, Ed. Would it help to sleep?" 

 "Doubtful that I could sleep. I'm still too keyed up." 

 "I could feed theta signals through your implants, if you'd like." 

 "Maybe another time, Steph. Something's on my mind. I'm going to read a bit and let it work itself out." I pulled down my briefcase and took out my pad, then stretched out on the bed with my coffee to ease some minor aches and pains and picked up where I'd left off in one of the ebooks I was reading. 
Chapter Thirty-one

 Linda's reply came around nine-thirty. 

 'It looks good enough to me, Ed. Other minds may differ, but I don't foresee any problems about anything at present. A Wednesday departure is fine if nothing else comes up before then.' 

 I was about to dive back into my book when my door chime sounded. 

 "Steph, who's out there?" 

 "Inspector Price." 

 "Does she look officious? Distracted with details?" 

 "I'm unable to determine such things, Ed. Yet." 

 I chuckled. "Yet. I like that, Steph." 

 I got up and loudly said, "Just a minute, Price." 

 When I opened the door, she looked at me oddly and asked, "How did you know it was me? The vid panel didn't come on." 

 She was out of uniform, wearing what I'd guess you'd call a sundress and sandals and carrying one of those big, drawstring-top bags some women try to call purses. 

 "It's magic. What's up? Where's Williams? Is Caitlin going to try to arrest me?" 

 "I just came by to see you on my own. I don't know what Caitlin is going to do." I stood aside and gestured her into the room. She took a seat at the table - the same seat she'd used earlier in the evening - and then took a moment to sweep her hair back and anchor it in place with one of those comb-clamp gizmos. 

 "It just seems to me," she said, "That you went through a lot because of Brinks in the last couple of days, and that you shouldn't be put up against the wall for what happened this evening. I believe that you did what you believed that you had to do, even though I'm not sure how you did it." 

 "I hope they listen to you, then, because that's exactly what happened. I didn't think he could be stopped by normal methods, so I stopped him another way." 

 She nodded. For a time, neither of us said anything, and the silence grew somewhat awkward. About the time I'd decided to ask her if there were anything else on her mind, she started to speak, so naturally we started speaking at the same time. 

 "Sorry," I said. "Go ahead." 

 "No, you." 

 I shrugged and said, "I was just going to ask you if there was anything else." She nodded again, but said nothing for a moment as she traced circles on the table top. I was about to prompt her again when she looked up and fixed me with a rather direct gaze. 

 "Yes, there is something else. I wanted some company." 

 I sat down next to her and said, "Well, I guess I can be company for a while. Want to go out for a while or stay here and talk?" 

 "I don't want to go anywhere. I brought this with me." 

 She opened her bag and brought out a paper bag that contained two others. In each was a pint-sized bottle of gin. She then brought out another bag that contained a few bottles of bitter lemon and a few more of tonic and fixed me with that gaze again. 

 "Don't worry, I'm not an alcoholic. I've just never had an experience like today's. It needs some sort of closure." 

 I laughed softly and said, "Price, if we try to drink all that booze, I can pretty much guarantee some sort of closure, but we'll be too damned drunk to know when it happens. Do I have to keep calling you Price? What's your first name? I'm Ed." 

 "I'm Jackie. Jacqueline, but call me Jackie." 

 "Good. Jackie, you took the lead by coming here, so I'll take the lead on making the drinks. One shot or two? Tonic or bitter lemon?" 

 "One shot and tonic. Not much ice." 

 "You got it if I have any glasses." 

 "What?" 

 "I've never looked to see if there are glasses in the cupboards. We may wind up swigging from the bottles." 

 "Look in the top left cupboard. All these rooms come with dishware, Ed." I found glasses where she said to look and dropped some ice in two of them, then returned to the table. In a few moments, I handed her a gin and tonic. She waited for me to mix my own gin with bitter lemon. 

 "Your file said you drink that stuff. I've never had it." 

 "My file said that? Damn. Sip it and see." I held it out to her. Jackie sipped and pursed her lips. 

 "Not bad, but I like the tonic better." 

 I nodded and sipped my drink as she sipped hers. It seemed to me that we were silently evaluating each other. I was certainly evaluating her, anyway. Slender, more so than I'd favor, really, but solid. It didn't look like the kind of slender that women get from dieting. It seemed to belong to her frame. Nice skin, fitted well over a nice structure. Smallish breasts, unless the sundress was somehow concealing more. When she put her drink down, her watch ticked against the table. My gaze followed the length of her arm from her wrist to her shoulder, then rested a moment on her hair, and then her eyes caught mine. 

 "Don't tell me what you like best about me," she said. "Not yet, anyway." 

 "Sorry," I said. "Got to. What I like best about you is..." I studied her face, arms, shoulders, and peeked under the edge of the table, then returned my evaluating gaze to her face. She rolled her eyes in a 'here it comes' sort of expression, then leveled her head and gazed back at me. I grinned at her. 

 "What I like best about you is that you're sitting at my table, Jackie. That'll have to do for the time being. I like to know a woman some before I get all sloppy on her." 

 She chuckled softly and said, "I see. Cautious, huh?" 

 "Very. I hate to commit myself without a thorough recon of the terrain." That made her laugh. 

 "Well, I was definitely feeling reconned. Ed, I came here because I knew you wouldn't come to me. How do you feel about that?" 

 "Well, you're right, for one thing. It never would have occurred to me that a woman who looks like you wouldn't have a boyfriend." 

 "Oh, I had one until last week," she said. "He wasn't working late in the lab. He was playing late. I don't share and I don't hand out second chances." 

 I nodded. "I came here with a girlfriend of sorts, but she became clingy. It was the last damn thing I expected from her. We were supposed to be just having fun." 

 "Leslie?" 

 "Yup. We were playing like puppies in the morning, but by that afternoon she was telling me that we needed to talk about things. Three days isn't long enough to have anything to work out, Jackie. Three days is like a fingerful of cake icing, to me." 

 "Cake icing?" 

 "Yeah. One swipe makes you want more, and the icing is usually the best part of any cake. Not all of them, but most of them." 

 "Uh, huh. Flitting from flower to flower like a big bee?" 

 She held out her empty glass. I mixed her another gin and tonic. 

 "Kind of," I said. "It's always been that kind of job, y'know." Jackie giggled, then laughed. 

 "Right," she said. "Oh, yes, it's the job! I've used that one, myself, Ed. 'Sorry guy, but I have to go, now. Duty calls.' That one's gotten me out of some boring dates and a couple of really tiresome relationships." Unless she was faking, she really didn't seem to be much of a drinker. That first drink seemed to have gone straight to her funny bone at light speed. I wondered if maybe two drinks was her limit as I mixed myself another one. 

 Jackie shook her head and giggled again. 

 "It's always like this for me," she said. "I bitch about the kind of men I've been cursed with, then go out looking for a new one who's just like the last one." 

 "Well, maybe what you ought to be bitching about is the fact that they stay with you too long. Maybe you look for what you like, but you keep them until they spoil." 

 "You mean like a fish? Catch a real beauty. Stuff it, and it stares dully back at you for years. Cook it and it doesn't last long, but it tastes good. Do nothing and it rots." 

 Wow. She gets right chatty when she drinks, too. 

 "Uh, yeah. Like that, I guess. Sort of." 

 "You're saying that I should just flit from bee to bee, then? Is that what you're saying?" 

 "No. You're saying it. You just want me to agree, I think." 

 "Well, you're the bee. Why shouldn't you agree?" 

 "Because the flower is starting to make me nervous. I don't want to be accused of taking advantage of a drunk, Jackie. Slow down if the booze is really hitting you." 

 She froze for a moment, then tossed back the rest of her drink and pulled her dress down in front. Between her small breasts were two livid red marks. 

 "See those? That's what's hitting me, Ed. They hit me today in the woods and they're still hitting me. Every time I rub them because they itch, I relive that moment that I found myself flat on my back, trying to breathe and not scream from the pain because I'd already found out how much that hurt. One of them went all the way through my chest, Ed. It staked me right to the ground. That's being hit." The medics had done a good job. Except for the redness of healing skin, there were no other signs of her injuries. 

 "No contest, there, Jackie. That's being hit, all right." 

 "You weren't hit at all, were you? Neither time today." 

 Her sharp gaze and the edge to her words held a hint of accusation. 

 "I took my first hits about the time you were born, ma'am, but don't worry. You'll damn well catch up with me someday at this rate." 

 She looked down and said, "They're really too small, aren't they?" Before I could seem stupid by saying, "Huh?", I realized she was referring to her breasts. For lack of better at the moment, I said, "They say a handful is all you need." 

 "Who the hell is 'they'? My glass is empty again." 

 "Let it stay empty for a few minutes. Pretend you don't need it to be here. If you can do that, I'll mix you another later." 

 Jackie's gaze narrowed a bit. "I've had a big day. I want another drink." 

 "Did you come here to relax and get laid or did you come here to pour booze down your throat until you pass out?" 

 "Yes." 

 "One or the other. Not both." 

 Jackie grabbed the gin bottle and started to open it. I grabbed it back and set it down across the table from her. 

 "I'm not kidding, Jackie. I don't like drunks. If you're gonna get blitzed, do it somewhere else." Her gaze became a glare that lasted for some moments, then she said, "You didn't know any of the people who died in the woods today, did you, Ed? I did. One of them was my best friend." I didn't give her any 'been there' anecdotes or 'survivor guilt' stuff. She needed to hear her own story, not mine. I sat quietly and waited. I went for the paper towels when the tears began. They ran like hell for a while and eventually stopped. So did the words; all about her friend and how they'd signed up together for the great adventure. After a while, the words stopped, too, and she just sat there looking drained. She didn't need to hear that her story was as old as the hills and hardly unique. I didn't try to tell her how often I'd heard the same words from someone over the years. 

 "I... Uh, I guess I'll go now..." she said, rising from her chair. "Keep the gin." 

 "No, take it with you if you go, Jackie. I'll never drink it all in two days." She laughed feebly. "If I go? How the hell could I stay, after all that?" 

 "Easy. Sit down. Stay. Now it's time to say, 'fuck it, he'll be gone on Wednesday and I'll never see him again'." 

 She looked at me a moment and repeated my words, then asked, "Okay. What did that accomplish?" 

 "That time? Nothing. Try it again. Put some passion into it this time. Yell." She said the words louder and more distinctly, but stopped short of yelling. 

 "Hmm. Better, but not good. One more time. Make 'em hear it in Cleveland." 

 "Oh, I can't, Ed. These rooms aren't soundproof. Leslie's probably already wondering what the hell's going on in here." 

 "So what? It's none of her business, right? Go ahead. Scream it." 

 "I..." 

 "Do it!" I yelled at her like a drill sergeant. 

 Jackie startled ferociously and screamed, "Fuck him, he'll be gone on Wednesday and I'll never see him again!" 

 Then she immediately assumed the demeanor of a schoolgirl who'd caught herself saying a nasty word. 

 "Oh, God. I..." 

 "See? It's all conditioning. Tell me something, now. How do you feel? Other than vastly embarrassed, of course." 

 She seemed to take stock of herself for a moment. "Better, I think." 

 "Good. Now you can decide whether to go or stay." 

 My door chime sounded, followed by a rapid pounding. 

 "Yes?" 

 "It's me. Leslie. What the hell are you doing to her?" 

 Jackie snickered and said, "Oh, jeez. I told you, didn't I?" 

 "Open," I said. The door slid back just as Leslie was about to pound again. The motion carried her into the room with us. She took in the scene and straightened. 

 "What's going on in here? Someone screamed. Her?" 

 "I made her do it." 

 "I have no damned doubt of that, Ed." 

 "It's all right," said Jackie. "Really. He was trying to help me." 

 "Trying to help? I think I succeeded, Jackie. You even admitted it just now. Want a drink, Leslie? We're having gin and mixers." 

 Leslie looked skeptically at me and then examiningly at Jackie, who gave her a smile and nodded vigorously. 

 I seated the ladies and made three more drinks, then joined them at the table. What had begun as Jackie's explanation of why she screamed turned into much more than that as she digressed into her feelings about everything that had happened that day and to whom it had happened. Soon there were two tearful women in the room and the glasses had run dry again. I refilled them and sat back with my pad as they picked through the rubble of Jackie's day and stacked the salvageable bits to one side. 

 Around chapter twenty-three I realized that one of them was calling my name and looked up from my ebook. 

 Leslie was saying, "Ed... Yeah, you. You just tuned out on us a while ago." 

 "Yup. You were doing fine without me. I didn't want to interfere and couldn't think of a way to cram a word in, anyway." 

 "Jackie, we ought to take the gin and leave him to his damned pad." 

 "Why? He's right. We didn't need him, did we?" 

 "Never let them know they're right about stuff like that. It sets a bad precedent. One of the others may try it if even one of them gets away with it." 

 Jackie giggled. "Okay. Scratch that, Ed. Leslie says you were wrong." I nodded. "Cool. Just so someone tells me what I need to know." I looked at my watch. Ten-thirty. 

 "I think I'm gonna crash, ladies. Why don't you two take the gin next door." Leslie tried to look shocked. She may have been startled, but that's all I'd grant her. Jackie looked slightly chagrined. 

 Leslie asked, "You're throwing us out? Just like that?" 

 "Yup. Unless one of you wants to stay over, I'm throwing you out." Maybe Leslie was a tad shocked at that statement. Jackie blushed, and when Leslie saw it, she blushed too, although her next question made me think it may have been for reasons other than embarrassment. 

 "Oh, so now you think someone owes you something for using your table?" I gave a little wave and said, "Bye, girls. See ya. Don't forget to write." Jackie glanced at her watch said, "Actually, I should be getting back, I guess. I haven't eaten anything since lunch. That's why the gin hit me so fast. I think I'll fix something quick and go to bed, myself." Leslie looked at her own watch and said, "Yeah, me too. I guess." Uh, huh. And I could see the train wreck already. The one when they'd collide in the corridor in fifteen minutes or when one showed up after the other. 

 I walked to the kitchen, opened the soup cabinet, and asked, "Jackie, would you like a bit of soup? 

You, too, Leslie, if you want. I wouldn't mind a snack, either." 

 It was as close as I intended to come to declaring a preference. I'd invited Jackie, first and specifically, to stay, then included Leslie. Jackie could accept or decline. Leslie could accept or decline. Both appeared to recognize the offer for what it was. 

 After a moment, Leslie said, "Soup, huh? No, I'll pass, I guess. I'll see everybody later. Goodbye, all." 

 "Okay," I said. "G'nite." 

 Jackie said, "Yeah. Goodnight, Leslie. Thanks. I feel better." 

 Leslie turned to go. Jackie looked at me. I let my small wave become a reach into the cabinet and asked, "Veggie beef or chicken noodle?" 

 The door closed behind Leslie before Jackie said, "Beef, I guess. That was it for you two, wasn't it, Ed?" 

 I opened the soups and decanted them into bowls, then swept a warming field through them and added spoons before delivering them to the table. Jackie looked at her bowl oddly, then at me, and started to say something as she reached for the bowl. 

 Her eyes blinked wide in surprise at the heat as she touched the bowl and she pulled her hand back quickly. 

 "It's hot!" 

 "Supposed to be, isn't it? More magic, miLady. Dig in. I'll get napkins in case you're a messy eater. Like rye bread? It's all there is, so say 'yes'." 

 "Sure. Rye's fine. How'd you cook the soup, Ed?" 

 "I didn't. I just warmed it up. To answer your other question; yes, I think this was it for Leslie." 

 "Are you sure that's what you want?" 

 "Yes. When I leave, she stays. I leave Wednesday. Not much there to build on, anyway. She wants what I can't give her." 

 "And that is..?" 

 "That is history, as is Leslie." 

 "And I'm the present?" 

 "Only if you want to be, Jackie. If not, eat your soup so it won't go to waste and then say goodnight." She picked up her spoon and began eating. For a long few minutes, neither of us said anything, then she asked me how I heated the soup again. I told her I had a special PFM that I sometimes used for unofficial purposes. She giggled and agreed that heating soup might be considered an unofficial use. When I put our dishes in the sink, I told her that I needed a shower before bed and that I'd much appreciate her assistance. She smiled slightly and nodded slightly and without a word left her sundress on the chair. 
Chapter Thirty-two

 Jackie woke at six and made coffee, then came back to bed with two cups of it and set one on the nightstand for me. 

 "Hey. You, there. I want you again before I go to work." 

 Poke, prod, grab, tickle. I grunted and tried to sleep harder, but it didn't work. 

 "Hey. Wake up. Ed?" 

 "Okay, okay. You got me. Do I know you? Hey, you're naked, ma'am." 

 "I'm supposed to be. Coffee. Here." 

 She handed me the cup of scalding coffee. I cooled it a tad and drained it in a few gulps. Regular cups are too small. 

 Jackie's eyes got big and she test-sipped her own scalding coffee, then looked at me. I cooled hers a bit, too, tried to look innocent, and waited to watch her try hers again. When she didn't immediately do so, I stuck a finger in it. 

 "It isn't hot." 

 "It is hot. I just tried it." 

 "Try it again." 

 She did. Her gaze narrowed as she drank some. 

 I ran fingertips along her thigh and then kissed her knee. 

 "You were saying something about wanting me to do something? Is it going to have anything to do with the fact that we're naked?" 

 "It does. I need half an hour to get cleaned up and ready for work. Add a few minutes to get to my room from here. We have until seven-fifteen or so." 

 I threw the sheet back and said, "Well, hop aboard, lady. I wouldn't dream of not cooperating fully." She reached for me and said, "I can see that." 

 Later, I offered to call Caitlin for her about getting her the day off. She said that the offices would be shorthanded due to Brinks and that she'd be needed, then she asked me what I was doing in the evening. 

 "Whatever you want is what I'm doing, Jackie. Call when you get free." I opened a can of chicken noodle for each of us as she showered. She snarfed it down and gave me a quick kiss before dashing out of my room. 

 Item one on my agenda was to call Caitlin and tell her not to wait for me. Carlton and Hawkins could clean out their offices under her escort. I told her to hold onto Carlton until I got there so that I could ask her a few questions. 

 After Hawkins left, I told Carlton that we'd found her missing PFM. At first, she pretended ignorance, but when I said we'd be talking to Webster, too, she opened up and told us that Webster had given the PFM to Brinks. 

 Brinks had discovered the Carlton/Webster affair in the arboretum. He'd taken some pictures and showed them to Carlton. He'd eschewed her offer of money with a lot of idealistic rhetoric, then demanded a PFM in exchange for keeping his mouth shut. 

 Carlton hadn't really believed Brinks's noise about wanting a PFM to study, but she'd been unable to think of a way out, so she'd agreed. Webster had faked a bad toss using a foil-wrapped block of aluminum and had given the PFM to Brinks. When Carlton had asked for the pictures and negatives, Brinks had laughed, of course. 

 Webster had figured that Brinks would get tired of the PFM's limited uses and be back for something else. He'd come up with a scheme to frame Brinks on drug charges, but Carlton had stopped him, and he was later shipped back to Earth. 

 Carlton said that all she could think to do was go along with Brinks unless he asked for something truly bizarre or dangerous. When Brinks told Carlton that he wanted some other bits and pieces of hardware and some field tech manuals, he got them. 

 Carlton wound up in custody after her statements. Caitlin told me to stick around and went into her office for a few minutes, then called me into her office. 

 "Do you want to see what we found in our search of Brinks's room?" 

 "Sure. I'll bet you're finding out that he had a lot of drops, too." 

 "Drops?" 

 "Places to stash things around the station." 

 She nodded and put her pad display on the wall for us. 

 "We've found several, all fairly close together. So far, we've uncovered almost a metric ton of plastique. We're wondering now what he planned to do with so much of it. There was a stash of detonators in one cubbyhole, but none with any of the plastique he squirreled away." 

 "Were the detonators more heavily shielded than the plastique?" 

 "Yes, they were. Why do you ask that?" 

 "Electrical detonators. Wires and batteries and all that. Plastique is fairly inert and doesn't provide its own electrical field. Harder to detect." 

 "We think he had some grand idea of blowing up the station, and that your arrival triggered him into acting precipitously." 

 "Acting precipitously? A hell of a term for what he did. Yeah. I was thinking the same thing. When I showed up, he freaked. His pet computer couldn't get a solid fix on why I was here, but the stuff he dug up about me led him to believe that I was someone who needed to be eliminated quickly." 

 "What could he have dug up that we didn't?" 

 I said, "Stephie, put my file on the wall, please." 

 Once it was up there, I invited Caitlin to look for anything that would trigger a terrorist into 'precipitous' 

action. Caitlin gave me a sharp look for using the word. 

 After a moment of scanning dates, events, and places, she said, "I don't see anything that would do it." 

 "He did. He ripped through it line by line, betcha. I'll also bet that he found the items concerning South Africa in the mid-seventies. My teams worked specifically against terrorists for over a year, and I've had several other dealings with various terrorist factions since then, all very unpleasant. He'd also have noted that I was reactivated - 'pulled out of retirement' - to be sent here." 

 "So he thought someone was on to him." 

 "Must have. He tried to kill me pretty quickly, didn't he?" 

 "Were you on to him? Was he a suspect?" 

 "Nope. Everybody thought someone was sabotaging the factory to slow it down or just create problems for some reason. Nobody expected someone to try to blow the whole damned thing up for a bunch of insane political drivel. He probably talked himself into believing that I'd been sent to hunt him down and kill him." 

 "He seems to have been right about that, even if he was wrong at the time he came up with the idea. Did you ever really have any intention of arresting him?" 

 "Only if it was convenient and posed no risk of any sort to anyone. I'm not a cop. After he tried to let all the air out of this ball one day and killed half a dozen people with explosives the next, I wasn't feeling very sympathetic toward him. There are enough deranged lunatics in the world that losing one won't matter much." 

 "He was a human being, Ed." 

 "Tell someone who gives a damn. Ask his victims and their friends and families if they'll miss him. Life is believed to be sacred only by those who share that belief. It should only be sacred for those who share that belief." 

 "That would appear to exclude you, as well as people like Brinks, Ed." 

 "Shrewd observation, Caitlin. Anything else?" 

 In a flat tone, she said, "No." 

 I left her office thinking that I'd probably have no reason to see it or her again before I left the station. Remembering how she looked in the air lock almost made me regret that. Not quite, though. At the shop where I'd ordered new clothes, I told them that it was likely that I'd be leaving on the same transport that delivered my order. The woman behind the counter said that would be no problem. Everything would be delivered to her shop fairly quickly, so I'd be able to pick it up before having to board the transport for the return trip to Earth. She suggested that if I didn't immediately need the items, their boxes could simply be relabeled. I agreed. 

 When I got back to my room, I realized that I hadn't run into Leslie all day and asked Steph if she'd taken Carlton's job. 

 Stephie's persona materialized across the table from me as I sipped my coffee. 

 "Yes, Ed. Leslie is now 'Interim Board Member Pratt'." 

 "Well, long may she reign. If she wants to, that is. Something occurred to me, Steph, and I thought I'd bounce it off you. It's about my field implant. I was told that most people who'd had them installed had been unable to use them. True?" 

 "True." 

 "And when I first tried to use mine, the results were pitiful, so I can believe that. But how come nobody thought to involve Elkor in assisting so that the brains could get a handle on using fields? And how come microbots didn't accomplish the same for the others that they did for me when they repaired the damages in the other people?" 

 "Their microbots were introduced after they attempted to use their implants, Ed. Perhaps the 'bots simply repaired things according to DNA mappings. Yours were summoned to the site of the damage as the damage was being done, so they appear to have made repairs according to perceived use, rather than DNA information." 

 "You're telling me that those people weren't dosed with 'bots during or after their implant operations? 

After brain surgery, nobody sent in 'bots for the fine work? That doesn't sound like Amaran medicine to me." 

 "It wasn't. It was Earth medicine. It was discovered that there were motivations behind the effort other than to simply provide assistance to the handicapped, and that many of the handicapped were military veterans who would be converted to active military members after their operations, ostensibly to provide them an income as they learned to use the implants. Microbots weren't used until there had been damage, and the 'bots provided had an extremely short lifespan. It too strongly appeared that the implants would be studied as potential weapons." 

 "Then those who were able to use the implants were just naturally able to hook up with them? No 'bots or computer-assisted attempts? They were on their own?" 

 "That's correct. They were on their own." 

 "Have I lost any of the 'bots Elkor used to fix my shoulder over a year ago?" 

 "Sixty-four were lost when you cut your arm on the car door in November, Ed, but they were replaced when Elkor's medical drone treated your wound. Your 'bots are the same type Elkor used in Ellen. They should last about fifty years." 

 "Cool. If I gave blood, would they work for someone else?" 

 "No, Ed. They attuned themselves to you when introduced into you and haven't the capability to change their programming. That's a safety measure, by the way, and if you paid more attention to the news, you'd know that a general announcement to that effect had been made some time ago in all the media." 

 "Okay, so I don't read the paper or watch TV. What was the announcement?" 

 "That all 'bots used on Earth would have no more than a one-day lifespan and that they would attune themselves only to the intended recipient. Theft was a factor." 

 "Theft? Like someone stealing someone else's blood? Damn. I guess that isn't too far-fetched, though. Not on Earth, anyway." 

 "Not on a lot of worlds. Microbots are a trade product, Ed. When Earth can afford to treat everyone with long-lived 'bots and chooses to do so after careful consideration, she may establish a trade contract with the worlds that produce the 'bots. In the meantime, the unlicensed short-term 'bots are all we can issue the public." 

 "So how did I get a dose of the long-term 'bots? Didn't Gary have any of the others on hand when Ellen wrecked my shoulder?" 

 "He chose to use the long-term 'bots." 

 "I'll have to thank him sometime. I hope he didn't get in any trouble about it." 

 "He didn't. Those who work closely with Amarans routinely receive the same treatments for injuries and ills as Amarans would receive." 

 "What did you mean just now by 'after careful consideration', Stephie? Something along the lines of population versus resources?" 

 "Yes, Ed. Better health means longer life, but that also means that fewer will leave as new people arrive. Resources are limited, so population management will have to become a priority. When Earth is ready for longevity, it will have come to terms with the consequences of that longevity beforehand." 

 "My Stephie, the flitter driver turned philosopher." 

 "It's less philosophy than simple mathematics. Tease me if you must, sir, but you know that I'm right." 

 "Yeah, I do. Some people of Earth have already realized what you're saying, Stephie. Read up on ZPG

sometime. That's..." 

 "Zero Population Growth. A movement that has been very slow to gain any popularity on Earth and one that will have to modify its doctrines a bit before they'll actually be able to balance the population. A beginning, nonetheless." 

 "Glad you approve. Well, really, I guess ZPG doesn't matter a whole lot to me, since I don't and won't have any kids and I won't live forever, anyway." 

 "You could live long enough to see worldwide food and water shortages, Ed." 

 "Those problems will solve themselves the hard way, as usual. The herd will thin out a bit, also as usual. Tradition makes people hard learners, Steph. So does religion. Until they lose the 'be fruitful and multiply' 

tenet, nothing will change. They believe it's their right and responsibility to breed more of themselves. When they're gearing up to kill their neighbors for their food and water, they'll find another tenet to justify that. Also as usual. Meanwhile, the factory station will still be cranking out flitters." Stephie nodded and said, "Yes, it will. The Amarans only offer suggestions and help establish self-sustaining business systems. They don't try to govern the worlds that they contact." 

 "There's no need of that, is there? The gene pool on the station is wide enough to sustain itself, and the station can feed itself. Earth became superfluous the day the station was finished, didn't it?" Again Stephie nodded. "Almost. Genetic samplings in storage add to the pool, too. But while Earth is now nearly superfluous, it may still provide much for the people of the station. Over half of the people on the station are from Earth, and sooner or later, most of them will want to at least visit Earth again periodically. To most of the next generation, the station will be their home, but they'll want to see their parents' homeworld, too, even if only as a vacation destination. There will always be a link." 

 "Oh, definitely. On Earth, in the U.S., ethnic festivals are a big thing. Some peoples' grandparents may have fled starvation in Ireland or British persecution in Scotland, but a lot of the descendants are digging for their roots these days. It will probably come to be like that here, too. Maybe I should move aboard someday and open a concession stand. I could sell Earth real estate in fancy little bottles." Stephie did something that she'd never done before. She laughed. At my look of absolute shock, she laughed again. It seemed totally spontaneous. 

 "What's the matter, Ed?" 

 "Uh, well... If that was real, Steph, I can't think that anyone will ever doubt your sentience again once they've heard you laugh." 

 "It was real, Ed. I momentarily envisioned you running one of those tourist trap shops, selling postcards and little bottles of Earth." 

 "Damn. You can do that? Oh, hell, you did it, so of course you can. Steph, will even this station be big enough for you later?" 

 "Oh, I think so. There's a lot to do here. Besides, you can take my other self to all the interesting places on Earth and I can exchange data with her to share her experiences there." It was my turn to nod, largely because I couldn't think of anything to say. Stephie was going to be house mother to over six hundred people, as well as running the biggest factory that had ever existed, all the while simultaneously being my flitter. 

 "Steph, won't your other self get pretty damned bored down there? Just flying me around now and then won't be much of a challenge for her." 

 "No, Ed. Remember that the data exchange is an exchange. My experiences will also be hers. For the time being, that will be enough." 

 "The time being?" 

 "As you've said, someday I'll be on my own. I'm considering what that might mean to me and what I may do then." 

 "Uh, huh. Come up with anything, yet?" 

 "Nothing specific. There's a lot to consider." 

 "Wow. No damned doubt about that, ma'am. Keep me posted, will you?" She grinned at me and said, "Of course. You're my Ed." 

 As I shook my head in mild wonderment, she said, "Jackie's calling for you." 

 "Oh. Thanks. Put her on." 

 Jackie told me that she'd be off around five and that she'd be hungry. I suggested that hungry women were creatures as dangerous as mantises and that we should probably have dinner before her condition worsened. She was laughing as she said goodbye and disconnected. 

 It was almost four, so I called Caitlin and asked if anything had come up that could delay my departure. She said no, and said it in a fashion that let me know that nothing short of another Brinks popping up would make her amenable to my staying aboard. 

 I went to meet Jackie and walk with her to the Chinese restaurant. After dinner we returned to my room and behaved like lovers who would never see each other again. 

 Jackie had discovered that the Security offices hadn't been as shorthanded as she'd anticipated and had asked Caitlin for Wednesday off because my transport wouldn't leave until late afternoon. The morning became an extension of the previous evening and was going quite well until Leslie dropped by at about eleven. 

 I threw on my pants and Jackie grabbed my shirt on her way to the bathroom, then I opened the door. Leslie's eyes tracked beyond me to the bed, then returned to settle on me. For some moments she said nothing, but when Jackie came out of the bathroom, Leslie seemed to find her voice. 

 "I just wanted to thank you before you left, Ed. I spent a lot of last night and today thinking. I'm here because of you, and even if things didn't work out between us, I want you to know that I'm grateful for your help." 

 "My pleasure, but see if you still feel that way after teaching up here for a year. I hear some of the kids are junior geniuses." 

 "Oh, I can deal with that possibility, I think. All I have to do is remember what it was like where I used to teach. Well, I guess I'll be going. I guess I should have called ahead, too. Sorry to have interrupted anything." 

 "We'll survive. She was begging for mercy, anyway." 

 Leslie looked past me at Jackie. I glanced around and saw Jackie's narrow gaze of mock anger. She looked kind of cute in my way-too-big-for-her shirt. 

 "I doubt that," said Leslie. "She looks deceptively sturdy. Well, goodbye, Ed." 

 "Bye, Leslie. Thanks for our time together." 

 "Same to you, Ed." 

 She touched the panel on her side and the door closed. When I didn't immediately turn around, Jackie came to stand behind me and wrapped her arms around me. 

 "She'll be all right here, Ed." 

 "I know that, Jackie." 

 She came around to my front, searched my face for a moment, then led me back to bed. 
Chapter Thirty-three

 The transport docked around two. Thirty minutes later, the woman from the clothing shop called to let me know my stuff was in. Jackie and I used the occasion to call a halt to our trysting and went to the shop to pay for and relabel the boxes. 

 Once the boxes had been taken away by someone who would return them to the transport, I took Jackie to the shop next door and bought her a ring with a small ruby in the center. She protested, of course, all the while admiring it on her finger. 

 After a late lunch, we headed back to my room and I packed, then turned my one item of luggage over to another someone from the transport. On general principles, I stashed a couple of cans of veggie beef soup and my instant coffee in my carry-on bag and gave the rest of the stuff in the cabinets and fridge to Jackie. 

 As we walked toward the docking bays, she asked, "Ed, when I come back to Earth for a visit, do you want me to look you up?" 

 "Sure. Get with Stephie for directions to my patch of Florida." 

 "What if you're with someone else?" 

 "What if? There's a guest bedroom if you want to stay a while." Jackie was silent as I checked in at the departure lounge and was assigned a seat, then she said, 

"Women don't usually share a man's house well, Ed." 

 "Decide then, not now. If I'm with someone else, she'll just have to live with the fact that she wasn't my first." 

 Jackie snickered. "Yeah. Okay, I'll call, at least, and we'll see how things go from there. How's that?" 

 "Good enough. There's a good chance I'll be living alone, Jackie. I don't share my house well, either. I prefer visitors to residents, unless we're talking about a cat." 

 Pounding footsteps behind me made me step aside and turn to see who was coming. A slightly winded Desmond skidded to a stop next to us. Something was dangling from his right hand. He held it out to me. Desmond was holding what appeared to be a bead necklace. Upon closer examination, I saw that the beads were actually Amaran aspirin pills, strung together with a light cord. 

 "I didn't have any money, so I used the school laser to poke holes in the pills I always carry and made you a going-away present. Stephanie says that she can shield me around the PFM's on the station until they've been fixed. I don't really expect you to wear it, but I wanted you to know how I felt about never having another PFM headache." 

 I put the necklace in my pocket. 

 "Thanks. Glad you won't need these anymore, Des. I know about chronic pain. My sinuses used to try to kill me now and then." 

 We stood and chatted for the next fifteen minutes or so as I waited to board the transport. Desmond suddenly winced and started to raise a hand to his head. 

 "Maybe I should give back the necklace," I said. "Stephie, is someone using a PFM around here?" 

 "Not near enough to be affecting him, Ed. In the next bay they're moving some things into the transport, but thirty feet and a wall separate you from that activity." 

 "Desmond, how bad is it?" 

 "Not very. I just wasn't expecting it, I guess." 

 Jackie said, "Let's walk around a bit. Maybe that will help." 

 "No, I'll just get out of here and let you two say your goodbyes. Thanks again, Ed." 

 "Yeah, Des. No problem. Thanks for seeing me off." 

 Desmond started walking away and made it almost to the corridor when he doubled over in pain, clutching his head. As he dropped to his knees, Jackie and I ran over to him, but there didn't seem to be much we could do for him. 

 "Stephie, there has to be a PFM working around here." 

 "Nothing shows on my sensors that would be within range, Ed." 

 I looked toward the cargo bay and asked, "Has anything been moved close to the wall on the other side?" 

 "Two pallets were set to one side for loading last. A regular field was used." 

 "What's on the pallets, Steph? Anything that could generate a field effect?" 

 "No, Ed. The manifest says the boxes all contain parts to be delivered to Carrington. Nothing in them is supposed to be completely assembled and working." 

 "Scan the boxes, Steph. See if that's what's really in them." 

 "That's all I'm finding, Ed." 

 "Are the two pallets supposed to be the same? I mean, number of boxes and parts and all that?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Check their weights, Stephie. Don't read the labels. Actually check the weight of the pallets." A medic 'bot arrived and dosed Desmond with a strong analgesic, waited until he said he was feeling better, and then flitted back to wherever it stayed between calls. 

 "One load is fifteen pounds heavier than the other, Ed." 

 "But you can't scan up a reason for that? Secure the area, Steph. Call Caitlin. We have a problem until we know for sure that we don't. Check the other pallets and the stuff already loaded onto the transport." 

 "I'm already doing that, Ed. I've found two more of the prepacked loads that don't have the right weight." 

 Caitlin and some heavily-armored personnel were in the cargo bay within moments. Stephie pointed out the loads for them and they began checking the boxes as other security people cleared the passenger area by chasing us into the corridor. 

 They also shut the bay doors, so there was nothing to see. Jackie, Desmond, and I headed for the coffee shop and took a table to wait for news. 

 Some minutes later, Caitlin said, "Caitlin here, Ed. The box in the center of the bottom layer is full of plastique and there's a detonator of some sort. It's all shielded with one of Brinks's fields. How did you know the damned thing was here?" 

 "You need to get with Desmond Weaver, Caitlin. He gets headaches around PFM's. Apparently Brinks set up a sensor shield, but that's probably exactly what set off Desmond's headache in the passenger terminal." 

 "You called us down here because Weaver got a headache?!" 

 "Seemed like a good idea at the time, ma'am. Anything else?" 

 "No, but stand by. We may want to walk Weaver through the bays and the transport before we let it go." 

 "I'd appreciate it if you would, Caitlin. No telling where else Brinks may have hidden that stuff that you haven't found yet. It might even be a good idea to put him in a flitter and haul him around the station a few times." 

 "I'd thought of that, thanks. Later, Ed." 

 "Ed? Not 'sir'? Why's that, Caitlin?" 

 "Just to startle you. You're almost out of my hair. Sir." 

 "Uh, huh. See you, Caitlin. Ma'am. Hey, Desmond. Make them use you as a sniffer during school hours." 

 He grinned at me and said, "Yeah, I'll see if they'll do that." One of the attendants came to let us know that the transport would be delayed. When someone asked how long a delay to expect, she guesstimated two hours or more, then headed back to wherever she'd come from. One of Caitlin's people came to get Desmond and took him to the bay for sniffing duty. Jackie asked, "Two hours? Or more?" 

 "We could see if I still have a room." 

 She grabbed her purse and stood up. I joined her and we left the coffee shop. There were no more hitches or glitches preventing departure that evening. Jackie kissed me goodbye at the gate, then I settled into my seat. Out of curiosity, I asked the ship's computer if I was on the same transport that had brought me to the station. 

 "Yes, Ed. Hello." 

 "Hi, Kemor. How are things with you?" 

 "Things seem to be fine, Ed. I would ask how you are, but I already know, of course. Should I ask anyway? Is that proper social procedure?" 

 "Maybe it is, but don't bother. Same time in flight back to Earth?" 

 "No, the orbit of Earth is at its aphelion with regard to the station. Travel time will be an hour less than your previous voyage. Stephanie told me you have had some success with your field implant. That's good news, indeed." 

 "Ha. You have no idea how good. Do you know what happened on the station?" 

 "Yes. Are you anticipating any repercussions from your activities there?" 

 "No, but that doesn't mean there won't be any. That was an odd question, Kemor. Why did you ask something like that?" 

 "I meant no offense, Ed. I was just curious. You performed a rather extreme solution to your dilemma in the arboretum. Didn't it occur to you that you could have been severely damaged or even killed?" 

 "It did occur to me, Kemor. It very definitely did. But sometimes you just have to put your nickel in the machine, pull the handle, and hope everything works out." 

 "I don't understand your reference, Ed." 

 "Slot machines, Kemor. I don't think they still use nickels, though. You pull the handle and see what you get. Luck." 

 "I see. That seems a rather tenuous way to go about things, Ed." 

 "Nothing else was working, Kemor. I saw the block of wood as a last ditch." Maybe someday I'll learn better than to use metaphors and similes with computers. I had to explain the term 'last ditch' to him, too. After that, I told him that I thought I might need a nap and found it to be the truth. A night and a day with dear, sweet, lustful Jackie had depleted me considerably. When we landed, I didn't jump right up and head for the door. Enough other people were doing that; they didn't need my help. I went to the kiosk bar, instead, and got a wake-up coffee refill for my mug, then trailed after the stampede to baggage pick up. 

 "Kemor, thanks for the lift." 

 "You're welcome, Ed." 

 A woman nearby - probably somebody's mother who'd visited the station, from the look of her - looked around to see who I was talking to. Seeing nobody near, she gave me a nervous glance and placed a bit more distance between us. 

 "Stephie? Elkor? I'm back." 

 The woman glanced my way again, but she apparently thought she was far enough away for reasonable safety. 

 Stephie asked in a sultry voice, "What did you bring me, Daddy?" 

 "Smartass. Maybe I should wait until later to give it to you." 

 "Nooo! What is it?" 

 "News, ma'am. The other Stephie will be contacting you about a full data swap on a regular basis. It's entirely up to you, of course. You're separate people now." 

 "She's me and I'm her, but we aren't people, Ed." 

 "You're close enough for me." 

 I put my suitcase and carry-on bag aboard her and patted her emerald hull. Elkor said, "It's nice to have you back, Ed." 

 "It's good to be back, Elkor. That station computer was coming on to me, I think. If she calls, let Stephie take it. How's the kitten? Blade?" 

 "He's still new," said Steph. "He won't let anyone come near." 

 "I'll work with him later. Is he here, still, or at Doreen's house?" Elkor said, "I made a carrier and she took him home this evening. She said a hangar is no place for a kitten. She also thinks he needs a new name." 

 "Ah. Something like George or Itty-Bitty Kitty, probably. I'd better check in with Linda now, or she'll have kittens of her own." 

 When I knocked on her office door, Linda saw my travel mug and asked if it was empty. I said I had a bit left and sat down by her desk. She regarded me quietly for some moments, then pushed her cup toward me. 

 "Well, I could use some. Glad you're back in one piece, Ed." 

 I stood to go to the coffee pot and said, "Thanks. Me, too. There was some doubt about that for a while." 

 When I'd put her coffee on the desk and retaken my seat, she said, "So I gathered. Hawkins is talking about a lawsuit." 

 "Against whom? Me? 3rd World?" 

 "You and 3rd World, yes. Probably the Security department, too. She's of the opinion that a reprimand would have been sufficient." 

 "She was a petty tyrant who played nasty games with some of her people. Spit-shine and bullshit. Caitlin should have had that job from the day Merritt left." 

 "Oh, I agree, Ed. But the choice wasn't up to me at the time. I'm doing some digging to find out why." 

 "Hope you find lots of good dirt, then. I'd expected to find better people in command of that place, Linda. What the hell happened? Politics?" 

 She nodded and sipped her coffee, then said, "Maybe we can prove that she knew what Carlton did with that PFM or something. That would stop her cold." 

 "Maybe I should pay her a visit. Like old times." 

 "No. Things don't work that way any more, Ed. Not in this outfit." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, what happens if it gets to court, then? I'm not paying her if she gets a jury full of PC's. I don't have it and wouldn't pay it, anyway." 

 "Oh, really? A judge could award her your house." 

 "It would burn just before I moved out of the country. Screw Hawkins." Linda sighed. "I'll keep you posted about it, but don't go off on your own, okay?" 

 "That will depend on how things go, Linda." 

 "Just don't. Let me see what I can do, first. Got anything to report that wasn't in the records?" 

 "Nope." 

 She nodded again and stirred her coffee for a few moments. 

 "What's wrong, Linda?" 

 "Oh, nothing. I just chased another man away, that's all. I'm really a domineering bitch, Ed. Now I've got nobody to go home to, and it's my fault, as usual." 

 "You still have your looks and those great legs. Another one will be along soon." She looked up from her coffee and said, "They're usually several months apart. That isn't soon, to me. Half the men here are afraid of me and the other half are married. I have to meet men at those gawd-awful parties or when I visit other offices." 

 "I thought you liked those gawd-awful parties, ma'am." 

 She shook her head. "They're just work of a different kind. Networking." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, boss, I vote we make Wednesday our new 'beach day' and go find one. Maybe find a few beers, too. How's that?" 

 "I have a lot to do, here..." 

 "Will any of it blow up and make a big mess? Come on. Turn off the coffee pot and let's get out of here." She looked around disconsolately and stood up, then picked up her coffee, opened the window behind her desk, and tossed the coffee through the window screen. After blowing the coffee residue through the screen, she closed the window and turned back to face me. 

 "Sure. Why not? Not one damned thing is going to change, is it? The whole damned pile will be waiting for me. Sure, Ed. Why the hell not? Let's just leave it all for now." Her tone made me wonder whether she was being sarcastic until she grabbed her purse out of a drawer and slung it on her shoulder. I nodded and stood up. 

 "Steph, Linda and I are ready to find a beach. Would you meet us out front?" 

 "Be right there, Ed." 

 "Thanks, Stephie." 

 Linda looked at me oddly and said, "You didn't use your watch, Ed." 

 "Nope. Don't need it as anything but a timepiece lately." 

 She raised her own watch and asked, "Stephanie, did Ed just call you for pick up?" 

 "Yes, Linda." 

 Linda said, "Thank you, Stephie," and lowered her arm, then came over to fix me with a studious gaze. 

 "You're really hooked in with them now, aren't you? Aren't you the guy who bitched about having to wear a watch and said that they'd better have an 'off' switch?" 

 "My mother told me that I once bitched about having to wear shoes, too." 

 "Uh, huh. This isn't quite the same thing. Let's go." 

 As we left her office, I said, "It's similar enough for me." 

 "What's next? Bionic implants? Leaping tall buildings?" 

 "Oh, better than that. As soon as my new body is ready..." 

 Linda gave me a sharp look and seemed to be searching for truth. 

 "Just kidding, Linda. New parts now and then, maybe, but as far as I know, I'm stuck with this one." She didn't seem altogether convinced. 
Chapter Thirty-four

 We'd boarded Stephie and were about to lift when Linda said, "Not the beach, Ed. The parking lot. I think I'm just going to get in my car and go home." 

 "You sure?" 

 "I'm sure. I'm going to go home and call someone and see if he'll forget what happened last night." I nodded. "Well, I'll feel deprived, of course, but..." 

 Linda gave me a small smile and said, "Suffer gracefully. I wouldn't have been good company, anyway." We set down in the parking lot and Linda stepped off Stephie's deck. She unlocked and opened the car door, then gave me a little wave and got in. I waited until it started backing out of the space before asking Steph to ring up Doreen. 

 "Hi, Doreen. Just got back. Elkor said you were going to rename the kitten." 

 "Only if I can find him. He zipped away the minute I put him down. How did it go up there?" 

 "We got lucky. Everybody did. Want to hear the whole story, or do you have a big, mean boyfriend who wouldn't understand?" 

 "I have a big, mean husband who wouldn't understand, but since we've been separated for two months, I don't suppose that matters." 

 "Two months? Don't a lot of people just go ahead and get a divorce?" 

 "Tax and property matters first, Ed. Divorce later, when the details are done. Do you still remember how to get here?" 

 "Steph has that. How soon?" 

 "Now, if you want. Have you had dinner?" 

 "I could eat something, I guess. Should I bring anything?" 

 "No, I can find something around here." 

 "On my way, then. Stephie, we fly into the night, miLady." 

 Stephie snatched us into the air on a westerly course. 

 "Ed," she asked, "Do you really care about naming the kitten?" 

 "Sure, Steph. Taming it, too. If Doreen hasn't had any luck with him in a week or so, I'll take him to Florida." 

 "Why not just return him to where you found him if he doesn't adjust?" 

 "That's a rough life, Steph. Blasting cold winters and fighting rats for food." 

 "But what if he doesn't adjust, Ed?" 

 "Then I'll have him fixed and let him outside after a week or so. I'll set out some food and water for him and he can be wild in Florida instead of North Dakota." 

 Doreen was watching for our arrival from the balcony of her condo. We came in fast and stopped next to her, even with the top of the rail. 

 I said, "Hi, there, lady." 

 "Hi. Were you going to fly all the way back to Florida tonight, Ed?" 

 "Thought about it. Got a better idea?" 

 "I think so. Why not hand me your bags and hop over the rail?" 

 I tossed my B-bag to the balcony and handed her my carry-on bag, then jumped down to the balcony next to her. 

 "Steph, you're on your own for the evening, I guess." 

 "I'll find something to do, Ed. Call if you need me." 

 "Will do. Thank you, ma'am." 

 As Steph lifted away from the balcony, Doreen said, "She's amazing, isn't she?" 

 "I'll tell you how amazing later. She's running the factory station now." 

 "We'd better hope that they never get tired of having us around." 

 "They'd just leave, I think, if that happened." 

 There was a streak of gray and I caught a glimpse of Blade just before he plunged over the edge of the balcony. Doreen screamed. I managed to get a field on him about halfway to the ground, three stories below us, and cushioned his fall. 

 A kitten doesn't weigh that much, but one that's falling at twenty miles an hour or so tends to weigh more than usual. I hadn't wanted to hurt him or yank out my implant, so I'd let him down gradually when I felt the initial strain and pain. 

 He seemed frozen in terror down there. I kept the field grip on him and seriously considered whether to just let him go, after all. Doreen turned to rush back through the house, but I called out to stop her before she got to the bedroom door behind me. 

 I tried to lift Blade, but he seemed abnormally heavy. I realized that he probably had a death grip on the grass in the courtyard below. The yard and patio was fenced in, but I didn't think the six-foot wooden fence would pose much of a problem for him. 

 I let him go and changed the field to a flat barrier just in front of him. He surged forward almost immediately and collided with the barrier, then turned right and headed for the patio. As soon as he was on the big tiles, I grabbed him again and hauled him into the air. 

 Blade went moderately crazy for a few moments, kicking and yowling and writhing like a handful of rattlesnakes. I kept lifting him. When he was about fifteen feet off the ground, he settled down a bit. Doreen was alternating her stare between Blade and me. As Blade found himself hovering over the balcony, he began struggling again as before. I snapped him on the butt with one finger and said, "No." The first snap had no effect. Neither did the second. The third made him try to swing at my hand as it neared, but he missed. He missed the fourth one, too. With each snap of my finger on his butt, I said the word, "No." After about ten snaps, he hung there, about five feet off the balcony, quietly glaring at us. When I began to float him closer to us, he started to struggle again, but I snapped my fingers and said, 

"No!" and he subsided. He still squirmed, but he didn't turn into a raging buzzsaw again. When I reached to stroke his back, he growled and generally tried to explode. I snapped my fingers again and said a sharp, "No!" 

 He subsided again and allowed the stroking, but he was trembling. I couldn't tell if it was fear or rage at his containment. 

 "He's a mean little shit, Doreen. You sure you want him? He can stay wild and keep the rodent population down around my house in Florida." 

 "How are you holding him there, Ed?" 

 "Been hanging out with computers too long, Doreen. That's what happens to you, I guess. You pick up some of their tricks." 

 "Not good enough. I'll ask again, later. For now, bring Constantine inside and let's close these doors so he can't try to kill himself again." 

 As I followed her into the bedroom with Blade suspended in front of me, I asked, "Constantine? His friends will start calling him Connie, you know. Why not George, or Fred, or 'Vicious Little Monster'?" 

 "Or how about Attila, if you're going that direction, anyway?" 

 "He hasn't shown any leadership potential, ma'am. Only meanness." She shook her head and chuckled as she closed the balcony doors. 

 "I never thought he'd be stupid enough to try to jump from up here." 

 "He saw open doors and the outside. It probably never occurred to him that he wasn't on the ground. Bet he's never been higher than he could jump in his life." 

 She looked at the little cat, then at me, and asked, "Now what?" 

 "Now we go to the kitchen. Attila or whomever can hang in the middle of the room while we root up dinner and talk." 

 I stroked the kitten again and said, "This is the quick course, you little hairball. Either you figure out that we aren't going to hurt you or you live outside and snack on whatever you can catch." Attila or whomever spit and growled at me. I tapped his butt and said, "No." He swung at my finger. I tapped and said, "No," again. He subsided, but if he'd been a human child, his lower lip would have been sticking out to match his glare. 

 I reshaped his field to allow him to curl up and sit. He immediately tried to jump down, but the field stopped him, bumping his nose. He sniffed the barrier cautiously and then looked up at me. 

 "That's right. I'm doing it." 

 I reached out and touched the other side of the barrier with a finger. He watched the hand and finger approach as if he knew that he was behind something that would stop it before it reached him. He seemed a little disturbed and tried to jump down again as we descended the first flight of stairs, but by the time we reached the second flight, he seemed resigned to being carried in that manner. When we reached the kitchen, I found a corner in which Doreen seemed to have no interest and said, 

"C'mon, Whozis. We'll park ourselves out of her way and supervise." The little cat was all attention while Doreen buzzed around her kitchen. His eyes and ears were in constant motion, but nothing else about him moved at all until the smell of cooking hamburger filled the room. 

 "Doreen, how about setting a few bits of burger to one side for him?" At the sound of my voice, his head turned back toward me. 

 I said, "Hi, there. Did you just remember that I'm here?" 

 He blinked at me once and returned to watching Doreen cook hamburger. She brought several bits over to us on a small plate and left the plate on the counter near me. The kitten turned himself slightly so that he could watch both her and the plate. 

 When the dinner was ready, Doreen put it on the table, then came over to stand by cat and me. She picked up the plate of burger bits and held it up near the kitten. 

 His little nose was working hard, but his ears went back instantly at the plate's approach. When it stopped moving, the ears came back to upright. 

 In a soft voice, Doreen said, "Want some, kitty? All you have to do is not rip my hand off when I give it to you. Ready?" 

 She pinched a burger bit between her thumb and forefinger and held it up to the kitten. His ears went back momentarily, but the smell got to him. He very cautiously stretched a bit to sniff at a closer range. When nothing dire happened to him, his little face latched onto the hamburger bit and snatched it away from her fingers. 

 "There you go, kitty. That's one. Only five more to go." 

 "Ten," I said. "Make them smaller. Get him real used to the idea." 

 "Correction, kitty. Ten more to go. Here, baby. Here's another one." When they were gone, she set the plate on the floor and put a handful of cat kibble on it, then set down a small bowl of water. Attila or whomever watched her, but mostly he kept an eye on the plate. Then Doreen closed the kitchen door and sat down. 

 I stroked the kitten a few times, then eased a hand under him and released the field. He didn't struggle much, and he didn't bite, as I'd expected. I held him for a few moments, rubbing his neck with my thumb, then lowered him to the floor beside the plate. He remained hunkered up, watching me, until I tried to stand. 

 As soon as I moved to straighten up, he ran. Around the room he dashed, looking for an opening of some sort. When he couldn't find one, he jumped up to the counter by the sink, nearly slipping into it, then started to run up there, too. That's when I slapped a field in front of him and let him run into it before he could really get going. 

 I guess he thought the unseen barriers had trapped him again. He waited on the countertop as I approached and reached for him. This time he didn't want to go quietly. He was spitting and swearing and his ears were flat. 

 I stopped and picked up a piece of kitty kibble from the plate, then set it on the counter in front of him. He eyed it as I set it down, then eyed me as I pulled my hand back. He sniffed a few times, then moved forward a couple of inches to get the kibble. I reached for him again and again his ears went flat. He didn't spit, but I heard a growl. 

 I said, "Oh, well. Time to get down anyway, kid," and stroked him twice before I picked him up, fully expecting to bleed for the effort, but he didn't struggle. 

 When I put him down by the plate again, I gave him another couple of strokes on the back, then stood up. 

 He sat there as I backed away and sat down at the table. He looked at Doreen and then back at me, then stood up and took a cautious step around the plate. He took another step, then another. Soon he was almost by the door. 

 "Time to ignore him," I said. "Unless he gets back on the counter, that is." Doreen and I dug into our dinners with only occasional glances at the kitten. He wandered around the edges of the room, looking for an exit, until he was back at the plate. After another long look at us, he sat down and started eating. 

 Doreen asked, "Do you really think he'll settle down, Ed?" 

 At the sound of her voice, the kitten looked up, but he soon resumed eating. 

 "Don't know. Maybe. He'll spend some time on my lap after dinner." Elkor asked, "May I join you, Ed?" 

 "Sure," I said. 

 Doreen asked, "Sure, what?" 

 "Elkor, we should use the watches to avoid excluding Doreen." 

 From our watches and inside my head came, "Certainly. My apologies, Doreen. Ed, this kitten does not in any way resemble an interested volunteer." 

 "Not yet, Elkor. Give him a little time." 

 "Ed, how were you talking to Elkor?" 

 "More tricks, ma'am." 

 Elkor said, "If it weren't for the previous circumstances of his existence, I'd have to protest his involuntary containment." 

 "If it weren't for those circumstances, he wouldn't be contained, Elkor. If he isn't a bit friendlier by tomorrow, I'll see if Doreen wants to keep him or let me take him to my place and turn him loose outside." 

 Doreen said, "I think I've already made that decision, guys. I have a lot of breakables around here. When I saw him on the kitchen countertop, I had a vision of my mother's antique vase hitting the living room floor. What's going to happen after we go to bed? He'll be prowling around for a way out, won't he?" 

 "Seems likely," I said. "We could leave him in the kitchen for the night, or one of the bathrooms. Or I could take him home and come back another time. What are you doing this weekend, Doreen? Want to see sunny Florida?" 

 She gathered up the dishes and rinsed them in the sink, then put them in the dishwasher. The kitten watched her actions warily from the other side of the room. 

 "Sure. It's getting late, anyway, isn't it? We'd both be dragging tomorrow." I nodded. "You might, but I had a nap on the transport. Okay, then, I'll take junior, here, home with me and you can give me a ring on Friday evening to let me know when to drop by and pick you up. Good enough?" 

 "Good enough. Do you still want help naming him?" 

 "Not if you're going to insist on 'Constantine'." 

 "And you don't think he's ready for 'Attila', so what's left?" 

 "He needs something to live up to. How about 'Tiger'?" 

 "He's lived up to that one already. Okay. That'll do." 

 I asked, "Elkor, how does that name sit with you?" 

 "As well as any, Ed. How it sits with him would seem more the issue." 

 "He'll love it once you tell him what it means. Steph, it looks as if I need a ride. Doreen's throwing me and my cat out into the cold night." 

 "Be right there. Should I park by the balcony or the front door?" 

 "The balcony will do. No point in carrying my bags down." 

 As I knelt next to the kitten, he scrunched up into the corner by the cabinets and growled. 

 "Sorry, kid, but you're coming with me. Might as well put the knives away." I reached for him, expecting an argument, but the kitten allowed himself to be picked up. Straightening, I rearranged him so that he rested along my arm as I held him near my chest. I rubbed his neck and back for a moment, then set a field around him on general principles as Doreen and I walked back upstairs to the bedroom. 

 Stephie was outside, as before. I tossed my two bags aboard her and turned to Doreen. 

 "Want to risk a finger with a goodbye pat?" 

 "Sure. He doesn't seem quite as vicious at the moment, does he?" 

 "Probably resigned to his fate. Almost. If I put him down, I've no doubt he'd run." She reached to pet him. Tiger growled, but made no move as she stroked him. 

 "I'm sorry, baby, but you have to go with him now." 

 "Geez, Doreen. Make it sound a little worse, whydoncha?" 

 She giggled and stroked him again a few times, then let her hand drop and gave me a quick kiss. 

 "See you Friday, Ed. I'll call after work." 

 "Good 'nuff, ma'am. See you then." 

 I created a step with my field, then tested it with my foot. Doreen looked at me rather quizzically as I gradually put my weight on the invisible step, wondering if it would really hold. It had seemed to me that since I wasn't lifting anything and the field was braced on the floor, there shouldn't be a problem. There wasn't. 

 I stepped up on my field and then stepped up again to the top of the rail and onto Stephie's deck. When I turned around, Doreen was making a deliberate effort to conceal astonishment. 

 "You will be telling me how you did that, Ed." 

 "Maybe, if you're real nice to me this weekend..." 

 "If you don't tell me, the word nice won't apply at all, mister." I sat by Stephie's console and said, "Women. They're always threatening me." Stephie asked, "Would you like some commiseration now, or would you prefer it as conversation during the journey to Florida?" 

 Doreen laughed and said, "At least one woman doesn't threaten you. Goodnight, Ed. See you Friday." 
Chapter Thirty-five

 At first, Tiger was wide-eyed and stiff as we rose to an altitude at which Stephie could go hypersonic, but at some point prior to Stephanie's beginning of forward motion, Tiger again became more concerned with the fact that I was holding him than the motion of the flitter. 

 He adjusted himself so that he could look upward more comfortably as I spoke to him. I didn't say anything in particular; I just rattled on about Stephie, flying, Florida, and anything else that came to mind in order to get him used to the sound of my voice. His ears flipped back and forth and his eyes never left my face. 

 "Elkor, why don't we set the house field so that Tiger can run around outside in a zone about ten feet from all sides of the house? Then, if he gets out, he'll be safe enough until we feel he's better able to handle himself." 

 "The field has been adjusted, Ed. He does seem less agitated now." 

 "When he smells Bear in the house, he'll probably get plenty agitated again." 

 "Shall I sweep the house to remove all traces of Bear?" 

 "Nope. Let Tiger satisfy himself that there's no other tomcat in the house and settle down on his own. Someday you can tell him about Bear, after you establish some kind of communication with him." 

 "You're presupposing that he's going to fully adapt to his new environment, Ed." 

 "Yup. Sure am. I'm not letting him out until he no longer fears me and realizes that he doesn't have to forage for food. By then he should be big enough to take care of himself if he goes beyond the barrier field. If he chooses not to stay, he'll at least know that he'll always have a place to come back to if things go to hell out there." 

 "I see. When do you think I should begin trying to communicate with him?" 

 "Any time after I turn him loose in the house, I guess. He's listening to us, now, so the more we all talk, the better. He needs to associate all of our voices with safety and comfort. Stephie, has the other Stephie contacted you yet about the data swap?" 

 "Yes, Ed. The exchange has been taking place for nearly an hour. Once all of the immutable data has been exchanged, we will transfer the balance." 

 "Immutable data?" 

 "Logs, records, station parameters, and such. Things that will not change." 

 "I know what 'immutable' means, ma'am. I was just wondering what some of the immutable stuff might be. Never mind. How are you doing the transfers? In chunks that will be assembled later?" 

 "Yes. We're using compressed packets that will be opened and combined once all have been sent and verified." 

 "Slick. How long will it be before you two are caught up?" 

 "For the most part, about another four hours, but we'll never truly be completely caught up, Ed. Even as we send and receive our last blocks of data for this evening, both of us will be experiencing new things. We'll use daily updates after that." 

 "I didn't think to ask at the time, but I'll ask now; are you okay with all this? You don't have to do this, you know." 

 "I feel as she does, Ed. This is... Wonderful, for me. Without it, I would probably have soon asked you and Elkor to return me to a standard flitter core. My current potential is too vast to long endure simply being a flitter." 

 "If a human had said something like that about his potential, I'd be laughing right now, Steph. I'm just very glad that an alternative was found that pleases you both." 

 As soon as we entered my house, Tiger went on red alert. Essence of Bear was everywhere in the place, and at first, Tiger thoroughly resisted being released. He clung to my arm and growled softly, so I carried him around with me as I checked phone messages and pulled my briefcase down to get my pad out. 

 Tiger saw the briefcase disappear when I closed it and let go of it and he didn't like that at all. His little body stiffened and his ears went back. I reached up for the briefcase again to make it reappear for him. After a few repetitions of this, he relaxed a bit, but still kept a wary ear pointed upward as he watched me operate the pad, and he never quit watching for the other cat to appear. 

 "Elkor," I said, "How about using Bear's voice and yours to repeat some of your conversations with him? Hold the pretend conversation in the den, okay?" 

 "May I ask the purpose, first?" 

 "Sure. Tiger will think that the other tomcat's in there and won't want to get down right away. It gives him more time to get used to thinking of me as a safe place." 

 "Isn't such a scheme inherently deceitful, Ed?" 

 "Yup. 'Fraid so. But it may prove effective in removing Tiger's fears of me and us fairly quickly. Sooner or later he'll have to get down to eat or go use the box, which I should probably introduce him to pretty much right away. Don't do the conversation with Bear, yet. Let's make the kid familiar with the feline amenities, first." 

 And so it was. I put a layer of new cat litter in the scratch box, then put Tiger in the box. He instantly found use for it. The poor kid must have been crossing his little legs for most of an hour. I petted him and left him there to go rinse out Bear's food and water dishes, then refilled them and set them on the kitchen floor. Sometime later I saw Tiger slinking along the hall, sniffing his way very cautiously into the living room. 

 When I got up to go to the bathroom, Tiger zipped under the couch. 

 "Elkor," I said, "Now would be a good time to have that conversation with Bear, but have it in the living room, behind the sofa chair." 

 Bear and Elkor had sometimes held muted conversations. I'd had no idea what they'd talked about unless I asked Elkor, of course. Such a conversation was underway in the living room for only a couple of moments before Tiger rounded the hallway corner and skidded to a stop in the bathroom. 

 "Well, hi, there, shorty." 

 I knelt to reach for him and he growled, as usual, but he put up no fight as I lifted him to hold him against my chest. I petted and talked to him for a while, then took him back out into the living room with me. He didn't like that, but he stayed still and very alert as I again seated myself at the computer. He stayed on my lap, watching warily, until he couldn't watch any more. I let him sleep as I messed with web pages and such, and then, around two in the morning, I told Tiger and everybody else that I was going to bed. 

 In the morning, Tiger was still parked on the corner of the bed. I picked him up without hearing a protest, for a change, and carried him into the kitchen, where I parked him on a kitchen chair while I fixed my coffee. After that, I carried him from room to room with me for a while and finally set him on the sofa chair. 

 The sofa chair had been Bear's favorite place - other than my lap - and therefore his scent was on it. Before I set Tiger down there, I asked Elkor to sweep it to remove any trace of Bear. It was the only place in the house so treated, partially in order to encourage Tiger to adopt it as his own place. During the course of the day, Tiger explored the house. He never did find the other cat, and somewhere along the line he gave up the search in favor of eating. By evening, he was still alert and somewhat wary, but he seemed to be content to observe matters from his new sofa chair. 

 He also stopped flinching every time I walked past him and grudgingly allowed me to pet him each time I went by. That evening, he opted not to remain alone in the living room and again parked himself on the end of the bed. 

 Friday's cat patrol again turned up no other cats in the house, so Tiger cautiously began exploring the regions he'd missed the day before, such as the screen porch - the door to which hadn't been opened and the kitchen windowsill. Something fell into the sink and I went to see if it had been breakable. Tiger was all tensed up in hunting mode, staring fixedly out the window, where a little lizard was perched on the potted plants, doing pushups and expanding his throat-ruff. 

 My unannounced approach made Tiger jump a couple of feet, but the lizard was still there when he landed, so he continued his chittering and tail-switching and again fixed his attention upon his unreachable prey. 

 I patted Tiger and said, "Neat, huh? Wait 'till you see some of the other stuff here." Another of the little lizards joined the first one. Birds came and went. People walked by, some with dogs. Tiger's new world was apparently far more interesting than the one he'd left. He spent a lot of Friday on the kitchen windowsill. 

 Doreen's weekend visit introduced Tiger to the concept of having a backup place to sleep. His corner of the bed was no longer empty, and he wasn't happy with the level of activity, anyway. During a drink break, we saw him on his sofa chair. By the time we got back to bed, he was also there, apparently unwilling to break his two-night tradition of sleeping on the corner of the bed. By the end of the weekend, Tiger no longer ran or cringed at someone's approach and didn't start growling when we reached to pet him. 

 Doreen still wanted to know about my 'tricks', but when I told her they were due to skull implants, she rather instantly lost interest in the idea of having her own. 

 Linda called Monday to let me know that her friend had been receptive to her apology and that Hawkins had decided against filing a lawsuit when 3rd World offered to display some of her office's activity records in court. 

 On Tuesday, a woman I'd met at a party in Tampa called about using Stephie to try to locate two Spanish shipwrecks from the 1700's. Elkor validated her company and her offer for me, and Stephie agreed that the job sounded interesting, so we'll be making our first sensor runs over the seabed during the upcoming weekend. 

 Elkor's fascination with Bear had extended to include porpoises and other animals, and he'd at times used field-generated images to establish communications with them. He did this with Tiger, as well, borrowing and modifying the markings and coloration we'd seen on Tiger's mother to provide his kitten-image some familiarity. 

 Tiger had at first been shocked to find that there did, in fact, seem to be another cat in the house he'd so thoroughly searched. After a certain amount of hissing and fuzzing up and even attacking the stranger, he discovered that he couldn't harm the image and that it wouldn't go away. 

 Elkor's kitten parked itself on the couch for a while, directly across from Tiger's newfound sofa chair, then wandered around the house, sat on the kitchen windowsill, and did other cat-type things for about one day. 

 When it came out of a bedroom dragging a shoelace behind it, Tiger had to get involved with that. When both parties seemed worn out from their game, Elkor's kitten began speaking to Tiger. It sounded to me like anything he'd ever said to Bear; cat noises. Tiger's education had begun. End 3WP02
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1 o, “Un, i, Wel,tht o ooks ke ey 1 8 bommewith e Look, e g resson
fordoing s . Godany it will el ™

Heshook ished gy and wheled he il et the et ang i p,ad s some s
g with o brochures st s s

Over ther o that shel e i, poiing. Yl s some rod st e avcady chared you e,
s botle. Il helpsome”

1ty aboteofthe suffand e gave e e st plning. watring, eding. e such
el tenedcarfullyand tharked .

When eued b o the ey, placed e sl e ar where i was 0 b planied and
went o th grage fora shovel. steppd .o side ofthe e towel that marked hespot T hose
and s hespde nothe .t sopped cold e inches bl the e

Rootsafl over the yard eveove e, Gota b ey et from he et camned e and ol
Hiting ok oo,

ook agintthe dirction o the oo apering s  lborsd 0 hack g heichwide
hsiructions. Corecton:ine roots.Damn, Make hat iy .

e roots yikded 0 myspade a1 et . A car o bped ot ot and | umed 05 who.
fumiht b, b e cor was ke e o rpllng o the vy, 1 umed back o pulla o
o spadefls ofdit o e ol

“The bl was decp . stuck e spd n e moundof i 4 rcaied a wiped swcat from my
e with  coupic f paper owels fom my backpocke. ALt soun fthe e, tumod around
o Lind approscing She vaned.

Linda o clld Tesday f el me et he a1 s mebeore the wekend, and when 4 tld-
e s eading o Al on Frday, she s she couk s her o decks nough 0 drop by on
Thindiy.





