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What if…?











What if Ronald Reagan had never
been President of the United States?












What if…?











And what if the first
African-American President were a former Republican Senator from
Massachusetts who was elected in 1980?












What if…?











In fact,
what if the whole world you thought knew turned out to be only one
of many versions of reality?












What if…?











…And what if you
learned that you were responsible for shifting the world into one of these
alternate realities?
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 PROLOGUE

 

Thursday, March 25, 1971






Al Frederick didn’t feel much like going back
to work. Not after a whole month of what George Locke
euphemistically called “scheduled overtime.”  As far as Al was
concerned, it was more like indentured servitude. It was stupid,
too. George’s title might be “managing editor,” Al thought, but if
he could manage things worth a damn, we wouldn’t have to put up
with that kind of crap. Hell, the way things had been lately, he
and Vickie hardly had the chance to see each other outside of
working hours.

At least this time, there was a decent
reason. When you work for a daily newspaper—even a small one like
the Valley Star—and a really big story breaks, you have to
figure you might be needed. That’s how it was with the San Fernando
earthquake in February, and with all the assassination stories of
the past few years, too. So he wasn’t angry when the call came
after John Martin Roberts was shot. Still, he could have used more
than four hours of sleep after that last 10-hour shift.

“Okay, Herb. Whaddaya got for me?” Al asked
the copy-desk chief as he settled into a chair along the rim of the
aging, horseshoe-shaped table. The two men already sitting on the
rim greeted Al with casual waves of the hand and then  quickly
returned their attention to the stories they were editing.

Sitting in the copy-desk slot, as usual, Herb
grinned and ran his fingers through his wispy gray hair. “‘Whaddaya
got?’” he repeated, looking up from a pile of typed stories and
wire-service copy. “What kind of talk is that for a copy
editor?  You know it should be, ‘Whaddaya have!’”

Al feigned a look of contrition.

“You’re absolutely right, Herb. I’ll watch
that. Now, whaddaya got for me?”

The two of them laughed, and Herb began
sifting through the papers before him as Al glanced across the
roomful of typewriters and gray metal desks to where Vickie was
already hard at work, her face aglow with deadline adrenaline. He
heaved a sigh and ran a hand over his trim brown beard. He could
think of a lot of things he’d rather be doing right now, and every
one of them involved a 26-year-old reporter named Vickie
Kingman.

“You’re just in time to handle the revised
lead for the next edition,” Herb told him, giving him a loosely
folded length of paper consisting of pages that had been pasted
into a single continuous strip. “Taylor patched most of this
together from wire copy. By time you’re through with it, Vickie’ll
probably have the local reaction sidebar ready, and you can tackle
that.”

Al nodded as he forced his attention to the
story:

“Trouble is brewing in 10 of the nation’s
largest  cities as a stunned world grieves following the
tragic death of Congressman John Martin Roberts.

“Ironically, the popular statesman was struck
down by an assassin’s bullets as he completed an appeal to his
fellow legislators urging passage of a strong gun-control bill.
Police and selected Army units have been placed on special alert in
anticipation of possible rioting.”

Al massaged the bridge of his narrow,
aquiline nose. Things never change, he thought. Twenty years since
he got his first newspaper job—a kid fresh out of high school—and
the stories were still the same. Cops and robbers, political
shenanigans, riots, murder, hatred, greed, war or the constant
threat of it—the whole world progressively falling to pieces.

He used to think of the future as an upward
spiral, he remembered, always holding out the promise of something
better. Now he seldom thought of the world’s future at all, and his
thoughts of his own future were limited to providing for the
necessities of life and to nurturing his relationship with Vickie.
His career, which he had once considered a calling of almost
religious significance, was now just a job.

Serenaded by the clatter of typewriters, he
breathed in the familiar copy-desk odors of pencil shavings, rubber
cement and cigarette smoke. The setting brought normally
subconscious thoughts into sharp focus. Truth was, this job could
get to you if you let it.

It wasn’t just the low pay and the crazy
hours. It was the news itself. Most people in the business learned
to accept the daily horrors that confronted them on the job. You
had to maintain your emotional distance. So, somehow, you trained
yourself to ignore the human misery in the stories you worked on.
It was like the now-permanent layer of accumulated ink and pencil
smudges that coated the copy desk:  After a while, you didn’t
even see it anymore. At 38, he had it all worked out. No more
castles in the air. The world had disappointed him so often he was
used to it. It just didn’t touch him now. Or so he’d been telling
himself.

“Damn shame about Roberts,” one of Al’s
colleagues on the rim commented as Herb handed him another story to
edit. “Roberts is the first politician I’ve had any use for in a
long time.”

“Yeah,” Herb answered, adjusting his glasses
to sit more comfortably on his nose. “He was all right.”

Herb Deutsch had been in the newspaper
business close to four decades. Few people in public
life—especially politicians—had impressed him. From Herb, “all
right” was high praise.

Al said nothing, but an emptiness filled his
gut, and a tightness stiffened his jaw muscles.

“Hey Al, I know you worked the night shift
and you’re tired, but if you’re gonna go to sleep, don’t you think
you ought to close your eyes first?”

Al suddenly realized that he’d been staring
straight ahead in a daze. “Sorry, Herb.”

“You sure you’re okay?  Your dark
circles are getting dark circles. Maybe you should’ve told George
to shove it when he called.”

Al waited a beat before answering. “I’m fine,
Herb.”

Deutsch cocked an eyebrow and studied his
co-worker. “Yeah. Sure you are.”

Al smiled sheepishly and shrugged his
shoulders. “It’s funny. You think you’ve given up on the world—that
you just don’t give a damn anymore. Then all of a sudden something
happens and—boom!—you find out you’re really just a marshmallow
inside. A marshmallow that, in spite of everything, believes in
Santa Claus and happy endings.”

“Still the dreamer, eh, Al?  Still
rooting for the good guys?”

“Looks that way, doesn’t it?  Even
though the bad guys keep on winning.”

“Yeah, well, dreams die hard. But do me a
favor. While you’re dreaming your dreams, how about editing that
story. We have a deadline coming up, you know.”
  

Al nodded and turned back to the copy in
front of him. The editing didn’t take long. It was a reasonably
well done story—no glaring errors, omissions or inconsistencies. A
few spelling and grammatical corrections, a paragraphing change
here and there, a little polish on a few awkwardly written
sentences, and it was ready. Now to write the headline:  

 

Riots Threaten 10 Cities in
Wake

of National Leader’s
Assassination

 

Al studied the half-sheet of copy paper on
which he’d written the headline, then called out “Copy!” as he
attached the sheet to the edited story.

If only the man hadn’t died, Al thought with
a sad shake of the head. If only that bastard had just wounded him.
John Martin Roberts could have been something special. He seemed to
bring out the best in people instead of the worst....  Well,
he brooded, I guess now we’ll never know.

Almost absent-mindedly, he handed the copyboy
a pile of material ready to be set in type. Then he saw it.

“Wait a minute!” he yelled as the boy began
to leave. Wide-eyed, he took the top story from the stack in the
boy’s hands. It was the story he had just edited. He recognized his
handwritten corrections and his initials in the top right-hand
corner. But the headline wasn’t quite the same. His eyes riveted on
the final word of the altered head:

 

Riots Threaten 10 Cities in
Wake

of Roberts Assassination
Attempt

 

“What’s the matter, Al?” Herb asked as the
wire service machines in the alcove down the hall began clanging to
announce a hot incoming story.

Al continued to stare at the headline sheet
in shocked silence. Time seemed to slow, and the sharp sounds of
the alarm bell dulled to a surreal refrain as the letters before
him danced in a nightmarish jumble of confusion. Yet, even as he
felt himself drifting helplessly past the hard edge of reality,
another part of Al Frederick was coolly assessing the situation.
Without conscious control, his senses picked up all that was
happening about him. Without conscious effort, the small part of
him that remained rational put the pieces together into a picture
that he somehow saw without really seeing.

By now, the copyboy had dutifully responded
to the racket and delivered the wire copy to George Locke. Though
Al’s eyes remained fixed blankly on the headline sheet, they could
see the boy rip the paper from the wire-service machines and hurry
to the managing editor’s desk. And, while his ears were deaf to
Herb’s urgent whispers of concern, Al was fully aware of Locke’s
instructions to the copy chief:

“Hold on over there, Herb,” Locke called out,
pausing to bite off the end of a fresh cigar. “Has the Roberts
story gone through yet?”

“No,” Herb answered. “Al was just finishing
up. It’s ready to go, though.”

“Well, you’d better give him this and have
him rewrite the head. Seems some folks on the scene were a little
too quick to write Roberts off. He may still make it.”

Clearly annoyed about the inaccuracies in the
earlier reports, Locke brought the new wire copy to the desk and
handed it to Deutsch.

“When I was a general assignment reporter, I
made damn sure about things before saying someone was dead. These
new kids go to some fancy college where they learn all about
‘journalism’ and nothing about how to be a reporter. The TV
influence, I think. They’re in such a big hurry that they don’t
bother to check.... 

“How ya doin’, Al?” Locke said abruptly,
doing a double-take as he observed Al’s glazed look. Without
thinking, he glanced in the direction of Al’s stare and saw the
headline.

“Hey, Al, that’s pretty good. We can still
use the head. There’s still a chance of rioting, even though
Roberts may pull through after all.”  Locke scratched his
cheek thoughtfully. “Did you hear something on the way in? 
Did the radio boys get it on the air already?  Hell, you heard
the alarm—the story just came in on the wire!”

Slowly, Al felt the world coalesce around him
once again.

“You mean Roberts isn’t dead?”

“Come on, Al, you must have known he was
alive!  I don’t have time for games now. It’s not just this
story we have to fix up. There’s Vickie’s sidebar and a few others,
too. If you knew Roberts was alive when you walked in here, you
damn well should have said something!”

“Lay off, George,” Herb said quietly, handing
Locke the story and headline. “Al didn’t know. Look at the copy. It
says Roberts was killed. Al wouldn’t have let that go if he knew
better.”

“Then why doesn’t the headline say Roberts is
dead?”

Herb glanced anxiously at Al before
answering. “I don’t know, George, but I don’t think we have time to
figure  it out right now.”  He tapped his wristwatch. “We
still have a paper to get out.”

“Yeah,” Locke grumbled, as he walked back to
his desk and began barking orders.

“Vickie, let me see what you’ve got.”

The mention of Vickie’s name seemed to rescue
Al from his mental fog. He watched her working feverishly across
the city room, her long, black hair occasionally falling across her
face and interrupting her work as she brushed the offending strands
out of the way. She added a final touch to her copy before removing
it from her typewriter.

“Be right with you, George,” she answered in
a self-assured voice that contrasted sharply with the look of
childlike vulnerability that characterized her face. “I assume
you’ll want a new lead on this,” she added as she approached
Locke’s desk. “Looks like most of the stuff I got from my
interviews is still okay. Especially about the chance for rioting.
Lots of angry people out there.”

Locke grunted and puffed on his cigar as he
took the story from her and began inspecting it. After a few
seconds, his bald head bobbed approvingly. “Okay,” he said, making
a few changes with a copy pencil. “Better add a graf explaining the
mix-up in those first reports.”

Vickie nodded and began walking back to her
desk. Al looked up from the story before him, hoping to catch her
eye as she passed, but before he could say anything, he saw Herb
gesture to her. “Trouble,” the gesture seemed to say. “Your
boyfriend here’s losing his mind.”  Al hoped his beard would
camouflage the blush he could feel spreading over his usually pale
face. Meanwhile, Vickie kept walking, but her pace slowed, and she
glanced back over her shoulder.

She quickly made the necessary changes in the
sidebar, then deposited the story on Locke’s desk.

“Hey, Al,” she called out as she turned to
face the copy desk. “I’m about through for now. Are you working on
something, or can you buy me a cup of coffee?”

Al looked up from the story that had been
battling vainly for his attention.

“Go on,” said Herb. “I think you can use a
break.”

Al nodded and pushed the copy toward the desk
chief. “Yeah,” he said, rising from his chair. “That sounds
good.”

Vickie took Al’s arm and led him out of the
city room. Flanked by walls badly in need of a paint job, they
proceeded down a short hallway to the staff lounge.

“Hmmmm. Nobody here,” Vickie observed.

“Good,” Al answered, heading for the coffee
urn. “I need to talk to you in private.”

She grinned. “I know what it is. You’ve
decided we should elope now instead of waiting until fall!”

He smiled half-heartedly, warmed by the
thought of their marriage plans, then drew two cups of black coffee
and dropped some change into a can on the counter.

“Two teaspoons of sugar?” he asked. “It’s
probably pretty strong again.”

“Well.... I’ve been trying to cut down.
Putting on a little weight lately.”  Vickie patted her
stomach. “I wouldn’t want my ‘plump’ to get any more than
‘pleasing,’ and, after all, every little bit helps.  Here. Let
me taste it—”

She took a cup from Al’s hand.

“Yuck!” she said rolling her eyes heavenward
and reaching for the sugar. “I’ll find someplace else to save
calories!”

Their coffee prepared to their tastes, they
seated themselves at a small table, each waiting for the other to
say something.

“So. What happened in the city room?” Vickie
finally asked.

“I...I’m not really sure,” he stammered. “I
think I wished Roberts alive.”

“What?” she responded with a
laugh.

He swallowed nervously. Then, striving for a
matter-of-fact, journalistically objective tone, he recounted the
events in the city room.

Vickie listened attentively, measuring him,
watching him as if she expected to learn more from what he did than
from what he said. It unnerved him. He was telling her all this
because he needed her support, but all he was getting right now was
her professional skepticism. He had never felt more alone.

“You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

“Not crazy, Al. Maybe a little confused,
though.”  She studied him for a few seconds. “When it comes to
the news business, you’re one of the best. You know more about more
people and things than just about anyone, and what you don’t
already know, you know how to find out. But sometimes,
well....”

He clamped his teeth together and waited for
her to continue.

“Look,” she said, “I know how you get. Every
once in a while, I feel that way, too. You just want to wish all
the pain and suffering away. But life doesn’t work like that. You
know it as well as I do. Better, in fact.”

Al sipped his coffee, trying to soothe a
suddenly dry throat.

“It’s happened before,” she continued. “You
pretend to be some kind of hard-headed cynic who doesn’t feel a
thing, but then you get into these moods, like when you handled the
story about the Nazi-hunters a few weeks ago.”

“That doesn’t have anything to do with—”

“With magically changing headlines? 
Maybe not. But the Nazi story sure set you off. For days, you kept
talking about how you ought to be doing more than playing the
professional observer.”

She ran a finger over the hand he had wrapped
around his coffee cup.

“Vickie,” he began uncertainly, “you know
that I was born in Berlin on the day Hitler became chancellor of
Germany. That day was the beginning of the end for our family in
Europe. Every year, on my birthday, my parents would take the time
to remember relatives who didn’t see or couldn’t believe what was
happening in Germany and paid for it in the death camps. That’s a
memory I can’t just forget.”

“And you shouldn’t forget it, Al. But
that doesn’t mean you have to pay some sort of debt just for
surviving. I’m glad your parents were smart enough to see
what was  coming and get to America before it was too late.
I’m Jewish, too, and—”

“You don’t understand!” Al exclaimed, nearly
spilling his coffee as he jumped to his feet. “I survived! There
must be a reason for that. I know I’m supposed to
do...something! That’s one of the reasons I went into this
business. I thought being a newspaperman would help me understand
the world better, help me figure out what I’m supposed to do.
Instead, I just sit at that desk day after day after day, and
nothing changes. At least it didn’t until today.”

Vickie blinked, as if shifting mental gears.
“Listen,” she said as Al sank back into his chair.  “You say
you saved Roberts’ life more or less by wishing it, but  you
know that can’t be so. The first reports were wrong. You wanted
Roberts to be alive, and then you found out he was alive.
But it wasn’t a miracle. Roberts was never dead in the first
place!”

Al sighed and ran his fingers through his
coarse brown hair. The soft ticking of the old-fashioned school
clock on the wall resounded in his ears, and the air felt heavy and
oppressive. Suddenly, he laughed. It was a bitter, ironic laugh.
“You don’t understand,” he said quietly, shaking his head
sadly.

Vickie stood and leaned across the table to
kiss him tenderly on the mouth. “Al, I love you. Maybe it’s the
romantic idealist in you that I love most. But you’ve got to see
that what you’ve told me doesn’t make any sense. It’s plain
impossible.”

With a considerable effort of will, Al
hardened his features into what he hoped was a resolute expression.
The less certain he felt, the more firmly he defended his version
of what had happened—not only to Vickie, but also to himself.

“There has to be a rational explanation,”
Vickie said. “I know it seemed the way you described it,
but—”  He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “Look,
Al, headlines just don’t change by themselves!”

He took a deep breath and looked away. “E
pur si muove,” he muttered.

Vickie frowned in confusion. “Huh?”

 He gazed deeply into her
dark-brown eyes.

“This headline changed!”

 


Chapter 1: What’s in the Box






  Sunday, May 16, 2021






 “Stop it!” Rayna Kingman begged
the tall, muscular man at her side as she knuckled away tears of
laughter and opened the door to her apartment. “Don’t be
mean!  I only did it once. Besides, I warned you that I wasn’t
a particularly good tennis player.” 

“Yes,” Keith Daniels responded, “but you
didn’t tell me you attack your doubles partners from the
rear!”  He bent forward, screwed his tanned face into an
expression of mock agony and stumbled around the room, groaning and
clutching first at his back, then at his head, then at his
rump.

“I guess your 37-year-old bones just can’t
take it anymore!” she taunted.

He straightened abruptly and turned toward
Rayna, his deep-blue eyes tracing the contours of her slender body
from head to toe and back again. “C’m’ere, Teach,” he said, as he
took her in his arms.

Their lips met in a kiss that melted away all
pretense.

Rayna’s long, thin fingers played with the
curly locks of light-brown hair at the base of his neck. “I love
you, Mr. Attorney,” she told him. “I don’t think I could have
gotten through the last few days without you.”

It was a magnificent spring day, and the
morning’s tennis match had helped divert her thoughts, but she
couldn’t put it off forever. Eventually, she was going to have to
open that box.

“How about getting a little light in here?”
Keith suggested.

The gloom inside the apartment reminded Rayna
once again of the awful hole Al Frederick’s sudden death had left
in her life. Wordlessly, she moved to the wall and activated an
electronic circuit to countermand the “opaque” instruction she had
last given to the sliding glass door that separated her living room
from a small patio outside.  

“The permastore’s still on the coffee table,
I see,” Keith noted, jerking his head toward the environmentally
sealed container.

“Right where I left it last week.”
  

“Yeah,” Rayna nodded numbly. “I haven’t
touched it. I was going to open it half a dozen times, but
I—I....” 

He walked over to where she stood, still
facing the wall, and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s
been pretty rough on you, hasn’t it, babe?  Especially
yesterday—going through all his things like that.”

Rayna grunted affirmatively and turned to
face him.

“That was the first time I’d been inside Al’s
place since it happened. Even with most of his stuff sold off, it
was eerie. There were just enough of his personal things to remind
me of where I was. But it seemed so...so...so empty. I guess
I still find it hard to believe he’s dead.”

Keith nodded. “Yeah, well, you have to expect
that sort of thing when somebody dies unexpectedly. It’s not 
like he’d been sick, so that you could have prepared yourself. Give
yourself a chance.”   

“But it’s already been more than a month,”
she said, exasperated with herself. At 34, she should be able to
handle these things better. “Intellectually, I know Al’s dead, but
until yesterday, I still had the crazy sense that he was in his
apartment, just tending to whatever it is he’s been tending to all
these years and waiting for me to visit him again.”  She shook
her head slowly from side to side and laughed bitterly. “Funny,
isn’t it, this inclination to see the world as if it’s a piece of
theater. I’m the star of this particular little drama, and I expect
all the supporting players—including Al—to be there when I need
them.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry, Keith,”
she said, offering a weak smile.

He gave her a reassuring squeeze. “It’s all
right, Ray. We went through almost everything in his apartment
yesterday. I’ll just transfer the stuff you wanted to keep to a
Trans-Mat storage vault in your name. You can get it anytime you
want to.”

Rayna gestured toward the permastore
container. “Too bad you couldn’t do the same thing with
that.”   

Keith pointed to a label on the box:






To be delivered in person upon my death
to

MS. RAYNA KINGMAN

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA






  “Didn’t have much choice.
Executors have an obligation to carry out the terms of a will, not
argue with them. Even when the executor’s a lawyer...and special
friend of the heir.” 

He winked at Rayna. “Maybe your friend Al
just didn’t like Trans-Mat. Even these days, I guess there are
still people who don’t much care for the idea of sending things
from one place to another by dismantling them molecule by molecule
and then putting them back together.” 

Rayna shook her head. “Al was fascinated by
Trans-Mat. He wouldn’t use it to travel himself, but....” 
  Suddenly, she chuckled.

“Ah, the joyful sound of laughter once more
pierces the oppressive bubble of sadness,” Keith said in pontifical
tones. “Mind letting me in on the joke?”

Rayna smiled and shook her head. “It’s
nothing, really. Just...well, I was remembering my sixteenth
birthday. Al wanted to surprise me with a birthday cake, only he
was out of town. So he sent the cake by Trans-Mat. It was the first
time I ever saw Trans-Mat in operation.”

“Oh?”

Rayna nodded as the happy memory lifted her
spirits. “Our building’s system was installed just few days before
that. I remember standing there with my parents and staring at the
receiving pod while the shimmer solidified into the shape of a
cake. I was absolutely fascinated. Oh, and there was a note, too.
It said, ‘These are special good-luck candles. Blow them out, and
all your wishes will come true.’”

 “So you blew out the candles and
won your heart’s desire. Right?” 

Rayna laughed. “Not exactly. We didn’t see
any candles. We joked about it and figured we would give Al a hard
time about getting old and forgetful. He wasn’t even 70 yet—just
middle aged, really—but he still thought about ages and life spans
in old 20th-century terms.”  She hesitated a beat before
continuing. “Anyway, when we cut into the cake, we found out what
really happened. There was a malfunction in the memory banks. You
know. The ones that record the molecular configuration. So the
candles materialized inside the cake!”

“Jeez,” Keith breathed with exaggerated
solemnity. “That’s enough to make any man’s red blood run cold.
Cakes and candles are one thing, but I’d sure hate to have parts of
me rematerializing in the wrong places!”

They looked at each other silently for a
moment. Then a lascivious smile brightened Keith’s face like a
shaft of light spilling into a dark alley. Rayna laughed and pushed
at him playfully.

They both knew that a fail-safe mechanism now
prevented anything more serious than a shut-down if the Trans-Mat
system didn’t pass a pre-transmission power, circuitry and
programming check, but Keith rarely passed up the chance for a
little good-natured teasing.

Rayna cocked an eyebrow and reflected for a
moment. “I suppose the cake foul-up might have left its mark on Al.
As I said, he never liked to travel by Trans-Mat himself.”

“Maybe he thought the things in that package
were just too important to take a chance,” Keith suggested.

The corners of Rayna’s mouth drooped as she
followed Keith’s glance in the direction of the permastore box.
“Guess I might as well get this over with,” she sighed. With quiet
resignation, she walked to the sofa and sat down on the edge of the
cushion, back straight, eyes fixed on the coffee table before her.
Moments ticked by.

Keith dropped onto the sofa next to her and
waited. “Well?” he said, his tone suddenly harsh and impatient.
“You going to open that thing, or are you going to stare at it all
day?”

Rayna pressed her lips together and looked at
him coldly. She knew her reaction to Al’s death was hard on Keith.
He was the type who prided himself on being in total control of his
emotions, and he expected the same of others. Sometimes, though,
she wondered if that veneer of control wasn’t just his way ignoring
things he didn’t want to see—the emotional equivalent of an ostrich
sticking its head in the sand. It was his warm, gentle side that
she’d fallen in love with, but every once in awhile....

“Look Rayna,” Keith said uneasily, “I know
you were close. Maybe the old guy left you something special in
that permastore—something to remember him by.”  He ran a hand
lovingly along her bare forearm. “Why don’t we go through it
together?”

She brushed back a recalcitrant lock of the
short, dark hair that framed her fair-skinned face. Pursing her
lips,  she glanced downward, nodded her head firmly and
reached for the box.

“How old was he, anyway?” Keith asked as he
handed Rayna his pocket valence-shifter to unseal the bond of the
permastore box. “Must have been pushing 80.”

“More than that,” Rayna said as she fingered
the valence-shifter distractedly. “He turned 88 on Jan. 30.
Eighty-eight years old....”

Her voice trailed off as she continued to toy
with the small, rectangular object in her hand. “He was an unusual
man, Keith. A caring man. It was as if he personally felt the pain
of every hardship, every injustice, every evil he ever heard about.
It got especially intense around his birthday.”

“Strange way to celebrate a birthday,” Keith
muttered.

Rayna raised her eyebrows and nodded. “I
always thought so, too. But that’s how he was. Some kind of
personal ghosts seemed to drive him, to make him feel it was up to
him to set things right in the world, but around his birthday, it
all seemed to overwhelm him, and he’d get depressed.”

Rayna inhaled deeply, then returned her
attention to the box. She pressed a switch on the valence-shifter
and ran it across the top of the permastore container. Suddenly,
electrons that had been sharing the outermost shells of two
different atoms retreated to independent paths around separate
nuclei, thereby breaking the covalent bond that had sealed the
container.

“You must’ve known him a long time,” Keith
said.

“Hmmm. It’s funny. I don’t think I remember
ever not knowing him. He was always at our family get-togethers.
Holidays, birthdays—that sort of thing. Used to be engaged to my
Aunt Vickie. You remember. My Dad’s older sister.”

“Sure,” Keith said. “The one who died last
year. I remember going to the funeral with you. You introduced me
to Al Frederick there. It was a few days after that when he called
and asked me to be executor of his will. I was surprised, but—”

“The family scuttlebutt is that Al and Aunt
Vickie lived together for awhile,” Rayna said. “Never married each
other, though. Nobody ever talks about why.”  She took a deep
breath. “Anyway, Aunt Vickie married Uncle Ted, and Al stayed a
bachelor. I always had the feeling that they still loved each
other, but....”

Rayna glanced away and began fidgeting with
the valence-shifter again. After a moment, she turned back toward
Keith. “I’m not sure just how it worked out that way, but Al was
like another member of the family.”

Keith cleared his throat, patted the smooth
fabric of the rust-colored sofa, and then sniffed the still
apartment air. “Kind of stuffy in here,” he said. “How about if I
open the patio door?”

Rayna nodded and returned her attention to
the permastore box. Standing now, she pulled back the lid and began
to shuffle the contents about.

“What in the world is this?” she asked as she
dug both hands down toward the bottom of the box. “It looks
like....”

 “Looks like some kind of
scrapbook,” Keith put in, returning to Rayna’s side as the scent of
jasmine drifted in on a light breeze from the open door.

“Mmmmm,” she agreed as she extricated the
album from beneath several of the other items in the box. She ran
her fingers over the sunrise scene that decorated the latigo
leather cover. “Looks hand-made,” she observed, leafing through the
pages of faded construction paper, bound together by black leather
thongs.

“Careful,” Keith warned. “That paper looks
pretty fragile. I’d say this thing was sitting around in the open
for a long time before it was ever put in there. Otherwise, the
preserving environment inside the permastore would have protected
it. You never saw it before?”

Rayna shook her head, settling onto the sofa
as she opened the album:  “Riots Threaten 10 Cities in Wake of
Roberts Assassination Attempt” announced the bold, two-line heading
of the newspaper clipping pasted on the scrapbook’s first pale
sheet of construction paper. Puzzled, she turned the page. A
related article caused her to draw in a sharp breath.

“Look at the byline, Keith. My Aunt Vickie
wrote this.”

Keith sat down next to Rayna and peered over
her shoulder as she continued to turn the pages, most of which
contained other news clippings.

There was a story on the first breakthrough
with NGRM therapy in 1978, when scientists discovered how to
stop  cancer in its tracks by restoring and maintaining normal
cell growth.

  There was a piece on the
election of Edward Brooke as the country’s first black president in
1980, detailing Brooke’s amazing political comeback from a 1978
Senate defeat. Along the way, the news story explained, Brooke had
to beat back a strong primary challenge from former actor and
California Gov. Ronald Reagan. The momentum of that primary success
carried Brooke to victory over the Democratic nominee, a former
Georgia governor named Jimmy Carter.

Leaning closer, Keith read the Brooke story.
“Ronald Reagan almost got the Republican nomination in 1980? 
My God, you mean he might really have been President?”

Rayna grunted and continued to focus her
attention on the scrapbook. It was an odd collection of clippings,
covering some of the biggest turning points of the last 50 years,
and yet curiously omitting others. Although there were some
printouts of CompuNews reports, these more recent stories
represented only a small percentage of those in the album.

One page, about halfway through the
scrapbook, was different. Mounted on the faded yellow sheet of
construction paper was not a clipping but a handwritten letter,
addressed to Al Frederick and signed by Rayna’s aunt. Rayna
couldn’t quite make out the date on the smudged blue stationery,
but she guessed it to be sometime in the 1980s.

“I’ll always treasure the memory of what we
once had,” the letter said in neatly formed script. “In that sense,
I’ll always love you. But the time for us as a couple is past. I’m
married to Ted now, and that’s the way it has to stay. All I can
offer you is my everlasting friendship. If you can be satisfied
with that, I wholeheartedly invite you to join us at the
party.”

Rayna sucked in a deep breath and blew the
air out with just the trace of a whistle. Then she looked at the
second item on the page, a two-line, undated death notice for
someone named Ariana Naylor, clipped from an unidentified
newspaper. There was no explanation, but Al had scrawled out a
cryptic comment:  “Too bad the miracle worker can’t keep his
own house in order!”

Rayna scratched her head in confusion.

“Know what we have here?” Keith said, peeking
at the clippings on the earlier pages as Rayna held the scrapbook
on her lap. “This is 50 years worth of history.”

Rayna nodded. “Maybe that’s why Al left it
for me. He knew I like to share authentic pieces of history with my
students. Makes the past seem more real to them.”

Keith shrugged in the special way that had so
irritated her when they first met three years ago in a UCLA
post-graduate course. Egotistical Southern California beach-party
type, she’d quickly concluded. Yet, despite herself, she was drawn
to him, and that made her dislike him all the more. Only seven
months after the demise of a marriage that should have worked but
somehow didn’t, she wanted no new  complications in her
life—especially not with over-age beach boys!

Then they were assigned to work on a class
project together, and she learned there was far more to Keith
Daniels than good looks and a powerful physical presence.

She glanced at him, a glow of tenderness
spreading through her. They were very different, she knew. She was
quiet, sedentary, introspective and cautious; he was bursting with
energy, athletic, more outward-looking than inward, and quick to
try new things. She sought her destiny by searching within herself.
He sought his by leaping enthusiastically from experience to
experience, as if driven by a mortal fear that he might miss
something.

At 37, Keith had earned academic degrees in
law, economics and physics; been married and divorced; and had four
live-in affairs lasting less than a year each. That their
relationship had lasted more than two years was something of a
milestone. Maybe what held them together was the appeal of
opposites. She didn’t know, and right now, she didn’t much
care.

“Ray?” Keith said, looking at her
quizzically.

“I’m okay, Keith,” she said, giving his hand
a gentle squeeze. She put the scrapbook aside and pulled the box
closer to where she now perched on the edge of the sofa cushion.
“Let’s see what else is in here.”

“That looks like a 1970s-style audio cassette
recorder,”  Keith said as Rayna removed a black, rectangular
piece of equipment from which dangled an old-fashioned electric
cord. “Got a bunch of cassettes in there, too, I see. I just hope
good ol’ Al remembered to include a fiber-optic adapter. Otherwise,
none of this will do you much good....  Ah,” he said, picking
out the adapter and placing it on top of the recorder, “here it
is.... 

“What do you have there?” he asked after a
moment’s pause. Rayna was inspecting an envelope bearing her name,
inscribed in a shaky hand.

 “Maybe there’s some sort of
explanation in here,” she said. “That’s Al’s
handwriting.”

She opened the envelope in silence. The
letter’s salutation and first paragraph were written out in an
unsteady longhand, but the rest had been printed using a
voice-activated Dictawriter. Rayna was mildly surprised. Al’s
romantic soul always demanded the touch of a human hand for
personal messages. His handwriting was never very legible, however,
and it had grown worse in the past year or so. Rayna was grateful
that he had switched to the Dictawriter at last.

“Dear Rayna,” she began reading aloud.
“I can’t leave this
world without telling you how much I care about you and begging
your forgiveness. I never meant to hurt Vickie or your mother or
you. But I had to do what I did. Please understand. Maybe these
tapes will help explain.”

Rayna paused, her face twisted into a puzzled
expression.

“What did he do to you and your mother and
your aunt?” Keith asked.

“I don’t know. Oh—well, in the case of Aunt
Vickie, it might have something to do with their breaking up. But
as far as my mother and I are concerned....”   She 
finished the sentence with a shrug, then returned her attention to
the letter.

“I miss Vickie so much,” she
read. “I always loved her, you know. All these years. It
was hard, seeing her married to another man. I think I could have
handled it if she’d been happy, but we both know she wasn’t. When
she died last year, it tore me apart. I could have helped her when
she started to choke on that piece of meat. I could have saved her
if I’d been there. But I wasn’t there, and Ted had gone off in one
of his huffs after an argument.”  Rayna
paused again, her mouth suddenly dry.

“This year would have been our 50th wedding
anniversary. Did you know that?  We never did set a specific
date, but we were going to be married in 1971. I keep thinking I’d
do things differently if I could live those years over again, but
I’m not really sure it’s true. At the time, it didn’t seem as if I
had many choices. I saw it as a question of love versus duty.
Though maybe it was really love versus power. I’ll let other people
analyze my motives. That’s a lot easier to do when you don’t have
all the facts, of course. Complexity is—well, too complex. It
doesn’t fit neatly into tidy theories.

“Anyway, instead of celebrating a wedding
anniversary, I find myself commemorating the anniversary of
Vickie’s death. I feel disconnected from the world. Except for
you.”

Lowering the letter to the table before her,
Rayna stared straight ahead as she tried to fight off the lump
forming in her throat.

“What is it, Ray?” Keith asked. “Is this
getting to you?”

Rayna nodded slowly. “I guess so. Damn! 
I promised myself I wouldn’t let this happen.”

Keith stroked her arm soothingly. “Happens to
the best of us sometimes,” he said.

She sat pensively for a moment, then picked
up the letter. But her unfocused eyes gazed past the paper to
memories of long talks and shared feelings—of all the things that
had made up a unique friendship.

“There was something very special about Al,”
she said quietly. “He always made me feel good—about myself, my
life, even about the whole cockeyed world. Whenever I was down, I
knew that if I just talked to Al, everything would be all right.
Even if we didn’t talk about anything in particular. God!  I’m
going to miss him!”

Keith fidgeted in the ensuing silence, his
eyes darting around the room nervously. Finally, he put his arms
around Rayna and kissed her gently on the forehead.

“How about if I read it?” he suggested.

Rayna nodded appreciatively and handed him
the letter. She settled back on the couch, absently hugging herself
as she stared blankly in the direction of a window-sized
holographic seascape on the wall across the room.

“In some ways, you remind me of the way I was many
years ago,” Keith read. “I used to
have big ideas—vague dreams of a wonderful world, dreams most
people told me to forget. Back then, most people figured you had to
do so much just to survive that there was no point in worrying
about larger issues. Sure, there was poverty, hunger, war,
repression .   But you weren’t supposed to worry about
that. It’s not that people were cruel—well, not most of them,
anyway. They just considered it foolish to dream about things as
they could be when you still had to cope with life just as it
was.

“Dreams were out of fashion, you see. But no
dreams meant no hope, and no hope meant despair. With despair,
things just got worse and worse.”  Keith
paused briefly to rub the back of his neck. “That’s how
the world was 50 years ago. But my dreams were stubborn. They hung
on. They drove me. They became the central motivating force of my
life. And in the process, I lost Vickie.

“You’re a dreamer, too. You may not realize it yet,
but I recognize the symptoms. You’re a dreamer. That can be a
strength, but it can be a danger, too. Don’t make my mistakes,
Princess. Learn from them.

“The tapes in this box add up to a journal of sorts,
beginning around 1971. You may find a lot of it hard to believe. I
find it hard to believe myself. But please, listen to all the tapes
before you draw any conclusions. Then you can decide what to make
of it.

“In any case, I hope you won’t judge me too harshly.
I loved Vickie Kingman dearly, and I love you. If I had a single
wish that could survive my death, it would be for you  to be
all you’re capable of being and, most of all, for you to be
happy.

“Goodbye. Al.”

Keith lowered the letter, a puzzled
expression on his face. Rayna glanced at him, then looked away,
fixing her moist eyes once more on the holopainting across the
room.

“You know, honey,” Keith said cautiously,
“this letter sounds almost like a suicide note.”

“No!” Rayna exploded, surprising herself with
the intensity of her response. “He wouldn’t kill himself!”

She took a moment to calm herself, then
frowned and shook her head uncertainly, eyes downcast. “Oh, I don’t
know. Maybe, in a way, he did. They were never able to tell me the
exact cause of death. It seems as if he just...stopped living.”

A soft, rhythmic buzz from Rayna’s
CompuNews/telefax system interrupted her thoughts and began calling
insistently for attention. “Oh, no!” she exclaimed. “Here we go
again.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Keith.

Rayna wrinkled her nose in disgust. “I guess
I’ve just had it with bad news lately. The bulletins seem so much
more negative the last few weeks.”

“Oh?”

 She nodded. “Like the other day
when that guy went berserk over in the Valley and started a fight
with somebody over priority for using a Trans-Mat booth. Or that
incident at the hospital downtown when they almost refused to admit
an emergency patient because he couldn’t find his MediNet
card.”  She shook her head sadly. “First Al dies, and now
everybody seems to be going nuts.”

“I think you’ve been reading too many news
bulletins,” Keith said. “I keep telling you that you don’t need
24-hour world-watch service. Local daily coverage and holovision
news should be enough current events for any normal person.”

Rayna smiled. This argument was familiar
ground. “Come on, Keith. You know how I feel about that.
World-watch is very useful to me as a teacher. You may be right
about the bulletins, though. At least I can take the system off
alert status.”  She shrugged her shoulders. “Look, it’s
probably just my mood. Nothing seems quite the same since Al
died.”

Keith studied her for a moment as the alarm
continued to sound. “Well, we might as well take a look,” he said,
walking to the nook where the CompuNews terminal and telefax
receiver stood.

“Hmmmph,” he snorted as he concentrated on
the screen.

“What is it?”   Rayna tried
unsuccessfully to maneuver her way around Keith in order to get a
clear view of the screen, but her 5-foot, 4-inch frame was no match
for his much bigger body.

“No big deal. Some Middle East problem,” he
said.

“The Middle East?   You can’t be
serious. There hasn’t been any real trouble there since the Six-Day
War in 1967. Just a few rumbles around 1970 or ’71.”

“See for yourself,” he said, stepping
aside.

The word “URGENT” flashed on and off in the
upper left corner of the screen as Rayna read the story’s lead
paragraph:

 

WHAT BEGAN AS A MILD DISAGREEMENT OVER A SITE
NOW THREATENS PLANS FOR A UNITED NATIONS CELEBRATION COMMEMORATING
THE 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE WORLD BODY’S FIRST MAJOR PEACE-KEEPING
SUCCESS—THE ESTABLISHMENT OF PEACE IN THE MIDDLE EAST.

 

Rayna pressed the “Acknowledge” key on the
terminal console to shut off the alert buzzer, then pressed another
key that instructed the computer to display the remainder of the
story.






THE DISPUTE—BETWEEN ISRAELI U.N. AMBASSADOR
MOSHE BEN-ARI AND AMBASSADOR MUHAMMAD BAWAZIER OF THE PAN-ARAB
LEAGUE—GREW SO BITTER THAT IT APPARENTLY PREVENTED THE UNITED
NATIONS COMMITTEE ON WHICH BOTH MEN SERVE FROM AGREEING ON ANY SITE
AT ALL.

OLD—AND PRESUMABLY LONG-HEALED—INTERNATIONAL
WOUNDS WERE REOPENED AS BEN-ARI AND BAWAZIER LOUDLY ARGUED THEIR
POINTS BEFORE THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY. BEN ARI WANTED THE CELEBRATION
TO TAKE PLACE IN JERUSALEM, WHICH WAS RECOGNIZED AS THE ISRAELI
CAPITAL AS PART OF THE HISTORIC AGREEMENT THAT RETURNED CAPTURED
ARAB LANDS TO THEIR FORMER OWNERS IN 1971. BAWAZIER, HOWEVER,
CLAIMED THAT THE HONOR OF HOSTING THE CELEBRATION SHOULD GO TO ONE
OF THE ARAB COUNTRIES.

ONLY THE SECRETARY-GENERAL’S INSISTENT GAVEL,
SUPPORTED BY OTHER DELEGATES WITH COOLER HEADS, WAS ABLE TO PREVENT
THE DISPUTE FROM ESCALATING OUT OF CONTROL. EVEN THEN, THE HEATED
EXCHANGE TRANSFORMED WHAT HAD BEEN BILLED AS A ROUTINE COMMITTEE
REPORT ON PLANS FOR THE PEACE CELEBRATION. SOME DELEGATES CLAIMED
THE TWO AMBASSADORS WOULD HAVE COME TO BLOWS IF THEY HAD BEEN
PHYSICALLY CLOSER TO ONE ANOTHER.

 

Rayna stopped reading and shook her head
sadly. “Well, I guess you can add another one to my list.”

“They’ll work it out,” said Keith. “They
always do.”

Rayna wasn’t so certain, but Keith insisted.
“Come on, now, honey. You’re making too much of this. I mean, all
they’re really talking about here is some fancy international
dinner where a bunch of dignitaries get stuck eating indigestible
food and listening to a lot of boring speeches.”

Rayna cocked her head to one side and raised
her eyebrows. “I guess you’re right, Keith, only....”

“Only what?”

She shook her head doubtfully. “Only I...I
have this bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. It’s not just the
Mideast thing. There’s more to it.”  She hesitated, not quite
sure what to say next. “Something seems very wrong.”

      







Chapter 2: Of Robbies and Rock
Farmers

 Charles J. Wraggon was disgusted. He didn’t
much care for the pale, tired-looking face that stared back at him
from his bathroom mirror.

No, he thought, that’s not true. It wasn’t
his face that disgusted him. It was what they were doing to it. He
was only 28 years old, but he felt like an old man. And his face
showed it. It wasn’t fair.

Wraggon rubbed his hand across the stubble
that was beginning to turn his chin and cheeks to blue-gray. Damn!
he thought. He kept forgetting to buy more beard retardant. And he
was out of his special depilatory cream, too—the one he could find
only at that little shop near the plant. All the other depilatories
made his skin break out. Now he’d have to shave, and he
hated that sonic shaver. It got rid of the beard, all right,
but it set his teeth on edge.

Two bell-like tones announced an incoming
call. He reached over to the wall and punched the “audio only”
button.

“It is 9:37 and 26 seconds, Mr. Wraggon,”
said a simulated masculine voice. “You are late for this morning’s
review meeting. When will you arrive?”

“Why don’t you go melt your circuits,”
Wraggon responded.

“It is 9:37 and 40 seconds, Mr. Wraggon. You
are late for this morning’s review meeting. When will you
arrive?”

Angrily, Wraggon broke contact.

“Rustbrain,” he muttered, reaching unhappily
for the sonic shaver. “I got a bunch of rustbrains telling me what
to do!”

Taking a deep breath, Wraggon braced himself
for the shaver’s nerve-wracking tingle. He nudged the switch on the
handle to “medium-close,” and....  Nothing. He jiggled the
switch back and forth. Still nothing.

“Damn!” he yelled, grinding his teeth. “Where
the shit’s the recharger?”  He hunted in vain through bathroom
drawers cluttered with scores of items that had been tossed in at
random during his year and a half of residence. In a sudden surge
of frustration, he yanked at a drawer, angrily hoping to tear it
from its cabinet. His attempt was rewarded only with a wrenching in
his elbow and shoulder as the anti-spill guard clamped onto the
drawer’s sides.

Once again, the communicator chimed. Wraggon
grabbed the shaver and heaved it at the control panel, which
responded with a shower of sparks.

“I need a drink,” he told himself, walking to
the main communicator console in the living room. He punched up a
bar menu, selected a bottle of Spacefarer’s whiskey, and hit the
“transmit” button. Nothing happened.

Stifling an impulse to put his fist through
the screen, he carefully checked the receiving pod and the settings
on  the communicator. Everything was in order. He tried again.
Still no response.

He pushed another button on the console.

“Service,” said the smiling female facsimile
on the screen. “What can I do for you?”

“You can send me my goddamn whiskey,” Wraggon
said. “Can’t you stupid machines do anything right?”

“Have you checked the—”

“Yeah, yeah. I checked everything. It was all
okay. You damn rustbrains just aren’t listening to me. I’m human.
You’re supposed to do what I tell you. You can only do what you’re
programmed to do. You can only think what you’re programmed to
think. You may be able to do some things better than we can, but
only because we made you that way!  Now, if you were
human, you’d know better than to give me any backtalk! 
I’d....”

“Sir,” the computer-generated image on the
screen said calmly, ignoring Wraggon’s diatribe, “our service trace
shows electrical damage emanating from one of your communicator
extensions. That will have to be repaired before transmission
service can be restored. The fail-safe mechanism will not permit
any transmissions unless the lines have passed a full safety check.
This, of course, is for your protection, and....”

“Uh-huh,” Wraggon muttered, suddenly tired of
fighting. “When can you get it fixed?”

“We can have a repair robot there within the
hour. Will someone be home?”   

“The manager’ll let ’im in.”

“That will be fine, sir. We’ll charge that to
your account.”

“What?” screamed Wraggon. “Your damn system
breaks down, and you’re gonna charge me?  Service is
supposed to be included in the monthly charge!”

“That is correct, sir. Normal service is
included, but our service trace shows that the damage was caused by
impact with an external object traveling with a force, speed and
trajectory indicating that it was thrown at the extension. We
clearly specify in our service contract that we bear no
responsibility for such damage. If our interpretation is in error,
you may, of course, appeal the bill to our complaint
department.”

Wraggon made a rude gesture and broke
contact. He needed that drink more than ever now. Good thing there
were still some human-type bars around.

 

 

 

The bar was about six blocks from Wraggon’s
apartment. Normally, he would have used Trans-Mat, but he wanted
nothing more to do with machines right now. Besides, the walk might
help him cool off. He had to get hold of himself. This was the
fifth time in the past month that he had skipped work and instead
curled up with a bottle. He’d never had a drinking problem before.
Was he suddenly turning into an alcoholic?  All he knew was
that his job was becoming intolerable.

It used to seem reasonable—even sort of
noble—that robots should be doing all the menial jobs. That left
people with time and energy to improve themselves and to develop
their talents to the fullest without having to worry quite so much
about the drudgery associated with keeping food on the table. After
all, for every menial job a robot took away from a human being, new
and more challenging jobs opened up. And with the country’s
train-and-place centers to coordinate personnel and training needs,
workers now had unprecedented mobility. Mid-life career changes
were not only possible but typical.

Available jobs covered a wide range of skill
levels, too. Wraggon was living proof. He’d started out knowing
nothing more about robots than how to activate one. A low-skill,
entry-level job, bolstered by skill-enhancement training, groomed
him for his current position as plant manager for one of King
Robotics’ three Los Angeles factories. The pay was good. The
benefits were good. And, until about a month ago, he considered his
life pretty good.

Recently, though, he’d started to see the job
as a waste of his talents. He was smart, he decided. Smart enough
to be in charge of people, not just a bunch of robots
designed to make other robots. Years ago, assembly lines were
staffed by human beings instead of robbies. Then, it meant
something to be a plant manager. Then, people looked up to you. His
grandfather used to talk about the old days. About how the coons
and spics and white trash that worked for him used to jump whenever
he snapped his fingers. Back then, people knew their place. They’d
treat a guy like Wraggon with respect—or else!  And now here
he was running a factory so that some company owned by his
inferiors could make lots of money. Thanks to him, those bums could
act as if they were better than he was!

Wraggon stuffed his hands in his pockets and
focused on the ground as he walked. The mid-morning sun gently
warmed him, and his subconscious noted the fragrance of a roadside
cluster of flowers, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

Finally, he looked up. Carefully planned
residential developments dominated the area, each bearing its own
distinctive architectural identity. Yet somehow, despite their
individuality, each development was compatible with those around
it. Grass, trees, shrubs and brightly colored floral varieties
surrounded the buildings.

Nice neighborhood, Wraggon thought. But,
then, they’re all nice neighborhoods.

The residential area gave way to an equally
attractive business section. Computer and communicator links made
it possible to conduct most types of business directly from home,
but many people still liked working together in an office
environment. The same desire for human contact kept a host of small
retail shops in the black, despite the fact that people could order
virtually anything they needed by communicator and have it
delivered almost instantaneously by Trans-Mat.

The Milk of Human Kindness was a pleasant
little tavern at the edge of the business district. For some
reason, Wraggon thought, the place seemed a little less appealing
lately. Maybe it was the clientele that bothered him. Too many
undesirables. If this keeps up, he thought, I’ll have to find
another saloon.

“Spacefarer’s,” Wraggon said to the bartender
as he hoisted himself onto a stool. “Make that a double.”

“Ya got good taste in booze, buddy.”

The slightly intoxicated voice belonged to a
large man sitting two stools away. “Spacefarer’s is the best.
’Specially when ya wanna drown out a love affair. But ya know, ya
haven’t really had it till yuv had it out in space. In free-fall.
It does really funny things to ya in free-fall. Ya ever have it in
space?”

Wraggon looked around uncomfortably and
noticed that they were the only customers. “Huh?” he
said—immediately regretting that he’d acknowledged the other man at
all.

“He wants to know if you ever had a broad in
space,” the bartender offered.

“Naaaaah. You dope. I asked him if he ever
had any Spacefarer’s out in space!  Sheesh!”  The
man shook his head and rolled his eyes in exasperation. Wraggon
studied his drink.

“Name’s Barnard. Like the star. Ya
know?  Barnard.”

“Yeah,” Wraggon said noncommittally,
“Barnard.”  Why couldn’t this clown leave him alone?

“Well?” Barnard said expectantly, moving to
the stool next to Wraggon’s.

“Well what?”

“Who’re you?”

 ”None of your damn business!”
Wraggon blurted. He flinched instinctively as he realized that
Barnard had seven inches and about 60 pounds on him. If Barnard was
a mean drunk, Wraggon was in big trouble.

“Hey, you’re okay, buddy!”  Barnard
laughed heartily, clapping Wraggon on the back so hard that the
smaller man’s nose almost wound up in his drink. “A bottle of
Spacefarer’s fer me an’ my buddy,” Barnard called out in
increasingly slurred syllables.

“Uh, listen, uh, Barnard,” Wraggon began
carefully. “I appreciate the bottle, but I’d just as soon be left
alone. I’m in a lousy mood.”

“Well, sure ya are, pal!  That’s why
people come ta places like this. But ya don’t really wanna be
alone, now, do ya?  If ya wanted ta be alone, ya coulda just
ordered up the booze at home.”

“I tried,” Wraggon said mournfully. “My damn
communicator’s busted, and they wouldn’t transmit anything.”

“Oh. I unnerstan’,” Barnard said, pouring
himself a refill from the newly opened bottle the bartender had
just placed on the bar. “I got some troubles myself. I go off an’
join the Merchant Fleet so’s this girl will gimme a little respect,
an’ as soon as I get back from my first full-length run, I find out
she’s quit the service and gone off with some fuckin’ artist.”

“She was in the service, too?” Wraggon asked
without thinking.

“Yeah. We met at this party, see, an’ she
starts tellin’ me all about how great it is in the Fleet an’ how
she figures any man worth havin’ would hafta have his head in the
stars. So like a wom[1], I join up. Had ta work like a damn robbie,
too. We make a few training runs together. Have some great zero-gee
sex. Everything’s in phase, see. Then I find out she can’t even
wait an’ tell me goodbye ta my face!  I mean, it’s not like
before the Borisov drive, when it took a year ta get ta the
colonies. Only takes two months now. But she just couldn’t wait ta
dump me.

“So now I gotta finish out my hitch runnin’
aroun’ from colony ta colony in th’ Asteroid Belt. Ya got any idea
what that’s like?  All ya see is these
bowl-squatters[2] who think they’re regular Dan’l Boones or
somethin’. What a joke! 

They’re livin’ in these big, comfy domes with
lots o’ robots ta wait on ’em hand an’ foot, while we spend months
out in space cramped inta tiny little cabins. They don’t
hafta worry ’bout the robbies’ mass/function index. They don’t
hafta worry ’bout makin’ every cubic centimeter of  room
count!  We’re the ones hafta be miserable just so’s there’ll
be enough cargo space and mass allowance on the ship for the stuff
they make up there and for the supplies they need from Earth. But
they think they’re real hotshots—Apollo’s gift ta the
universe!  I hate ’em all!”

Wraggon sipped his drink. He wasn’t very
interested in the details of Barnard’s story, but there was
something about the way the big man talked that made Wraggon feel
comfortable.

“It’s the robbies I hate,” Wraggon said with
an openness he usually reserved for several drinks later.

“My grandfather, he used to say the country
started going to hell when they forced the schools in Little Rock
to let the niggers in. Gramp knew what he was talking about, too. I
mean, he was right there in the thick of it—in his first year at
Central High back then. That’s where it all started, you know. He
told me all about how the troops came in and everything.

“But seems to me things got even worse when
the robots started taking over all the simple jobs.”

“Yeah?” Barnard responded with genuine
interest. “Why’s that?”

Wraggon’s spirits rose as he realized he was
talking to a potential ally.

“Well, look, they had to do something about
the workers who used to do the jobs the robots were taking? 
Right?”

Barnard nodded.

“So they sent ’em back to school!” 
Wraggon waited for a reaction, but Barnard just looked at him
blankly. “Well,” Wraggon resumed, “that’s what it all amounted to.
A bunch of Jew eggheads and some smart-ass politicians decided they
needed to ‘retrain’ the workers. Otherwise, they figured they’d
just have a bunch of bums hanging around waiting for a government
handout. If you ask me, they should’ve just shipped ’em all out to
the colonies!”

“I think maybe some of ’em did go ta the
colonies,”  Barnard said. “I remember a couple o’ rock farmers
on Ceres talkin’ about how their fathers come over on the first
settlement ship. They were kinda laughing about how it turned out
the robbies did ′em all a favor by taking over their fathers’
jobs.”

“Yeah, I guess some of ’em went to the
colonies, all right, but lots of ’em stayed put. And that meant
headaches for the wheels who were running the show. See, they’d
tried things before—all sorts of things—but nothing ever worked.
The do-gooders just never would admit that you can’t teach these
dumb, second-rate types!  But did that make ’em stop? 
Nope!  This time they decided to turn it into some sort of
noble experiment. Instead of just retraining displaced workers,
they changed the whole damn employment service!  You know the
motto:  ‘If you are willing to learn, you can be trained. If
you are willing to work, you can contribute.’” 

Wraggon sneered as he recited the slogan.
Yet, a small, lonely voice deep inside told him he had no cause for
complaint. It was this very program that had helped him. He was a
big-shot now with an important job. Trouble was, another part of
him insisted, anyone could be a big-shot now. That didn’t
mean much when the little-shots were just robots.

“Sure,” said Barnard, “my ol’ man, he went
through that retraining. Seven or eight years ago, I think it was.
He was a construction engineer, but he didn’t like it anymore.
Wanted ta do somethin’ completely different. So he went ta th’
employment service an’ found out they needed chemistry teachers at
a small college near here. He went back ta school an’ wound up
teachin’ there. He’s department head, now. I was aroun’ 18
then—maybe 19. Or was that the time my mother took the
training?  Can’t think real clear right now. Head’s startin’
ta hurt. Anyway, I remember we lived on trainin’ allotment checks
fer awhile.”

“Your old man was lucky. Got himself a job
where he could order a bunch of students around. And now, some
other teachers, too. But what about the rest of us?  And how
about the job he left?  The construction engineer job? 
Some know-nothing spade or wetback takes the training and gets the
job. Suddenly, he’s respectable. He tells a bunch of robbies what
to do, same as I do.”

“Come to think of it,” Barnard observed,
pursuing his earlier line of thought,” the creep that Aurora took
up with, I heard he used ta be with th’ Fleet. Navigator, I think.
He’s the one got Aurora ta quit and go learn how ta paint flowers
with ’im!”

“Listen,” Wraggon resumed fervently, “don’t
you understand?  It all started because of the robots! 
The retraining program, screwing up the natural order of things—all
that stuff!  When you make a robot do what you say, it doesn’t
mean a thing. Robots don’t have a choice. The way they’re made,
they can’t disobey. I know that better than most. I run a plant
that makes those damn robbies!  But if you can get
another man to do what you say, then you have real power.
That means other people respect you, or they’re afraid of you.

“Can’t you see?  If everybody’s a boss,
then nobody’s really a boss!  The robots have turned us all
into nobodies!”

Barnard stifled a belch. The morning binge
was obviously catching up with him. He looked miserable and
probably felt worse.

“Uh, I don’t feel so good. I think I
better....”

Barnard’s effort to rise from the barstool
and head for the men’s room ended unsuccessfully as he stumbled
against Wraggon and landed hard on the barroom floor.

“Hey!” yelled the bartender. “If your friend
can’t hold his liquor better’n that, he ought to do his drinking at
home!  I want him outta here!”

“He’s not my friend,”  Wraggon responded
in irritation. “You know he was already here when I came in. I
never saw him before today.”

“Fine. Then I’ll just call the cops. They’ll
figure out what to do with him.”

From the floor, a barely conscious Barnard
moaned:  “Please, buddy, help me out. The cops’ll turn me over
ta Fleet...pull my furlough.”

Barnard mumbled a few more unintelligible
syllables before finally passing out.

“Well?” the bartender barked.

Wraggon looked with distaste at the heap on
the floor. That’s all he needed. A drunken spacer to baby-sit. But
at least Barnard was a man, not a machine. Besides, he
seemed interested in what Wraggon had to say. It had been a long
time since anyone had paid attention to Charlie Wraggon. No one
since his grandfather died, come to think of it. His parents
certainly didn’t take him seriously. They listened to him with
polite tolerance, the same way they used to listen to his
grandfather. This Barnard, though, might just turn out to be a
pretty good guy once he sobered up. And he was human. It was nice
to be able to talk to a human being for a change.

“Oh, crap. All right. Well, you don’t have a
Trans-Mat pod here, and the nearest public one’s at least a block
away. I can’t drag him clear over there. Better call a taxi. I’ll
take him to my place.” 

Wraggon continued to study Barnard’s inert
form. Now all he had to do was figure out how a 170-pound man could
get a drunken 230-pounder up to a fourth-floor apartment.

 

 


Chapter 3: History Lesson

 “All
right, now,” Rayna said, “settle down. The weekend’s
over.”

The subtle changes she’d been noticing in the
classroom continued to trouble her. She’d always related well to
her students. She liked them, and they knew it. Their high spirits
were contagious, investing each day with a magic sense that all
things were possible. If the students got a bit unruly
sometimes....  Well, that went with the adolescent territory.
Lately, however, the character of that unruliness seemed different.
Less benign. Even ominous somehow. She furrowed her brow in
concentration, then gave her head a quick shake.

“Alana,” she said sharply to a student who
was bouncing to a privately heard rhythm, “turn off your M-link.
This is a class in history, not music.”

Gradually, the bustle of activity and the
buzz of youthful voices diminished. An intense-looking 16-year-old
seated before one of the 20 desk-top computer terminals in the
classroom made a special effort to look away from the keyboard as
he began typing stealthily.

“Rick, you can either cancel that note you’re
writing  now or else wait for me to put it on ‘demo’ for
everybody to share.”

“I don’t think Karin would like that much,
Miss Kingman,” one of the other boys yelled.

Red-faced, Karin tried to sink into the floor
as she and Rick exchanged embarrassed glances.

Rayna’s mouth formed the merest hint of a
smile as she waited for the wave of student laughter to
subside.

“Oh, yes. Before we go on, I want to remind
you that you have a homework assignment due tomorrow.”

“We can just submit this one electronically,
can’t we?” someone asked. “We don’t have to print it out like last
time?”

Rayna nodded. “Electronic submission is fine.
Just make sure you do the work. I’m sorry to say, it seems you
people are getting a little forgetful—or is it lazy?  Ten—no,
12—of you are missing at least one assignment in the past three
weeks,” she said, consulting the class records displayed on the
computer terminal adjacent to her desk. “That’s just not like you.
And as for the assignments you are turning in.... 

She removed a sheaf of papers from a desk
drawer and waved it wordlessly before her students, studying their
faces. When the papers were in just the right place, she loosened
her grip, allowing the paper-clipped bundle to land on the desk
with a soft “plop.”

“This,” she gestured at the papers, “was
supposed to be an essay on the Rebirth period. It was supposed to
show some original thinking. It was not supposed to be a printout
of your favorite encyclopedia article on the subject!  Three
of you tried to get away with that. And—let’s see. Umm, five others
used verbatim quotes for part of their essays.”

“But you said we could quote from other
sources,” Linda complained.

“True. But not without acknowledging your
source. It’s all right to say, ‘The Rebirth was the most
significant turning point in the history of human relations,’
according to the Scholar’s World Encyclopedia. It’s not all right
to say the same thing using the encyclopedia’s words but pretending
the words are yours!”

Linda frowned and bowed her head in an
indignant huff. Every few seconds, she would glance up
surreptitiously from beneath long, dark lashes. Rayna could almost
feel the heat of Linda’s gaze boring into her back as she turned
toward the other side of the room.

“Even those of you who weren’t guilty of
plagiarism didn’t seem to take this assignment very seriously.”

The only sound in the room was the uneasy
shifting of 20 student rumps as they moved nervously against their
chairs.

“Emilio, you usually do such good work. Why
just copy?  You know this material.”  Emilio shrugged,
and Rayna’s glance darted from face to face around the hushed
classroom. “You all know the material. I expected more from you
than a summary of the facts and a bunch of old platitudes.”

She waited, hoping for a response—even an
argument—but the students just sat there, looking bored.

“It’s not enough to say that the Rebirth
began after the 1971 riots and changed the way we live today,” she
resumed, suddenly hating the sound of her own voice. “That’s just a
cliché. You have to explain it—show it!”

“And how’re we supposed to do that?”
challenged a slender young man with ebony skin, a strong jaw line
and the faint beginnings of a mustache.

Rayna thought for a moment.

“You live near school, don’t you, Jason?”

“Yeah. Couple of blocks away.”

“Are all your neighbors black?”

“What?  Of course not!  Why should
they be?”

“Fifty years ago, they would have
been.”  Rayna paused to let the point sink in, but she could
see she’d have to say more.

“As you all should know by now, South-Central
Los Angeles was almost all black 50 years ago. There were other
parts of the city that were mostly white. Latinos lived primarily
on the east side. Koreans and Chinese and other groups each had
their own little sections, too....”

Rayna surveyed the faces in the room. The
most positive expression she observed was one of tolerant
politeness. The familiar signposts of active interest—the excited
look of comprehension and the bright-eyed eagerness to learn
more—those were missing. The spark had been dimming steadily over
the past weeks. Now, her students were cast in bronze. The change
was more than disheartening. It sent icy ripples down her
spine.

“Listen, Miss Kingman, we know the story,”
Xian offered. “We know what happened. John Martin Roberts was shot,
and then people rioted all over the country, and then the cities
were rebuilt. How can we not know the story?  Roberts Park is
less than a mile away. We’ve heard about him all our lives. Maybe
we’re just tired of rehashing something that happened 50 years ago.
Why make such a big deal out of it?”

Rayna shook her head sadly.

“The shooting of John Martin Roberts was a
major turning point in American history,” she said with a sigh.
“The Rebirth period that came after the riots made a reality out of
ideals Americans had paid lip service to for almost two centuries.
That’s a pretty big deal, wouldn’t you say, Xian?” 

“We know that, Miss Kingman, but—”

“There’s more,” Rayna continued. “It’s
largely because of John Martin Roberts that we that we no longer
have to live with the constant threat of nuclear war or the
hundreds of ‘little’ wars that were once common all over the world.
I’d say that qualifies as a big deal, too.”

“Yeah, but now you’re talking about the stuff
Roberts did when he was with the United Nations,” said Jason.

Rayna nodded. “Right, but it’s all connected.
As soon as Roberts was well enough, President Muskie named him
United States ambassador to the U.N. As you all should know,
Roberts helped negotiate an end to the Vietnam War. But he did much
more than that. More than any other human being, Roberts was
responsible for turning the World Court into an effective tool for
resolving international disagreements without armed conflict, and
he played a major role in negotiating the big U.S.-Soviet
disarmament treaty of 1983—the one that set up the first joint
Soviet-American space missions.” 

Shafts of yellow light burst through the
classroom windows as the afternoon sun found a clearing in the
cirrus-streaked sky.

“Of course, those early missions eventually
led to development of the Borisov drive and colonization of the
asteroids, and pollution-free energy systems based on Nitinol from
the colonies, and....”

She hesitated, once again conscious of the
sound of her own voice. “Let me remind you, the purpose of this
class is not to memorize facts. A computer can give you facts. Our
purpose here is to understand history and, by understanding the
past, learn more about ourselves today. To do that, you have to
think. That was your assignment.”

There was no sound from the students, but few
of them met Rayna’s gaze.

“Today, you don’t come into the world with
two strikes against you just because of your sex or your religion
or the color of your skin. Your future depends on you, not on how
much money your parents may have. For most of humanity throughout
most of history, that hasn’t been the case. It’s important for you
to understand that. In the past, it always seemed to take a riot to
remind those in power that things weren’t right. And when the riots
were over, all you usually had were dead bodies and burned-out
neighborhoods and a lot of words.”

“Sort of like what we’re getting now,” Rick
muttered to his neighbor.

Rayna glared at Rick.

“The point is that after the 1971 riots,
people made a conscious commitment to rebuild the damaged cities in
a way that would make a lasting difference. Project New Start—the
program that replaced slum buildings with planned integrated
housing and new local businesses—that started right here in Los
Angeles and eventually spread to other cities.”

“Yeah, and the federal government redesigned
the employment service, too,” Rick interrupted. “Like Xian said,
we’ve heard it all before. Why keep going over it?”

Rayna heaved a deep sigh of frustration. “Can
anyone answer Rick’s question?  Did any of you give this
assignment any real thought at all?”

Rayna’s challenge was met by a score of blank
stares. She shut her eyes briefly and massaged the bridge of her
nose. After a moment, she swept the class with a silent, probing
look, shifting her focus from face to face around the room.
Finally, she spoke.

“It’s because of the Rebirth that you can now
take for granted the right to live anywhere you want to live, to
get any job you decide to train for, with no thought about racial,
religious or sexual barriers. Some of your grandparents must be old
enough to remember the bad old days. Ask them about it. Maybe then
you’ll understand.” 

She shook her head distractedly, her thoughts
drifting from the students to a puzzle that had long piqued her
academic curiosity. “Funny thing is, nobody ever could explain why
it all worked out this time when even the best efforts had always
failed before. There are plenty of theories, but nobody seems to
agree on....”  She paused for a deep breath and refocused on
the class. “That’s why I asked you to write an essay on the period.
Your opinion’s as good as the historians’. I wanted you to
question. To wonder. To....”

Rayna stopped, realizing once more that she
wasn’t getting through. She needed to try a new approach.

“Okay. Look, I know talking to you like this
isn’t doing any good. I just seem to be boring you.”  Rick
rolled his eyes in agreement, eliciting a few muffled chuckles.

“I’ve been thinking of trying a little
experiment anyway, and this may be just the right time. It will
give you a chance to learn more about history in a very personal
way. Each of you will be doing something a little bit different.
And it will be nearly impossible for you to simply copy from an
encyclopedia!”

“Uh-oh,” Rick groaned. “Sounds like we’re in
for a lot of work.”

“If you give yourselves a chance, I think
you’ll really enjoy this assignment.

“Here’s what I want you to do:  Choose
an ancestor of yours—make it a minimum of, oh, five generations
back. Then find out all you can about the time and place your
ancestor lived in. Finally, I want you to get creative. I want you
adopt your ancestor’s persona. In other words, pretend that you are
your multi-great grandparent. Then I want you to write a letter or
a diary entry or some kind of day-in-the-life narrative that will
reflect your ancestor’s life and times. We’ll read your papers
aloud and discuss them in class.”

Twenty pairs of eyes stared at Rayna in
horrified silence. A moment later, a buzz of uncertain comments and
questions began building into a roar of indistinguishable
voices.

“When’s it due?” Emilio’s plaintive cry rose
above the din. Somehow, he managed to make the question sound
almost like a prayer for mercy.

“I want you to give this a lot of thought.
How about four weeks from today?  That ought to give you
enough time.”

Another roar from the class.

“I’m not even sure I can find out who my
ancestors from five generations back were!” Emilio complained.

“Sure you can. You all can. You’re sitting in
front of the greatest boon any genealogist has ever known!”

Rayna patted her computer terminal. “Over the
last three decades, every existing paper record in the world has
been transferred to the limited-access files of the Consolidated
Data Network. So have all microfilm, microfiche and every other
type of record. The originals are stored in environmentally
controlled warehouses in case of a computer failure, but the data
are available to anyone with voiceprint clearance for the
information requested. Since all computers these days are
automatically hooked into the network, all you have to  do is
ask the computer for your family tree going back five generations,
and Voila! you have it. I’ve done traces on some historical figures
for research purposes, and it’s really quite simple.”

The students looked uncertainly at one
another and then at Rayna.

“Still not convinced?  Okay. I’ll show
you how to do a genealogy trace right now. That ought to get you
started. Let’s go through it step by step.”

Rayna waited as the students cleared their
work areas and activated their terminals.

“Okay, now. The first thing you do is punch
in the CDN program code. That’s G-E-N-T-R-A-C. The program will
begin by asking you how many generations you want traced. There.
It’s coming up on my terminal now. I’ll put this all on ‘demo’ in
case you want to watch what I’m doing before trying it on your own
terminals.”  Rayna pressed the appropriate keys as her
students set their terminals to a “demo-receive” mode.

“All right. Now I answer the question. Let’s
make it a five-generation trace. You can make it longer than that
if you wish simply by telling the computer how far back you want it
to go.

“This next prompt asks whether you want to
follow natural parentage or adopted family lines. It’s simplest if
you start out with a trace on natural lines only. If it turns out
there’s an adoption in the family tree, the computer will let you
know, and you can request adoption information for that stage of
the trace. If you enter ‘adopted’ first, though, you’ll just get
the official records as they stand. The computer will ignore the
distinction between natural and adoptive lines, and it won’t alert
you to adoptions in your family history. That’s because of our
privacy laws. Many adoption records used to be completely sealed.
Some still are. The only way the government would authorize the
GENTRAC program to use the Central Data Network was on condition
that traces involving adoptions would require a specific request
and voiceprint clearance.

“Anyway, the next step is to tell the
computer who you are. Just type in your name...” Rayna did so as
she spoke “...and key in a voiceprint test. Then state your
name—slowly and clearly—into the ID mike.”

Rayna removed a small microphone from the
clip that held it unobtrusively against the right side of the
computer’s keyboard.

“Rayna Joanne Kingman,” she stated
carefully.

“Now all you have to do is press the ‘run’
key,” she  said, looking up and smiling at the class as they
watched their terminals with intense interest.

“Hey, Miss Kingman, if this is so doggone
easy, why isn’t anything happening?” Rick taunted.

“Huh?”  Rayna returned her attention to
her own terminal and stared in surprise. Her name was displayed on
the screen in blinking capital letters. She must have made a
mistake in initiating the program. Unless something was wrong with
the terminal. But she’d used the terminal earlier in the day, and
it had worked correctly. Furthermore, she had done a trace on John
Martin Roberts just last week as part of her research for a new
paper she was preparing on major political figures of the late 20th
century. That, too, had run flawlessly. No, it must have been user
error. But how could...?  She cut off the unsettling thought
and tried to ignore an insistent flutter in her stomach.

“Well, I never said I was perfect,” she said,
grinning sheepishly. “Even teachers are capable of hitting the
wrong key sometimes. Linda, why don’t you try to do a trace, and
I’ll monitor it as you go. Do you remember the steps?”

Linda nodded and began punching the
appropriate keys—and receiving the appropriate responses—each step
of the way.

“Now I do the voiceprint test?” Linda
asked.

The student’s voice interrupted Rayna’s
apprehensive reflection.

“Hmmmm?  Oh!  Yes. Very good,
Linda. Now just press the ‘run’ key. That’s it.”

In a sudden burst of activity, Linda’s
terminal screen filled with moving lists of names linked by lines
indicating family relationships.

“I think I need a hard copy,” Linda said.

“Yes. Sure. That’s fine,” Rayna said
abstractedly. “You know how to do that.”

Rayna forced her attention back to the
class.

“You all know the process now. It’s just five
minutes till the end of school. You may as well go home now. You
might want to get started while the technique is still fresh in
your minds. You should be able to run GENTRAC on any home
terminal.”

Twenty young bodies eagerly made their way
out the classroom doors to the school’s Trans-Mat pods. There, they
would re-form into smaller groups of friends and head for the
Trans-Mat centers nearest each of their destinations.

Silence settled on the classroom like a cloud
as Rayna anxiously turned back to her terminal and ran through the
procedure for the GENTRAC trace once more. Same result:  Her
name blinked at her mockingly. Her heart hammered out its cadence
with a vengeance, and emotion clutched at her throat. The
explanation was now clear. She didn’t want to believe it, but it
was the only remaining possibility. It would mean that for 35
years, she had been living a lie. It would mean.... 

She had to be sure. She pressed a slightly
different series of keys, repeated the voiceprint check, and pushed
the “run” key.

Her flashing name didn’t light up the screen,
but no mad computer dance ensued, either. Instead, the words below
her name read: 

“RECORDS SEALED. TRACE CANNOT BE
COMPLETED.”

Her eyebrows jerked upward in surprise. The
rational, problem-solving part of her personality struggled to
remain calm despite the vague sense that she was tumbling headlong
into an abyss.

Sealed!  It was even worse than she
thought. Not only had her parents deceived her, but the sealed
records prevented her from getting at the truth.

Know thyself, she thought bitterly. A piece
of ancient wisdom. But how can you know yourself when you don’t
even know your name?  When you’ve only just found out that you
don’t know your name? 


Chapter 4: Who am I?

 She
never meant for it to be a confrontation. She’d simply wanted to
clear things up. Against all the evidence, she’d still hoped that
it was just some computer foul-up—that Bill and Ann Kingman really
hadn’t been lying to her all these years.

Even if it turned out to be true that she was
adopted, she told herself, the Kingmans were still the only parents
she’d ever known. They’d shared the ups and downs of her growing
years. They’d offered support and love during the tough times when
her marriage to Frank was slowly crumbling. Afterward, they’d
helped her to overcome the hurt and self-doubt that had settled in
Frank’s wake, despite the amicable nature of the divorce. They
couldn’t have treated her better. Except for one small item. They
had neglected to tell her who she really was.

“Why does it matter so much?” Bill Kingman
had asked. “Whether you were adopted or born to us, you’re still
our daughter, and we’re still your parents.”

“Maybe it wouldn’t matter, Dad, if you’d told
me the truth years ago.”

After that, the talk grew increasingly
acrimonious. Rayna’s emotions wavered from anger over what she
perceived as a breach of trust to fear over losing the love she
still felt for the couple she’d always known as Mom and Dad—from a
sense of betrayal to a sense of loss. Her pain had the sharp edge
of a fine knife, but along with the pain, there was a swirling fog
of other feelings that confused and frightened her.

Now, riding through the city on a hoverbus
tour, she found herself replaying parts of that painful
conversation in her mind. The tour was a diversion she’d used
before when she wanted to think. The movement of the vehicle was
somehow soothing, and the guide’s patter gave others on the bus
something to think about, thereby reducing chances that a
well-meaning stranger might try to intrude on her mental
solitude.

“We couldn’t tell you,” her mother had said,
her tone almost begging for understanding. “We couldn’t tell
anyone. It was part of the deal. If we told anyone, the adoption
agreement would have been cancelled. And we didn’t want to lose
you!”

“I came of age a long time ago,” Rayna
reminded them. “Why didn’t you tell me then?”

Bill Kingman looked away, then at his wife,
then back at Rayna. “By that time,” he said softly, “you were so
much a part of our lives that we never thought about the adoption
anymore.”

Kingman had been assigned to his firm’s
British division in 1985 and 1986. It wasn’t too difficult for the
couple to return to Los Angeles with a new baby that would be
accepted as their biological offspring.

 “Not even your grandparents knew
the truth,” Ann whispered, her eyes moist.

“Oh?  How did you manage that?” Rayna
demanded. “Grandma G must’ve been in a positive uproar. How could a
Gianelli girl give birth without letting her own mother be present
for the blessed event?  I can hear her now:  ‘Thank the
Lord your father isn’t alive to see this day.’” 

Ann Kingman cringed at Rayna’s mocking
words.

“And Baba and Grandpa, what about them? 
All of a sudden, you show up with a baby. No letters or phone calls
beforehand to prepare them, either, I’ll bet. Just a fait
accompli in swaddling clothes.”  Rayna was glaring at her
father by then. “You’ve always told me it took Baba and Grandpa a
long time to get over the shock that it was you and not Aunt Vickie
who married a gentile. After all, you were the bar mitzvah
boy—the one who seemed so concerned about keeping the faith. And
you were always so dependable. Aunt Vickie was the wild one,
the free spirit. From her, they might have expected the unexpected.
Right?  But not from you. Or was all that a lie, too?”

Bill Kingman’s eyes narrowed. “Stop it,
Rayna,” he demanded in a low voice. “I don’t like your tone one
little bit. I know all this has been a shock, but—”

“A shock?  You can’t begin to
understand—”     The round-faced man with the
aquiline nose and the bald pate cleared his throat loudly and tried
to explain.

“Please understand. We had to do things the
way we did. Your grandparents were pretty angry with us, too, but
somehow, we managed to smooth things over with them, and there was
this kind of unspoken agreement not to bring the subject up again.
They just accepted you as our natural child.”

With long, delicate fingers, Ann Kingman
reached out to touch Rayna’s cheek. “We never meant to deceive you,
honey,” she murmured. “We loved you so much.”

Once, when Rayna was about 5, her parents had
considered telling her the truth. She’d been with them so long, the
Kingmans had reasoned, that surely no one could object now. They’d
been reading up on how they might approach the subject. Visitors
must have wondered why they had a stack of books on the topic. Al
Frederick even asked them once if they were planning to adopt.

But before they had the chance to tell Rayna,
they received a letter from the lawyer who had arranged the
adoption. The letter reminded them that the terms of the original
agreement remained binding, in accordance with the wishes of the
child’s (Rayna’s) natural next of kin.

Rayna glanced out the bus window. The
highlights of the city registered only on her subconscious. Then,
suddenly, there were the spires of the carefully preserved Watts
Towers, awash in the afternoon sun. The ride was nearly over. A
veteran of the tour, she knew the route by heart. Strange how
things stay with you, even if you’re not aware of them, she
thought. In all the times she had taken this tour, she had never
paid much attention to its sights  or sounds. Yet, she was
certain she could conduct the tour herself.

“Hope you’ve enjoyed our little trip,” the
driver announced in a deep baritone as he pulled the bus up to a
debarkation platform beneath a large sign that read “Hover-Tours,
Inc:  Your Key to the City.”

“Please exit to the rear of the bus,” he
added.

Rayna allowed herself to be jostled along
until she found herself standing on a street corner adjacent to the
Hover-Tours station.

What do I do now? she asked herself as
she crossed the street and continued walking without any particular
destination. Who the hell am I?  She was the child of a
Jewish “father” and an Italian Catholic “mother” who had emphasized
the importance of ethics and honest communication, yet had failed
to tell her she was adopted. The Kingmans were never told anything
about her true parentage, they insisted. And according to the
computer, the adoption records were sealed. She’d need a court
order to open them. That meant a lawyer.

A lawyer?  She halted suddenly,
permitting a smile to spread slowly across her face. Keith.
Keith’s a lawyer. And he’s only minutes away by Trans-Mat.

Rayna looked about and spotted a single
Trans-Mat booth on the corner. A curtain of gloom lifted. She was
sure Keith could help her.

Her mind wandered happily as she made her way
to the booth. She knew Keith’s coordinates by heart. She entered
them on the control board and inserted her universal transaction
card in the appropriate slot. A readout showed her account had been
charged the correct amount, and she pressed the “transmit” button.
She could feel the usual light-headedness as the transmission
process began. A moment later, she stood in the lobby of Keith’s
building.

Unlike the complex where Rayna lived, Keith’s
building was an older structure. It had once been what people used
to call a “mansion.”  Rayna found it hard to believe that so
large a place once served as home to just a single family. (In
fact, the story went, it had been owned by an old eccentric who had
no family. However, a number of the owner’s employees—domestic
help, secretaries and various business advisers—had lived in the
building at the owner’s insistence. He had wanted them handy at all
times.)  The interior of the three-story house had been
remodeled about 30 years ago, dividing it into eight comfortable,
attractive apartments. Keith’s was on the top floor.

Rayna strode out of the Trans-Mat booth and
headed directly for the elevator. The doors opened just as she
reached for the call button. An attractive woman in her
mid-twenties brushed past Rayna, leaving behind the lingering scent
of a distinctive yet delicate perfume. Rayna watched as the woman
turned to greet someone at the lobby entrance and then continued on
her way. For some reason, the woman made Rayna feel uneasy.
Something in the woman’s bearing was at once galling and
threatening. Maybe it was her air of self-assurance. Yes, that was
it. The woman was too self-assured. An icy blast had shaken
Rayna’s world, and she resented the warm coat of invulnerability
that seemed to cloak the stranger.

Enough of that, Rayna told herself sharply as
she turned and entered the elevator.

On the third floor, she headed left down a
short corridor to Keith’s apartment. She touched the sensor pad
next to the doorjamb. There was a momentary delay; then she heard
Keith’s voice through the entrance intercom.

“Hang on a minute,” he said, without
bothering to ask who was at the door.

Through the intercom, Rayna thought she
detected the background sounds of rushing water. Probably taking
a shower, Rayna surmised. Her pulse quickened with unexpected
desire as she pictured Keith’s lean, hard body emerging from the
spray.

She drew a deep breath. By now Keith would
have toweled himself off and donned his robe. Now he’d be
approaching his main communicator console and pressing the “entry”
key to check the identity of his visitor. From where Rayna stood,
nothing seemed to happen, but she knew how Keith’s specially
designed “entry” function worked. She’d seen it often enough from
inside. With a rapid shimmer, the special material in the front
door would shift its molecular alignment, and what usually appeared
as opaque whiteness would temporarily become a one-way window.

“Rayna!” Keith exclaimed right on cue as the
door slid open. “What’re you doing here?”

 I need you, she thought.
I need you, and I want you. Now. But something in Keith’s
eyes warned her to back off. Better stick to
business.

“Well that’s a fine greeting!” she said,
kissing him lightly on the lips. “You’re all wet!”

“Shower’ll do that to a fella every
time.”  Keith’s smile seemed strangely forced.

“I have a little problem that requires the
skills of a good lawyer. Know anyone who might be able to handle
the job?”

Rayna moved confidently into the room, her
spirits rising once more as she assured herself that Keith was the
key to finding her identity.

“That depends,” Keith snarled. “Some new
problem involving dear old Al Frederick?  Because if it
is....”

Rayna looked at him in perplexed silence as
his words died away.

“Have I been that preoccupied with Al since
he died?”  She shook her head. “I know I haven’t exactly been
easy to be around lately, but I never realized....”

Keith shrugged his shoulders but said
nothing.

“Well, this isn’t about Al. It’s about
me.”  Keith breathed a quiet sigh of relief and waited for
Rayna to continue. “I just found out for sure yesterday,” she told
him. “I’m adopted.”

Keith’s eyebrows arched in surprise.
“Oh?” 

Rayna nodded. “Mom and Dad—the Kingmans, that
is—they say they don’t know anything about my real parents, and the
thing is, the adoption records are sealed.”

“Sealed?”  Keith looked
incredulous. “In this day and age?  Hardly any adoption
records are sealed anymore.”

“I know. That’s why I need your help.” 
Rayna moved closer to Keith. She wanted more than just his
professional assistance. She put her arms around him and rested her
head against his chest. But instead of returning her embrace,
Keith’s arms hung uncertainly at his side.

“I feel lost, Keith. It’s like going home
after a long, hard day at work and finding out your building isn’t
there anymore.”

Tentatively, Keith raised his arms to offer a
gentle caress, then broke away suddenly to assume a more detached,
businesslike demeanor.

“Look,” he said, “we need to sit down and
talk about this, but right now, I’m standing around wearing nothing
but a damp bathrobe. Not exactly the current fashion for the
hotshot lawyer on the go.”  Once again, he offered a wan
smile.

Rayna looked at Keith pensively. How odd, she
thought.

“Is something wrong?” she asked as she
followed him into the bedroom.

“No. No, of course not. Everything’s just
fine.”

“You tired today?” she inquired, plopping
onto Keith’s unmade bed as he busied himself hunting through
dresser drawers.

“Huh?  Why do you say that?”

 “Oh, I don’t know,” she said,
pausing for a long, deep breath. “You don’t usually have an unmade
bed at this time of day. I thought maybe you slept late or took a
nap or something. Besides, you seem a little tense.”

Rayna cocked her head to one side as she
finished speaking. Something was tugging at her memory, but she
couldn’t quite identify it.

Activating the closetron mechanism behind his
closet door, Keith inspected a visual directory, selected a shirt
and a comfortable pair of slacks, then closed the door. With a soft
hum, the closetron located the items in its memory banks, retrieved
the compacted atomic versions from storage, and reconstituted the
clothing.

“Yeah. Maybe I am a little tired,” he said as
he opened the door and removed the shirt and slacks. “Or maybe
sleeping late just makes me grouchy.”

“I know just the thing to give us both a
lift,” Rayna said brightly, grabbing Keith’s hand as he walked past
the bed. “I really need you right now, Keith,” she added earnestly
as their eyes locked.

Keith pulled her to her feet and kissed her,
more with tenderness than with passion.

“Give me a minute,” he said gently. “Look,
why don’t you go wait in the living room. I’ll be right in, and we
can feed all you have into the computer. That’ll give us a starting
point.”

Rayna nodded and headed for the living
room.

“By the way,” she called out, her forehead
creased in concentration as she sniffed the air, “what’s that
strange odor. Are you hiding some kind of exotic flowering plant
around here?”

Keith hesitated before answering.

“I don’t smell anything,” he muttered.

Rayna moved to the computer terminal and ran
her fingers nonchalantly over the keyboard dust cover.

“Well, it’s not a very heavy smell. Kind of
light and pleasant, really. Even seems a little familiar, though I
can’t remember what it is....  Oh, well. Never mind.”

Rayna flipped the power switch on the
terminal and moved the nearby chair to a comfortable position as
the dust cover retracted.

“Think I’ll catch up on the news,” she
announced, calling up the latest news briefs. “When you going to
expand your service, Keith?  I’d think that as a lawyer, you’d
want a lot more information than the briefs give you.”

“As a lawyer, that’s all I need,” he
responded from the bedroom. “If I need more, I use my special
access code to hook into the law library’s 24-hour news watch. I
need it so seldom that it would be ridiculous for me to get news
watch service for myself. Besides,” he added, peeking out the
bedroom door, “I can always check with my friend Rayna Kingman, the
news junkie.”

Rayna smiled, then turned back to the
terminal. “Jesus!” she said as Keith strode to her side. “I haven’t
paid much attention to what was going on for the last day or two.
Look at these headlines!”

 She gestured at the screen,
barely glancing up at Keith. “More problems in the Middle East.
Some new trouble in Southeast Asia. Unrest in South America.
Africa, too. And closer to home. There are three stories about
local burglaries, another one about vandalism with racial and
religious overtones, and even one story about an assault—all taking
place over the last few hours.”

Keith peered over Rayna’s shoulder.

“Yeah, things look pretty grim. Look at Brief
Number 12.”

Rayna turned her attention to the story Keith
had cited.

LOS ANGELES POLICE ARE GEARING UP TO DEAL WITH
A MAJOR CRIME EXPLOSION THAT HAS ROCKED THE CITY OVER THE PAST
SEVERAL WEEKS, ACCORDING TO LT. FRANK HERNANDEZ, WHO HEADS A POLICE
DEPARTMENT TASK FORCE CHARGED WITH RESTORING ORDER.

“WE DON’T KNOW WHAT’S TRIGGERED ALL THIS,”
HERNANDEZ SAID, “BUT WE’RE DETERMINED TO GET TO THE BOTTOM OF IT.
MEANWHILE, WE WANT THE PUBLIC TO START TAKING CERTAIN PRECAUTIONS.
MOST RECENT BURGLARIES HAVE INVOLVED UNLOCKED HOMES OR OFFICES.
MOST OF THE VICTIMS ARE HAVING AS TOUGH A TIME DEALING WITH THE
FEAR AS THEY ARE DEALING WITH THEIR MATERIAL LOSSES.”

CRIMINAL ACTIVITY IS UP 30 PER CENT OVER THE
SAME TIME LAST YEAR, HERNANDEZ POINTED OUT.

“MY PARENTS USED TO TELL ME STORIES ABOUT
YEARS BACK WHEN PEOPLE WERE AFRAID TO WALK THE STREETS IN LOS
ANGELES—EVEN WITH A POLICE FORCE FIVE TIMES THE SIZE WE HAVE NOW.
WE’RE NOT GOING TO LET THAT HAPPEN AGAIN. OUR PEOPLE ARE GETTING
SPECIAL TRAINING, AND WE’RE BRINGING IN MORE AND BETTER WEAPONS. SO
FAR, MOST OF THE INCREASE IN CRIME HAS BEEN NONVIOLENT. BUT IF THAT
CHANGES, THIS DEPARTMENT WILL BE READY.”

Rayna shook her head sadly from side to
side.

“‘The whole world progressively falling
to pieces,’” she said softly.

“Huh?”

“‘The whole world progressively falling
to pieces.’  It’s something Al used to say. Whenever I asked
him what it was like living through some of the most exciting times
in history, that’s what he’d say. ‘Like the whole world was
progressively falling to pieces.’ He said that’s how it all seemed
to him working in the news business.”

Keith grunted. “Well, if you want me to help
you unseal those adoption records, maybe we should get
started.”

Rayna looked at him closely, trying to read
his expression.

“Okay,” she said simply, rising from her
chair.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” Keith
asked. “I mean, the Kingmans were pretty good parents, weren’t
they?  Why bother to dig up things that somebody went to a lot
of trouble to bury?”

“The Kingmans were—are—wonderful parents. But
they hid the truth from me....  No, that’s not really the
point. The point is that I don’t know who I am anymore. I’ve always
felt a little unsure of myself—like a homing pigeon with a fuzzy
sense of direction. I never quite understood it or knew what to do
about it. Maybe finding out about my real parents will help.”

Keith shrugged and seated himself before the
terminal. He typed in a series of codes requesting the latest
rulings governing the opening of adoption records.

“I guess I can understand how you feel. It’s
tough enough to figure out where you’re going when you already know
where you’ve been.”  He watched the terminal screen carefully
as information began to appear. Periodically, he would tap
instructions to send certain rulings to a special file.

“Now, my father gave me some very solid
guidelines to follow,” Keith said, his jaw set firmly. “Very solid
guidelines. Told me I should always do my best at everything I
tried. ‘If you can’t do your best,’ he used to say, ‘keep looking
till you find something where you can do your best.’” 
He paused and glanced at Rayna, then returned his attention to the
screen.

“I got pretty good at a lot of things,” he
said, “but I’ve never quite managed to be ‘the best’ at anything.
Guess that’s why I keep changing careers. I already had three at an
age when most people are just starting to consider a second one.
Always had to give it my best. But my best was never quite good
enough.”

Keith jabbed sharply at a final key, then
offered Rayna the chair.

“Here. You take over and punch in the answers
to these questions. Then the computer can check out any special
legal problems that might apply in your specific case.”

Rayna began keying in answers as Keith walked
away from the terminal, his hands drawn into fists as he paced the
room.

“Okay, Keith,” Rayna said after a time. “Now
what?”

“Hmmmmh?  Oh—let’s see,” Keith
responded, moving close behind Rayna and examining the screen
thoughtfully. Reaching around her, he punched in a series of
instructions and carefully studied the data that pranced across the
screen.

“Uhhh,” he grumbled. “This may take awhile.
Your case involves several different jurisdictions—at least one
each in England and the United States. I won’t know quite how many
courts will have to clear this till I start opening things up. You
might as well go home, and I’ll let you know when I start getting
somewhere.”

Rayna leaned back and rubbed her head against
Keith’s upper arm in a kitten-like nuzzle.

“I was hoping we could spend some time
together and—”  She broke off abruptly, and her eyes widened
in a sudden shock of recognition. Uneasily, she glanced toward the
bedroom, then turned to stare at Keith.

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” he
said, quickly looking away.

“Yes. All right,” she stammered. “Maybe
you’re right.”

Rayna pushed the chair back, rose and almost
stumbled toward where her purse lay. “Call me,” she said, sounding
almost panicky in her haste to leave.

“Sure,” he said uncomfortably as he
accompanied her to the door.

Rayna half-walked/half-ran down the hallway.
She stopped before the elevator, glaring at it. Finally, and with
an air of defiance, she moved to the stairway and descended the
three flights as rapidly as her legs would carry her.


Chapter 5: Research

 For
a week now, Rayna had been going through the motions of life
instead of living it. She’d slept, eaten and worked her way through
each increasingly depressing school day. She’d spoken with her
parents only once since their big talk about the adoption. She’d
told them matter-of-factly that she was attempting to have the
records unsealed. They understood, they’d said, but she could hear
the deep sorrow behind their words, and guilt gnawed at her
resolve.

 Keith called once to report on
his progress. Very slow, he told her. Neither of them wanted to
talk about the way their last visit ended, nor about the future of
their relationship. Meanwhile, the world outside Rayna’s personal
sphere seemed to be collapsing, too. The news reports seemed to
show a steady disintegration of the world that she had only
recently taken for granted.

At home alone and still in her bathrobe at 3
p.m. on a Saturday that she ordinarily would have spent with Keith,
she had started thinking about Al Frederick once again. Lately, she
was shocked to discover, she almost envied Al the gift of
everlasting peace that death had bestowed on him.

It had been three months since his death—more
than a month since she and Keith had cleared out Al’s apartment and
opened the permastore container Al had left her. But from that day
until this, the box’s contents had remained untouched. Now,
however, Rayna sat in stunned silence as the last few feet of the
earliest dated cassette crossed the magnetic tape heads.

This is just what I need, she thought
bitterly. My parents aren’t really my parents. Keith’s not exactly
the steadfast lover I’d counted on—a vision of the woman in the
elevator flashed through her mind—and now it looks very much as if
the one man I thought I could believe in may have been slightly
nuts all these years.

Rayna’s eyes grew moist as she reflected on
what she’d just heard. Al actually seemed to think that he had
worked some sort of magic—that he had somehow prevented John Martin
Roberts from dying!  She shook her head sadly and looked at
the tapes she had carefully arranged in chronological order on her
coffee table. Should she hear more?

“What the hell,” she said aloud. “I’ve got
nothing better to do anyway.”

With a sigh, she removed the first cassette,
inserted the second and pushed the “play” key. Though she was more
prepared this time, the sound of Al Frederick’s voice seemingly
coming from beyond the grave still jolted her.

“This is Sunday, August 7, 1971,” the voice stated
clearly.

“It’s another hot one today. Yesterday, it hit 97
degrees downtown. Must’ve been over a hundred here in the Valley.
All I know is this weather sure hasn’t helped things between Vickie
and me. Both of us seem to have shorter fuses than usual.

“She thinks I’m becoming obsessed. More than that.
She thinks I’m crazy. Ever since the John Martin Roberts thing. Oh,
she hasn’t quite said so in words, but it’s in every look she gives
me.

“Truth is, I was beginning to wonder whether she
might be right. That’s why I finally decided to talk to a shrink.
But the psychiatrist—a man by the name of Carruthers—never really
says what he thinks. He just waits for me to talk and then gives me
a look that makes me feel like some sort of specimen under a
microscope.

“I finally asked him last time. I said, ‘What’s your
professional opinion?  Am I crazy or what?’

“And, of course, he said that ‘crazy’ is not a
scientifically meaningful term. He did say, though, that sometimes
different people can live through the same event and yet see the
experience very differently. That’s the trouble with eyewitness
accounts of crimes. You get two witnesses, you might just get two
different stories. Anyway, that’s when Carruthers brought up Alec
Zorne.

“Oh, I know. Zorne has this reputation as just
another counter-culture kook. But I remember patching together some
wire copy on the guy seven or eight years ago. He used to be some
kind of boy-wonder in physics. Full professor at age 23 and all
that. It wasn’t until later that he started  getting a name
for himself as a sort of drug-culture hero. But spaced out or not,
I guess the guy’s no dummy.

“According to Carruthers, Zorne’s done a lot of
interdisciplinary research on the nature of perception. (With
Zorne’s background, of course, the emphasis is on the physics part
of it, but Carruthers said Zorne’s also looked at the psychological
and physiological aspects.)  Anyway, Carruthers got me
interested. So when I saw that Zorne was scheduled to give a
lecture in town last night, I decided to give it a shot, even
though the subject sounded kind of off the wall....”

*    *    *

The lecture “hall” (it was really just a
rented community room) was still warm and stuffy at 7 p.m., despite
the efforts of an old, overworked air-conditioner. Although the
room could have accommodated about 100, fewer than half that number
had been willing to buy a ticket and then sit in discomfort to hear
Zorne discuss his ideas on parapsychophysics, the discipline of
which he was the founder and, to date, sole
practitioner.

A pinch-faced man wearing a cream-colored suit
and navy tie was surveying the audience with obvious
disappointment. This was nothing like previous gatherings where
Alec Zorne had headlined rallies to protest the Vietnam war, call
for modification of drug laws, and generally push for the
transformation of modern American society. Those meetings had drawn
the crowds—sometimes as many to jeer as to cheer. But this time,
the subject was science, not politics. The topic, not the notoriety
of the speaker, had been emphasized in all the announcements. The
result was a small turnout.

Al Frederick had heard of neither
parapsychophysics nor reality-matrix research, the
evening’s topics. According to a
mimeographed sheet handed out at the door, parapsychophysics was
the study of the physical processes involved in psychic events. The
very nature of the field put Zorne on the fringe of the scientific
community, most of which had yet to accept the existence of psychic
phenomena in the first place.

Al was familiar with such phenomena. His
mother’s family had nicknamed her
m’chashefah—Hebrew for
“witch”—in awe of
her ability to know, even thousands of miles away, when something
important was happening to a relative or close friend. Although the
rational, hard-headed newsman Al Frederick often tried to deny the
reality of such incidents, the wonder-filled son of Eva Frederick
knew they were genuine. After all, he had been directly involved on
two different occasions.

First, there was the time he dislocated his
knee playing football while he was away at college. His mother in
New York had wakened with a scream at the precise moment he was
injured in California. She insisted on calling the stadium, despite
his father’s protestations that she had
simply had a nightmare. Then there was the time his father went on
a brief errand, leaving Al to keep his mother company. After about
15 minutes, the color had drained  suddenly from his
mother’s face as her coffee cup crashed to
the floor:  His father had been injured in an auto
accident.

So, although he might deny it to others, Al
Frederick accepted the reality of psychic phenomena. Such things
terrified him, however. They always seemed to be associated with
injury or tragedy, from what he could see. For that reason, he had
always suppressed his own latent psychic abilities. At least, he
thought he had.

Al let his mind wander during a rather lengthy
introduction by the man in the cream-colored suit—an account of
Zorne’s achievements in mainstream physics
and the growth of the maverick scientist’s
interest in conventional psychophysics. A round of polite applause
brought Al out of his reverie. Hastily, he searched his pockets for
a pen and the small reporter’s notebook he
habitually carried with him.

“How many of you know what psychophysics
is?” Zorne was asking by the time Al was
ready to listen. The speaker’s shaggy
beard and medium-length, reddish-brown hair made him look more like
a 30-year-old hippie than a physics professor.

“Well, a few of you know, anyway. For the rest
of you, let me explain briefly. Psychophysics is the study of the
relationship between physical stimuli and the way we perceive them.
Work in that field is usually done by experimental psychologists,
not physicists. But the subject intrigued me.” 

Zorne fanned himself with a sheet of paper as
he spoke. “I wanted to look at the physics
of perception, not just the psychology or physiology of it. So I
asked a friend who was doing psychophisics research to let me work
with him. Using an EEG, I monitored the electrical activity in the
brains of his subjects during various experiments, but the results
didn’t tell me much. So I began tinkering
with the EEG, modifying it to take slightly different measurements
than the standard.”

He paused and looked around the audience.
“You see, I had a feeling that ultimately,
the key to perception involved unique combinations of activity at
the atomic and subatomic levels. Of course, that poses a problem.
You can’t measure or observe that kind of
activity directly. So I used the laws of probability and some
intricate mathematical techniques to come up with equations that
would predict some larger-scale effect that I could measure. Based
on the results of those early experiments, I developed a hypothesis
about the physics involved.” 

There was an anticipatory rumble from the
audience, and Zorne waited for it to subside before
continuing.

“We already knew that the brain generates
electrical impulses, of course. That’s
what an EEG measures. My hypothesis was that the brain also
produces a much more subtle, hard-to-measure level of
electromagnetic energy that acts as a sort of receiving net for the
mind. Various parts of the mind net oscillate in phase with
different stimuli. The brain can then identify each stimulus by the
unique characteristics of the oscillation.”   

Zorne again looked at the faces before him,
trying to gauge how his explanation was being received.

“The hypothesis tested out fine for a while,
and I was about to publish a paper on it when I noticed that every
now and then, the experimental data showed more mind-net energy
than the equations could account for. At first, I blamed faulty
electrodes, bad connections—anything but my hypothesis. Then I
realized I had to review the data. I discovered that in each
instance where the recorded energy levels were different from what
the equations predicted, the same three people were involved as
test subjects.

“On a hunch, I sent those three subjects to
the Rhine Institute to be tested for what’s sometimes called extrasensory perception. All three
came up with scores that far exceeded the probabilities of
chance.”

Again, there was a murmur from the audience.
This time, Zorne smiled.

“Even though I was the one who sent them to
Rhine, I was skeptical. For a physicist, saying you believe in
paranormal phenomena is a little like being a minister who gets
drunk at a party and runs around the room with a lampshade on his
head:  People pay a lot of attention to you, but
it’s not exactly the kind of attention
you’d like.”

Al joined in the friendly laughter that
rippled through the room.

“The point is, I wasn’t exactly overjoyed at the prospect of my research
taking me in this direction. Still, I couldn’t very well overlook it. There was a remarkable
degree of correlation between my subjects’
deviation from chance on the Rhine tests and the deviation of the
mind-net energy data from what my equations predicted.”

“I never saw any paper on that in the physics
journals!” shouted someone in the
audience.

Zorne surprised Al by responding to the
heckler. “You’re
right. Not for lack of trying, though. The established journals
wouldn’t have anything to do with the
subject. The only publications that were interested tended to be
associated with things like spiritualism and UFOs. That
didn’t seem the best road to
respectability!”

That drew another chuckle.

“Anyway, I decided I couldn’t just drop a fascinating line of research. So I
started revising my equations and designing new experiments. And
that, ladies and gentlemen, was the birth of what I called
‘parapsychophysics’.”

Zorne paused and gratefully accepted a glass
of water from the man who had introduced him.

“What I finally realized,” he resumed, “was that I was
wrong to think of the mind net as just a passive receiver of
stimuli. The net has a special kind of potential energy. Psychic
events are associated with the conversion of this potential into
other forms of energy—electrochemical energy, for example. When
that happens, it can boost the mind net’s
receiving range, allowing it to pick up messages from other minds
and other places. This conversion process also makes it possible
for the mind to transmit messages under certain
circumstances.”

Al glanced over his shoulder in response to
some movement behind him. A sour-faced, fiftyish man was growling
at the woman seated next to him, apparently his wife. She responded
with an irritated “Shhhh!”

“Now, around that time,” Zorne continued, “I was
hearing a lot of talk on campus about so-called ‘mind-expanding’ drugs like
LSD. I began to wonder whether those drugs were truly
mind-expanding—that is, whether they might provide a psychic
booster shot that enhanced the operation of the mind net in some
way. I started doing some experiments—including some using myself
as a subject.”

“Yeah,” muttered the
man behind Al. “That’s why you were sacked, ya damn junkie.”

“Joe, why don’t you
shut up,” the woman whispered through
clenched teeth. “I want to hear what the
man has to say.”

“So do I,” Al put in,
twisting around to face the couple. “I’d appreciate it if
you’d do your fighting some other
time.”

The man glared back but said nothing more, and
Al returned his attention to Zorne.

“—that just as heat can be
explained in terms of increased molecular motion, psychic energy
can be explained in terms of molecular, atomic and subatomic
motions. This kind of motion tends to be affected by strong
feelings. That’s why close relatives are
likely to be particularly sensitive to one another. The expression
‘good vibrations’
may turn out to be much more than just an expression. A rapport
between two people may, in fact, literally have something to do
with the production of sympathetic psychic vibrations that each
person’s mind net is able to pick up from
the other.

“On the other hand, people can—and frequently
do—inhibit their own psychic abilities. Western society in
particular tends to concentrate its collective mental efforts on
technology rather than on developing psychic awareness. So many of
us miss the signs when our mind nets pull in anything more than
just the five senses. My calculations indicate that in the long
run, this can reduce psychic potential.

“Yet, there are also people who sense their
internal psychic activity but try to pretend it doesn’t exist. That only intensifies the psychic pressure
within such a person—like steam building up inside a pressure
cooker. Eventually, the pressure can get so strong that the intense
psychic potential that’s been building up
in the mind net simply escapes in an unexpected burst.

“Just what happens then depends a lot on the
individual involved. Poltergeist phenomena probably can be
explained in this way. Maybe that also explains the spontaneous
inspiration associated with genius. One thing my calculations show
clearly is that the release of psychic energy could certainly have
measurable effects on the external world. That makes this a very
testable hypothesis—one that I think deserves further
research.”

Al could hardly believe what he was hearing.
If Zorne was right, then maybe it wasn’t
just an illusion, after all. Maybe he really did change the
course of history the day John Martin Roberts was shot.

Al listened intently, trying to understand
Zorne’s observations, explanations and
conclusions concerning the operation of the mind net. He had a
tougher time following Zorne’s discussion
of reality-matrix physics, which the speaker described generally as
a way of explaining differences in how people perceive the universe
around them. Puzzled but fascinated, Al even bought a copy of
Zorne’s thin, spiral-bound book. Maybe he
could understand it better if he read it, he thought.

At 10 o’clock the
next morning, Al was at Vickie Kingman’s
apartment.

“Oh, come on, Al!”
Vickie said disparagingly. “Alec
Zorne?  Wonderful!  You go to some doper to find an
explanation for something that never happened in the first
place!”

“Vickie, be fair. I told you. It was  Dr.
Carruthers who came up with Zorne’s name.
He was the one who kept telling me how Zorne was some sort of
expert on perception and how what happened was probably just a
matter of confused perception. In fact, isn’t that what you keep telling me?  That I just
thought I was the reason for Roberts’
survival?

“Well, I—”

“That sort of thing is Zorne’s specialty. I guess that’s
what this reality-matrix thing is all about, though I’m not sure I really understand it. Seems like pretty
wild stuff. But then, I haven’t had a
chance to read the book yet. Maybe it’ll
make more sense to me after I’ve really
studied it. The guy seems pretty convincing if you give him half a
chance. He’s even got the equations to
explain this stuff in terms of electron spin and a whole lot of
other physics concepts. Look here,” Al
said, pointing to a page in Zorne’s
book.

“If he’s so great,
why isn’t some university or foundation
underwriting his research?” Vickie shot
back, ignoring the book.

“Because he’s too
controversial. Don’t you remember? 
Zorne lost his job at Western Tech three years ago because he was
taking public stands against the war and in favor of looser drug
laws at the same time that he was running some drug-related
experiments. The foundation paying for Zorne’s research threatened to pull all their grant money
unless the university made him shape up. Not just Zorne’s grant. Everything the foundation was paying for at
the university. On top of that, the alumni were complaining that
Zorne made it look as if the university condoned drug use and
radical politics.” 

Vickie nodded grudgingly. “So?”

“So the university board gave Zorne an
ultimatum:  Drop the political activity and stop using drugs
in his research or else find himself another position. Zorne quit.
He’s been trying to get backers for his
research ever since, but since he’s still
politically active, most outfits with the kind of money he needs
won’t touch him. According to a
biographical note in the book, he lives on a small salary he makes
as a physics teacher at a little experimental college up the coast,
plus whatever he can raise from giving these lectures.”

Al paused. “Look,
I’m not saying Zorne’s a pillar of the community or your typical college
professor. I’m just saying that being
controversial doesn’t make the guy
wrong.”

“It doesn’t
necessarily make him right, either,”
Vickie said, “but go ahead. I’ll listen.”

As clearly as he could, and referring
frequently to his pocket notebook, Al summarized what Zorne had
said the night before.

“I’ll admit it sounds
intriguing in an abstract sort of way, but—”

“Wait. There’s more.
I went up to Zorne after the lecture and told him what happened.
And he believed me, Vick!  He wants to use me in some of his
experiments. He figures he can get enough funding for the initial
work sometime in the next couple of weeks. Then, if we can produce
some results, he says he thinks he can get a full
grant!”

Vickie simply stared at him.

“Well?  Say something.”

“I can’t,” she said finally. “At
least, nothing you want to hear.”

Al shifted uncomfortably and stared blankly
into the corner of the room as he tried to respond.

“Somehow, I thought that if we knew
how....   That is, if we could figure out what
really....  If I could just show you that I’m not losing my mind, that I really did change things
for Roberts....   I don’t know.
I thought maybe things could be the way they used to be between
us.”

“Al, you’re a dear,
sweet man who lets the world get to him too much. I love you. But I
can tell you right now that I’m not about
to follow you into Wonderland.”

Al took a long, slow breath and nodded
unhappily. “So. Where does that leave
us?  You can’t expect me to just
pretend the Roberts incident never happened.”

“That’s just the
point, Al. There wasn’t any Roberts
‘incident,’ as
you call it. It was all in your head.”

“Damn it, Vickie!  Something
happened!  Something out of the ordinary. And I have to find
out what that something was. I have to find out for sure whether it
was all an illusion brought on by overwork, or whether I really
did—”

“It was an illusion,”
Vickie interrupted.

“You don’t know that
for certain anymore than I know it was real!” he said angrily.

“All right, Al. You do what you have to
do.”

He looked at Vickie with a probing,
penetrating gaze that laid bare the unwelcome message beneath her
words. She turned away as she saw the hurt in his eyes.

“I’m leaving town in
a few weeks,” she said. “I’ll be gone four or five
months for that special fellowship program in New York. By time I
get back, maybe you’ll have gotten it all
out of your system.”

“Or I’ll have some
hard evidence for you based on Zorne’s
experiments.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

They stood there awkwardly, looking at each
other. Gradually, Al worked his way to the door.

“See you at work tomorrow,” he said, reaching for the doorknob. “Roland’s for
lunch?” he added hopefully, naming a
favorite hangout of the Star staff.

“I can’t,” she said simply, gazing at her shoe tops.
“Don’t forget
your book.”

Al forced a smile and nodded, then backed out
the door, clutching the book tightly in his hand.


  

 

  


Chapter 6: Merchanters’
Retreat

 “Charlie Wraggon, I want ya ta meet Hank
Tauber,” Barnard said as he gestured for his companion to slide
into the booth, where Wraggon already sat nursing a
drink.

“Hey!  How ’bout a bottle o’
Spacefarer’s over here!” Barnard hollered at the bartender.

“Come get it yourself, pal,” the bartender
answered, placing a bottle and two glasses on the bar. “You and
your friend’ve been in here enough by now to know we don’t provide
service this time of day. And I want cash this time, or you don’t
get the booze!  Your account’s screwed up my payments the last
three times!”

Barnard turned to look at Wraggon, who nodded
in disgust. “What do you expect in a world run by robbies and
computers?” Wraggon grumbled.

“I’ll take care of it,” Tauber said, handing
Barnard his universal transaction card.

“Thanks,” Barnard said before walking to the
bar. “Here, friend,” he said with sarcasm,
sliding the card across the counter. “‘Milk of Human
Kindness.’  Hah!  When ya gonna give this bar a decent
name?  The one ya got’s a lie. You’re like everybody else in
this world. All ya care about’s what the damn computers tell
ya!”

“Whatever you say, pal,” the bartender sighed
after charging Tauber’s account. He shook his head in amusement as
he replaced the card on the bar top. Barnard shot an unpleasant
gesture at the bartender’s back, dropped the card into his pocket
and picked up the bottle and glasses.

“Now let’s get down ta some serious
drinkin’,” he said, depositing the bottle and glasses on the table
as he slipped into the booth next to Tauber.

“My card, please,” Tauber said quietly.

“Huh?  Oh, yeah.”  Barnard took the
card from his pocket and handed it back to the other man. Then he
poured each of them a drink.

Tauber was 32 years old, about six feet tall
and 180 pounds of muscle. His light brown hair framed a strong,
almost arrogant face dominated by cold, blue eyes. Wraggon regarded
him uneasily. Even before he spoke, the man radiated a quiet—and
vaguely threatening—power.

“I figured you two oughtta meet,” Barnard
said. “The way Hank talks, and the way you talk, you guys
oughtta  really hit it off. Hank here was in the Merchant
Fleet for about....  Eight years, wasn’t it, Hank?”

Tauber nodded and sipped some of his
whiskey.

“Yeah,” Barnard continued. “Eight years.
Anyway, last week they went and threw ’im out!  Told ’im he
oughtta quit ‘for the good of the service.’”

Tauber’s jaw muscles tightened, but he said
nothing.

“So did you do it?” Wraggon asked Tauber
after a moment of silence. “Did you quit?”

Tauber hesitated before answering. “Yeah,” he
said at last. “Wasn’t going to at first, but then I realized there
wasn’t much point in staying with the service anymore. Every time I
tried to do something, the higher-ups would block me. Sometimes, I
just went ahead and did what I wanted without their okay. Usually
just small stuff. Cutting corners on paper work—that sort of
thing.”  He paused, his eyes gauging Wraggon’s reactions.
“They never said much about it. But last week, they decided to give
me a hard time.”  He shrugged. “I said the wrong thing to some
of the wrong people. So they put me down for gross
insubordination.”

Wraggon nodded appreciatively. He knew what
it felt like to have numbskulls telling you what to do when you
knew more than they did.

“Tell Charlie about the deal you set up in
the Asteroid Belt,” Barnard urged, downing his drink and then
pouring himself another.

Wraggon looked at Tauber expectantly, but the
other man remained silent.

“C’mon, Hank,” Barnard cajoled. “I told you,
Charlie here’s okay.”

“Well,” Tauber began hesitantly, “I guess it
doesn’t really matter if I tell you. It’s all history now,
anyway.”

He took another sip of his drink before
continuing. “What happened was, I got tired of the way the rock
farmers were treating the guys in the merchant crews. Just like
robbies. Seemed to me the bowl-squatters needed a lesson—a little
demonstration of the fact that they couldn’t just order us around.
That’s when I got this idea:  Hold back some of the colonists’
supplies and make ’em pay the crew a bonus to get the stuff
back.”

“Terrific idea, ain’t it?” Barnard said to
Wraggon, nudging him with an elbow.

“So what happened?” Wraggon asked, ignoring
Barnard.

“Fleet didn’t think it was such a good idea,”
Tauber said. “‘A violation both of Fleet’s contracts and of the
Merchanters Code of Ethics.’  That’s what they told me nine
months ago when I went through channels before my last run. And at
first I bought that garbage.”  Tauber shook his head and
sipped his drink. “Anyway, when I was up there last time—I don’t
know. I just decided to go ahead and do it. I was the senior
merchanter on the run, so it was easy to get the others to go
along. Hell, they wanted to show those rock farmers up as much as I
did!  Anyhow, we held out some of the supplies and got a nice
bonus for ourselves in colonial trade goods. Even got some of the
newest molecular computer components.”

“Hey,” Wraggon interjected, “those things are
hard to get!  The CDN has top priority. MECs are kind of
expensive, too. We use ’em to make some of the advanced
experimental robbies at the plant, and we’re always having trouble
getting enough of ’em.”

“What are MECs?” Barnard asked, looking
confused.

“Molecular electronic components,” Wraggon
said unceremoniously.

“The point is,” Tauber resumed, “by time we
got back to Earth, the rock farmers had filed a complaint with
Fleet. That’s when they called me in. After that, they turned me
into a desk pilot.”

“You didn’t expect the colonists to file a
complaint?” asked Wraggon.

Tauber shook his head. “No. You see, the rock
farmers can’t survive without the supply ships. We know it, and we
assumed they knew it. They can’t afford to alienate Fleet. So I
told them that we were implementing a new Fleet policy. Any
sensible people would be more worried about offending Fleet than
about losing a little in trade goods. But then rock farmers aren’t
very bright. After all, their ancestors were Earth’s failures and
rejects. I should’ve known they’d be too thick to realize how much
trouble they’d be in if I was leveling about Fleet policy.”

“Howdaya like that, Charlie?” Barnard yelped.
“They’re too dumb to know when they’re in trouble, but they go
around lording it over us merchanters. They’re so damned used to
ordering robbies around. Makes ’em think they’re better’n we are.
And they get away with it. It’s just like you been sayin’. The
robbies are lettin’ the dummies and the weaklings have too much
power!”

“That’s for sure!” Wraggon put in as he
drained his glass and reached for the bottle.

“Is that what you think?” Tauber asked in a
controlled, low-pitched voice.

“Damn right!  Don’t you?”

Tauber looked thoughtful for a moment as
Barnard refilled the ex-merchanter’s glass.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Tauber finally answered.
“Never really thought of it quite that way, but maybe you’re right.
There’s more to it, though. Has to be. This whole country—the whole
world—depends on robots and computers. Just like you said before.
They’re kind of the foundation of the power structure that runs
things these days.”

“Yeah?” said Wraggon. He had the feeling that
there was more on Tauber’s mind.

“I don’t know for sure. Just seems to me that
superior people should be able to find some way of changing that—or
at least a way of turning it to our own advantage.”

Wraggon looked closely at Tauber. The former
merchanter’s forehead was creased in concentration. Like he’s
trying to come up with some sort of plan, Wraggon mused.

Wraggon’s thoughts were cut short as Barnard
lifted his glass in a toast.

“Down with the robbies!” the big man
said.

Wraggon and Tauber glanced at Barnard, then
at each other, and smiled indulgently.

“Down with the robbies!” they chimed in as
they clinked glasses.

 


Chapter 7: Perceptions

 The
sudden “click” of the tape player’s automatic shutoff interrupted a
rush of disjointed thoughts that had begun competing for Rayna’s
attention as Al Frederick’s transcribed voice fell
silent.

What was she to make of this?  Did Al
have what they used to call a “nervous breakdown”?  Did he
crack from overwork?  How could Al Frederick—an experienced
newspaperman whose job had both demanded and reinforced a healthy
dose of skepticism—have taken that Zorne mumbo-jumbo
seriously?  Poor Aunt Vickie!  No wonder they broke
up!

As Rayna removed the tape from the machine,
she noticed Al’s letter, which she had tossed onto the coffee table
when she removed the cassettes from the permastore container. What
was it he had said?  Something about listening to all the
tapes?  She withdrew the letter from its envelope. Ah, yes.
Here it was:  “Please listen to all the tapes before you
draw any conclusions.”  Well, if Al was a little space
happy at the time he recorded those tapes, at least he seemed to
recognize the fact later on. He realized all this stuff would sound
crazy. Still, he wanted me to hear him out, she thought. I suppose
I owe him that much. He was always willing to listen to me.

“Okay, Al,” she said aloud. “Let’s try
another one.”

She leaned forward, picked up the next tape
in the sequence and examined it briefly before inserting it into
the machine. Glancing up, she found herself momentarily distracted
by sunlight dancing across the gently undulating water of her
holographic seascape. Soothed by the peaceful scene, she smiled,
pressed the “play” key, and settled back.

“Today is Monday, Nov. 1, 1971,” Al’s voice began.
“It’s been quite awhile since my last log entry, but I’ll try to
bring things up to date. The thing is, I’ve been awfully busy. A
whole new world is opening up for me, and I just can’t seem to get
a handle on it. I spent my three-week vacation up north working
with Alec Zorne. Since then, I’ve been going to his place just
about every weekend. In fact, I just got back last night. With
Vickie in New York until late January, there isn’t much else I want
to do with my time anyway.

“Zorne’s not at all what I expected a guy with his
public image to be. He’s very serious about his work. He’s either a
complete nut or else some kind of genius. Trouble is, his ideas are
so tough for me to follow that I’m not sure I can tell whether he’s
the one or the other. At least I have his book as some sort of kind
of written guideline. That helps a little.”

A clicking sound indicated that Al had
stopped and then restarted the machine.

“I’ve got to get myself a little more organized
here. There’s so much to tell, and I’m still not sure I have it
clear in my own mind. I suppose the best place to start is when I
first went to see Zorne in his lab at the Bryant Institute, the
experimental college where he teaches. Hard to believe that was
just a month and a half ago....”

 

*    *    *

“Not much of a laboratory,” Al commented as Zorne ushered him into the room.
“I was expecting something more like the
pictures I’ve seen of labs at the big
universities.”

“I don’t know about
your expectations, but we operate pretty much on a
shoestring,” Zorne said. “We have the essentials here—” he gestured about the
room “—but no frills.”  He stopped walking and scratched his head, his
face wrinkled in reflection. “Well-l-l-l,
come to think of it, there are some things we could use that are
more than just frills. Faster, more efficient computers, for
instance. But we manage.”  He smiled.
“When we win that new grant money based on
the work we’re going to do together,
we’ll be able to expand our
facilities.”

Al nodded expressionlessly and looked around.
The lab was larger than a classroom but smaller than the newsman
had imagined it would be. Along the back wall was a tank Al
recognized as a cloud chamber. The left wall was dominated by
computer equipment. There were two workbenches toward the front of
the room, and a large storage cabinet shared the back portion of
the right wall with several file cabinets.

“This is where we’ll
be doing most of our work together,” Zorne
said, patting a table in the left rear  corner of the room.
These electrodes are going to become old friends.”

Zorne was holding what looked like a mass of
colored spaghetti attached to a number of small discs.

“What’s this
thing?” Al asked, indicating the
unfamiliar piece of equipment to which the electrodes were
attached.
        

“A cousin of the electroencephalograph. I call
it an ‘electroscan.’  I designed it to measure certain
characteristics of the electromagnetic waves in the
brain—characteristics that an EEG doesn’t
pick up. I did my early experiments using an EEG, but it
wasn’t telling me what I needed to know.
The EEG was never intended to monitor the kind of oscillations that
my equations were predicting. All you really need to know is that
this gadget here measures the activity that I think is responsible
for psychic phenomena.”

Suddenly, the lights flickered, went out
briefly, and then brightened once more.

“Damn!” Zorne
erupted, rushing to the computers. “Not
again!”  He inspected the equipment
with a quickness born of repeated experience.

“Well, at least this time the auxiliary kicked
in!”

Al raised his eyebrows in an unspoken
question.

“It’s the wiring in
here,” Zorne explained. “When we set up the lab, they had to change the
electrical system. The company that gave us the low bid on the job
told us they could use the existing wiring, but now it turns out
that my equipment is creating too much of a load. It all has to be
changed, and it looks like that’s going to
take months. Meanwhile, we keep getting these short-circuits and
blackouts.” 

Zorne shook his head unhappily. “Cost me some valuable information when this first
started happening.”  He gazed
silently at nothing in particular for a moment, as if mourning the
loss of his data.

“Last week,” he
added, “the institute’s governing board finally agreed to spring for a
small emergency generator that would cut in if the power dropped
too far.”  He leaned toward Al and
gave him a conspiratorial wink. “I made
damn sure we got one installed right away, too—before they could
change their minds.”  Zorne
straightened up once more. “I store as
much as I can on tape, but that doesn’t
help when the computer’s processing data.
You lose power, and you lose a lot of valuable work. So I always
worry when the lights flicker.” 

The scientist turned and headed for the door,
with Al following close behind.

“How about a cup of coffee?” Zorne said over his shoulder. “You’ll probably want to
relax for awhile before we get started. Then I’ll need you to fill out some forms. I want all the
paperwork in order. Otherwise, the establishment types at the
foundations’ll never give this project any
serious consideration. It’s too easy for
them to just write me off as some crackpot.”

Al stopped suddenly and looked at
Zorne.

 “Are you?” he asked solemnly.

“Am I what?” Zorne
responded, halting after a few steps and turning to face
Al.

“Are you a crackpot?”

Zorne laughed good-naturedly. “Well, some of my students apparently think so. They
call me ‘Crazy Azey’ whenever they think I’m out
of earshot.”

“Azey?”

“Right. Azey. When I was a kid, I hated my
name. The other kids—even members of my own family—used to tease
me. ‘Smart Alec.’  That’s what they
called me.”  He smiled at the memory
and shook his head. “I wanted everyone to
use my initials instead of my first name. You know—A.Z. But one of
my cousins—she couldn’t have been more
than 3 or 4 at the time—she kept putting the accent on the wrong
letter. After awhile, everybody just started calling me Azey. So
now they can call me Crazy Azey.” 

He paused, his eyes fixed frankly on
Al’s. “Look,
let’s be straight with each other. The
study of psychic phenomena isn’t exactly
accepted by the scientific establishment. Unfortunately, that
leaves the field wide open for fakes and loonies. But
we’re doing serious research here, Al.
Just remember, the ‘respectable’ view used to be
that the sun revolved around the Earth!”

“That coffee sounds fine,
professor,” Al said after a
moment’s thought.

“Make that Azey,”
Zorne corrected as he led Al out the door of the three-story main
building, across a patch of green lawn and into a smaller and much
less elaborate structure that housed the institute’s cafeteria.

“You know, I don’t
think I really mind it when they call me ‘Crazy Azey,’” Zorne was
saying. “In a world as insane as this one,
being called crazy is almost a testimonial to your
sanity.”

Al surveyed the empty tables.

“Is this place always so empty?” he asked.

“Hardly. You should see it around lunch time.
But it’s only a little past 10
o’clock now—class time for most of our
students. Here,” Zorne said, pulling out a
chair, “you just sit and relax.
I’ll go get us some coffee.”

Al nodded and sat down. He drummed his fingers
lightly on the tabletop as his journalistic eye examined his
surroundings. But it wasn’t the cafeteria
he was thinking about. There was something different about the
institute—something besides an unusual curriculum and an
unconventional faculty. The campus itself seemed makeshift. It
reminded Al of those old movies that always ended with Mickey
Rooney and Judy Garland and their pals putting on a big show.
“Backyard musicals,” they were called. The institute seemed like a
backyard college.

“Ahhhh. Here ya go,”
Zorne said, placing a cup of steaming black coffee before Al and
putting a second cup on the table in front of an adjacent chair.
“Oh. I forgot. Do you take cream?  I
just assumed you took it black for some reason.”

“You assumed right,”
Al said. “Just a little sugar.”

Zorne held up a finger, as if requesting a
moment of respectful silence, then reached into his shirt pocket
and withdrew two sugar packets, which he dropped onto the
table.

“I guess our mind nets must be operating in
sync today,” Al quipped.

Zorne grinned appreciatively. “Today it may be only a guess, but when we’ve finished our experiments, maybe we’ll be able to prove it.”

Al nodded and smiled a bit self-consciously.
“I was wondering about the
institute,” he said, reaching for a sugar
packet. “Seems a little unusual for a
college.”

“Yeah, I suppose it does. It’s really the old Jason Bryant estate. Plus a few
additions, like the building we’re in
now.”

“Bryant, huh?” said
Al. “I think I remember handling his obit.
Big-time operator. Seemed to have the Midas touch when it came to
investments.”

Zorne nodded. “Yeah,
but he was always a little awed by his own success. Never had any
children, but he was a big supporter of education. Maybe because he
didn’t have a chance to get much of it
himself. He donated tons of money to various universities before he
died.”

“He gave money to a lot of charitable causes
and organizations, too, didn’t he? 
Pretty private guy, though, the obit said.”

“I guess so,” Zorne
said. “I didn’t
really know anything about the man until I came here. The point is,
he provided in his will that half his assets should go into a trust
fund for ‘an institution of higher
learning devoted to broadening human horizons and finding creative
solutions to the world’s
problems.’  His widow, Alicia Bryant,
was the one who decided to call the place the Institute for Human
Potential.” 

Zorne shrugged. “Frankly, I think the name makes us sound like a bunch
of clowns who do nothing but contemplate our belly buttons,
but....”  He raised his hands, palms up, in a gesture of
resignation. “Anyway, she’s on the board. It was her idea to convert the house
to classroom use and move some other buildings onto the grounds.
They’re mostly old houses that were going
to be demolished to make way for new construction projects. The
insides of most of those had to be remodeled, too.”

“Must’ve been an
expensive project,” Al
commented.

“True, but it was still cheaper than renting
or buying space anywhere else nearby. Besides, it saved some pretty
terrific old buildings, and it gives the place a kind of homey
feeling, I think. You know—more human and less
institutional.”

Al nodded thoughtfully and sipped his
coffee.

“So,” Zorne said with
a deep breath. “Have you had a chance to
look over my book?”

“I looked it over, but I don’t think I understand much of it.”

“That’s all right,
Al. You’ll understand enough by  time
we’re through. If you have any questions,
be sure to ask.”

“But won’t it louse
up your experiments if I know what the results are supposed to
be?” Al asked.

“Naaah, don’t worry
about that. The way our experiments are set up, it won’t matter much. For most of the experiments,
you’ll be hypnotized.”

“What?”

“I said you’ll be
hypnotized.”  Zorne studied
Al’s face for a few seconds. “Does that bother you?”

Al was still thinking it over when Zorne
proceeded to explain.

“You see, one of the problems with psychic
research has always been getting psychic events to occur under
controlled conditions. The anecdotal information we have shows that
psychic experiences are often associated with strong emotions and
crisis situations. In order to find a physical explanation for
paranormal events, I had to be sure I would have paranormal events
to study.”

“And?”

“And that meant finding some way to induce
paranormal activity. That’s why I started
using various drugs. Many of them had a reputation for ‘expanding’ the mind. But the
drugs were too unreliable. For some people, they seemed to increase
psychic potential, but in others, there didn’t seem to be any change. Sometimes, the psychic
potential of the same subject using the same drug seemed to swing
from one extreme to another.”  He
paused to sip his coffee. “Still, I
learned a lot. In the process of doing those early experiments, I
developed a procedure that could effectively measure both psychic
activity and psychic results. But the drug experiments
didn’t give me enough control over
experimental conditions to fine-tune my work. That’s when I decided to try hypnosis.”

Al nodded slowly. “Go
on,” he said.

“With hypnosis,”
Zorne continued, “I could establish in the
subject’s mind all of the pre-conditions
that seem to enhance psychic activity. I could induce certain
emotions and convince the subject that certain things were
happening objectively. Then I could test the subject’s psychic reaction and correlate the results with the
activity measured by the electroscan.”

Al ran a finger around the edge of his coffee
cup. “Just what does all that mean as far
as I’m concerned?” he asked.

“It’s very simple,
Al. I’m going to hypnotize you and have
you try using your psychic energy to influence the tracks made by
atomic particles in the cloud chamber. First, though,
we’ll try it without the hypnosis. That
way, we can establish a baseline of psychic activity for
you.”

 

 

Over the next several weeks, Al became
thoroughly familiar with Zorne’s
lab.

“How’re things
shaping up?” Al asked one day as the
electrodes were removed from his scalp.

“Interesting,” Zorne
said noncommittally. “Extremely
interesting. In fact, I’ve been wanting to
talk to you about it.”

Al swung around in his chair, watching closely
as the physicist took several paces toward the laboratory door,
stopped and inhaled deeply. Then Zorne walked to a file cabinet at
the back of the room. He opened a drawer, removed several folders,
and returned to the table where Al sat expectantly.

“Do you remember the talk I gave the night we
met?” Zorne asked as he pulled up a chair
and sat down.

“Yeah. Sure,” Al
said. “Well, in a general sort of way, I
do. I remember that what you said got me interested enough to go up
and talk to you afterward, but as for the details....”  He
clucked apologetically. “It all sounded
pretty fantastic, but then, what happened to me in the newsroom was
fantastic, too. I hope you didn’t expect
me to understand everything you said. Remember, Azey, I
don’t have a physics degree.”

“Unfortunately, a physics degree
doesn’t guarantee an open
mind.”  Zorne sighed and shook his
head. “It’s
always amazed me how people who consider themselves scientists can
dismiss an idea or, in this case, a whole field of study, as
‘impossible’ when
the history of science is made up of turning the ‘impossible’ into 
‘common knowledge.’

“At any rate, I have a special reason for
asking you about my talk. Do you remember anything about what I
called reality-matrix physics?”

“I remember the term,” said Al. “Can’t say I remember much about the idea, though. I tried
to follow the explanation in your book, but I didn’t have much luck.” 

Zorne nodded. “That’s about what I figured.
It’s not a simple concept. At first
glance, it seems to defy common sense. But that’s why I was eager to work with you. You see, if you
actually did what you said you did when Roberts was shot, then you
would be the perfect subject to help me test my reality-matrix
hypotheses.”

“Is that what all these experiments have been
about?”

The scientist tapped a finger lightly against
one of the folders. “In a way. I wanted to
see whether you showed any signs of the psychic potential that my
principal hypothesis says would be necessary to change
reality.”

Al blinked. “And?  Do I?”

“Oh, yes,” Zorne
responded emphatically. “Your psychic
potential is one of the highest I’ve
measured. But so is your psychic inhibition.”

“My what?”

“Your psychic inhibition. Your resistance to
psychic experiences. I really had to stack the deck with you under
hypnosis to get you to release that psychic energy. But when you
did release it....  Well, you were able to do almost
incredible things with the tracks in the cloud chamber.”

“What are you trying to tell me,
Azey?”

“I’m not quite sure
how to put it. The work we’ve done so
far...” Zorne flipped through some of the papers in the folders
“...confirms my hunch that activation of
your psychic potential is linked to your reality matrix.
I’d like to work with you some more on
this—to find out more precisely what triggers the release of that
energy and whether you can learn to control the
mechanism.”

A dreamlike sense of unreality fogged
Al’s senses.

“Maybe I’d better
explain a little more about reality-matrix physics,” Zorne said, scratching at his beard.

“Yeah,” answered Al,
“I think maybe that would
help.”

Zorne searched the room with his eyes and
eventually spotted a deck of Zener cards that he had placed on the
table earlier in the day in preparation for a clairvoyance
experiment with another subject.

“See this?” he said,
tapping the back of the deck. “What color
is it?”

    “Blue,” Al answered quickly.
“What does this have to do
with—”

“Patience, Al,” Zorne
said, holding up his hand like a traffic cop at a busy
intersection. “When you look at the back
of this card, you see something you call ‘blue.’  So do I. But
what you mean by ‘blue’ and what I mean by it may in fact be very different.
We have no way of comparing what we actually see, though, so we
just agree to call this stimulus ‘blue.’”

“Okay,” Al said.
“So what?”

“That kind of perceptual difference goes much
deeper. It applies to the nonphysical as well as the physical
world. We each have our own set of attitudes, beliefs and values
about the way the universe is and how it ought to be. I quantify
that and call it a ‘reality
matrix.’  You’ve heard the expression ‘looking at the world through rose-colored
glasses’?  It’s the reality matrix that colors the
glass.”

“Go on. I’m with you
so far.”

“Now, whether or not I turn it into a table of
numbers, everybody has a reality matrix. People aren’t always conscious of it, though, despite the fact
that it determines the way they see the world.”  Zorne looked probingly at Al, as if he wanted
to be sure he was making himself understood. “You have a very strong matrix, Al. No matter how much
of a cynic you may think you are, you’re
really an idealist at heart. Your beliefs and attitudes are
strongly held and very important to you. In fact, they drive
you.”

Al grunted. “Oh, come
on, Azey. You playing psychiatrist now?  How do you know what
my beliefs and values are, much less how much they mean to
me?  You’re talking
nonsense.”

“Remember the questionnaire you filled out
when we first started working together?”
Zorne asked calmly. “I’ve had all my subjects fill them out. The computer
analyzes the responses and puts together a general description of
each subject’s reality matrix.
I’ll admit the descriptions are pretty
rough. The questionnaire needs refinement, and so does the program
I wrote to analyze the responses. But then, I don’t think we can ever capture the full complexity of
the human personality. I’m not trying to
do that. I’m not a psychiatrist—or even a
psychologist, although some of this may sound like psychology.
I’m a parapsychophysicist, and what
I’m looking for has to be physically
measurable.”

“Then what’s your
point?”

“As I said before, your psychic power seems to
be linked with your reality matrix. Whenever I hypnotically
suggested the existence of a situation that conflicted with your
matrix, your psychic activity shot up significantly. The stronger
the conflict, the greater the increase in psychic
activity.” 

Seeing the puzzled look on Al’s face, Zorne scratched his head and frowned for a
moment. “Listen,”
he said, “do you remember the time I asked
you to try and make all the particle tracks in the cloud chamber
travel in parallel paths?”

Al nodded. “Yeah. I
couldn’t do it. In fact, I don’t think I had any effect on the tracks at
all.”

“That’s right. Not
even when I hypnotized you and asked you to do the same thing while
you were in a trance. That’s when I
decided to play my hunch. While you were still hypnotized, I
planted a suggestion. I told you the world was on the verge of
nuclear war. The only way to prevent it was for you to make the
tracks parallel for 30 seconds. Like I said, you’re an idealist. Your reality matrix indicates that
you have a very high regard for human life and a strong revulsion
against war.”

“And?” Al
prodded.

“Well, the tracks weren’t parallel for the full 30 seconds, but they did
become parallel for—let’s see, now—” 
Zorne checked his records “—for 3.4
seconds. It was incredible!  No one has ever been able to
exert that kind of control over cloud chamber tracks. And you did
that sort of thing more than once.”

“Pretty weird,” Al
said, shifting about in his chair. “What
do they call that?  Telekinesis, isn’t it?”

“It’s much more than
telekinesis,” said Zorne. “I’m convinced that John
Martin Roberts is alive today because his assassination conflicted
so strongly with your reality matrix.”  Al swallowed, his throat suddenly
dry.

“Your psychic potential couldn’t be contained anymore,”
Zorne continued. “My guess is that the
potential broke through in what I call a ‘psycho-affective spike’
when you heard the early reports about the shooting.

“What in the world is a ‘psycho-effective
spike?’” Al asked.

“That’s ‘affective’ with an ‘A,’ not with an
‘E.’ You’re a journalist; so you probably know the difference.
‘Affect’ with an ‘A’ refers to emotion—in this case, emotion
related to the conflict between your reality matrix and the
so-called ‘real world’ around you.

“Basically, a ‘psycho-affective spike’ is a
sudden surge of psychic energy caused by strong feelings. This
‘affective’ part of the spike is very important: It’s the emotional
power behind the ‘psychic surge’ that shifts the reality
matrix.

“As for the headline change, that probably
resulted from a second spike triggered by editing the assassination
story. If it hadn’t been for the emotional
trauma associated with the release of your psychic energy, I
don’t think you’d
have any memory of the original headline at all. You
wouldn’t even know that anything had
changed.” 

Al looked blankly at Zorne, trying to distill
his chaotic thoughts into a rational comment or
question.

“Maybe the psychic energy you released
directly modified Roberts’ wounds before
he had a chance to die, so that the doctors were able to save
him,” Zorne went on. “Or maybe the psycho-affective spike split reality
into alternative branches, with Roberts dying in one branch and
living in the other. At this point, I’m
not sure of the exact mechanism involved. We may never be able to
find that out for sure. After all, we can only exist in one reality
at a time.” 

Al gazed disconcertedly at Zorne, then shifted
his focus downward to the tabletop. His jaws ached as he fought to
contain the fury of emotion inside. Part of him felt relieved.
No—vindicated. Zorne was confirming that what Al thought had
happened actually did happen. But Alec Zorne was still Alec Zorne.
Azey seemed to approach their work together in a professional,
competent manner, but Al could still hear Vickie’s disparaging remarks about Zorne’s public association with counterculture causes. Was
all that political activity—which had cost Zorne so dearly—a
reflection of integrity or of bad judgment?  And if it was the
latter, did that bad judgment carry over into Zorne’s scientific work?

“Do you understand what I’m telling you?” Zorne
asked.

A cold knot of fear lodged itself behind
Al’s breastbone. Whether Zorne was right
or wrong, life would never be quite the same again. Either he
possessed a terrifying power that he didn’t know how to control, or else he was crazy and
Zorne’s theories were just so much
hogwash. Odd, he thought. He had never really considered the
implications before. He’d just wanted to
prove to himself—and to Vickie—that he wasn’t losing his mind.

He blinked and shook his head, unconsciously
hoping the movement would somehow distill sense from confusion, but
everything remained stubbornly hazy.    

“Al?  Are you all right?”

“Sure,” Al responded
sardonically. “What could be wrong? 
You just told me I’m some kind of psychic
freak.”

“All I’ve told you is
that you were right about what happened when Roberts was shot.
Would you have preferred it if we’d found
out it was all in your head?”

 “I don’t really know,” a glum Al
Frederick answered.

“Look, I didn’t
guarantee the outcome of these experiments,” said Zorne. “I
didn’t know what we’d find any more than you did. But I did think that
you wanted to know the truth!”

Al shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and then
straightened in his chair.

“Yeah,” he said
quietly. “I did—I do—want the truth.
It’s just—well, even though I lived
through it, it’s hard to accept.
Especially as time goes by. I keep thinking maybe Vickie was right
about my just being overtired and—”

Zorne heaved an impatient sigh.

“Look, Azey,” Al
said, swallowing hard, “I’m a little confused here. You said I can change
things, especially when they conflict with my reality matrix.
Right?  But didn’t you also say that
everyone has a reality matrix?  If that’s so, why isn’t everybody
doing what I did?”

“Well,” Zorne
answered, “I’m
not sure, but I can offer an educated guess. You have a tremendous
emotional investment in your reality matrix. That’s not true for everybody. For many of my other
subjects, the matrix just exists as a sort of passive
background.”

“So?” 

“Because of the emotional component, a
reality-matrix conflict creates more tension for you than it does
for them. At any rate, the experimental results show a direct
relationship between the degree of reality-matrix conflict and your
psychic potential, as measured by the oscillations picked up by the
electroscan.”

“Huh?”

“In other words, the bigger the conflict, the
greater your psychic potential. And here’s
something else, Al. Even if everyone has some latent psychic
potential, there are bound to be variations from individual to
individual—just like with intellectual ability or athletic skill.
You happen to combine a very affective reality matrix with strong
psychic ability. That combination may not occur very
often.”

“In other words, I’m
just lucky,” Al retorted with irony.
“What about the other ‘lucky’ people in the
world?  I can’t be the only
one.”

“That’s a good
question, Al. Unfortunately, I don’t have
a good answer—at least, not yet. Maybe other people are changing
the world, too, only we can’t tell because
we become part of the change.”  He
paused, pressing his lips together. “You
know, this thing we call ‘reality’ isn’t as simple as most people think.”

“What do you mean?”
Al asked with a frown.

Zorne rested his right hand against his chin,
tapping his lips with his index finger. “Let’s just say that the more
physicists find out, the more we realize how little we know. How
little we can know, for that matter. Heisenberg showed that
we can’t even look at something without
changing it.”

Zorne gazed past Al’s
ear at nothing in particular. “Some of the
theories of quantum mechanics sound wilder than the wildest sort of
science fiction. A world that consists of nothing but
probabilities, with no physical existence at all until something is
observed or measured....  Multiple coexisting alternative
realities....  And then there’s
Bell’s theorem....”

  The scientist focused on Al
once more. “But even with all that,
reality-matrix physics is going to knock them for a
loop.”

Al massaged his closed eyes and shook his
head. “Enough!”

Zorne studied him silently for a moment, then
picked up the folders he had put on the table earlier. Al shifted
about restlessly, hoping for a swift end to the lab session. He had
a lot to think about, and he needed time to digest it.

“Before I forget, Al,” Zorne said, leafing through the papers in the
folders until he found what he was looking for, “I’d better give you some of
these. They’re the forms I use for
recording experimental data. I want you to keep track of what we do
from now on, too. I want to find out just what you can do
voluntarily to control your psychic energy. The record will help
both of us.”

“All right,” Al
nodded with an uncertain smile as he accepted the papers from
Zorne. “One thing I’ll say for you, Azey. You have a great sense of
timing.”

“Huh?  What do you mean?”

 “Well, according to you, I
just about snatched John Martin Roberts out of the
grave.”

“I don’t think
I’d describe it that—”

Al interrupted with a bittersweet laugh.
“Look at the calendar, Azey. Happy
Halloween!” 


Chapter 8: Library Run

    “You have a choice, Flynn. You
can be quiet and do as you’re told, or else you can run off with
your tail between your legs and go play ball with the technocrats,”
Tauber said in an icy near-whisper. “Makes no difference to me. We
can pull this off with you or without you. But you better decide if
you’re one of us or one of them.”

Wraggon smiled at Flynn’s discomfort—a
reaction Tauber noticed and tucked away in the mental file he
automatically kept on the strengths, weaknesses and peculiarities
of everyone who crossed his path.

“All right, now,” Tauber said, “everybody got
it straight?  This is Phase One. Anybody wants out of this
operation, better do it now.”  Tauber gazed directly at Flynn.
“After tonight, we’re committed. We’re at war. We’re going to bring
down this whole weak-sister regime we’ve been stuck with for so
long and get back to the natural order of things, with the strong
in charge.”

Flynn’s eyes narrowed, and he glared at
Tauber, but he said nothing as the others nodded.  

It was just past 2 a.m., and the streets were
as deserted as those big, old-fashioned shopping centers became
after retailers started emphasizing instant-delivery home sales.
The group’s destination—about half a block away—was housed in a
simple, unadorned structure built in the utilitarian architectural
style that was so popular around the turn of the century.

 The five of them made up an
odd-looking bunch, Tauber mused. Wraggon, sporting an incipient
beard, swaggered instead of merely walking, as if intoxicated by
the scent of power. To Tauber, he just looked like a little boy
playing soldier. Barnard could have been sent by a holovision
casting director to play the hulking, not-too-bright sidekick.
Flynn, still hot over their earlier clash, seemed more concerned
about who gave the orders than about any outside interference with
their immediate objectives. And Thompson strolled along as if they
were merely out for a middle-of-the-night constitutional. Only
Tauber himself exhibited the mix of competence, confidence, and
caution that the circumstances warranted.

“Okay, Flynn,” Tauber said as they stopped
before a door marked:

 

LOS ANGELES PUBLIC LIBRARY, CENTRAL
BRANCH

 

“Open it.”

Flynn scowled for a split second, then tried
the door.

“Locked,” he grunted

“When’d they start locking the library
doors?” Barnard complained. “I thought they always kept ’em
open.”

“Yeah, well, with all the vandalism lately,
maybe they’re starting to smarten up,” said Thompson.

Tauber jerked his head toward the door.

“Open it,” he repeated, handing Flynn a set
of lock picks.

Flynn ran thick fingers through his dirty
russet hair, then took the packet from Tauber.

“What’s the matter?” Wraggon taunted as Flynn
studied the picks uncertainly. “Aren’t you the guy who told us all
last week how you didn’t need Tauber or anyone else to teach you
how to open some goddamn door?  Maybe you need a little more
motivation. Just think, Flynn. Now that people are locking their
doors again, you’ll probably have to use one of those to get into
your latest whore’s pants!”

Flynn flushed with anger and took a step
toward Wraggon, only to feel Barnard’s huge, restraining hand on
his shoulder.

“Come on, Casey. You don’t really want to do
anything like that, do you?”

Tauber gave Flynn a few seconds to regain
control of himself, then turned to Wraggon.

“I don’t want that to happen again, Wraggon,”
he said firmly. “So far, we’ve only got 23 men, including us, to
change a world that right now doesn’t even know it needs changing.
As long as Flynn’s with us, he’s part of the team. We don’t take
pot shots at each other!”

Wraggon glared at Tauber. “I was
just....”

Tauber’s hard look cut Wraggon short.

“The door,” Tauber said, turning to
Flynn.

Flynn took a deep breath, selected a pick and
inserted it in the lock. After a few seconds, the lock gave way.
 

“Thompson, you stay out here, and keep watch.
I don’t think anyone’s going to show up, but we’d better play it
safe. Here, take this.”  Tauber removed a silver flask from a
satchel slung over his left shoulder. “Anybody comes snooping
around, you start playing drunk. Loud drunk.”

Thompson nodded and took the flask as Tauber
directed the other three men through the wide library doorway.

Once inside, Tauber removed a low-intensity
glow lamp and a focus-beam flashlight. He set the lamp in the
middle of the room and switched it on.

“Close the door, Wraggon,” he said, turning
his head to survey the scene.

The soft light of the glow lamp revealed two
rows of public-access computer terminals on the main floor, as well
as racks filled with what at first appeared to be books.

“Hey, Tauber,” Barnard asked with a wave of
his arm. “What is all this stuff?”

“Yeah, Tauber,” Flynn added. “I thought you
said they don’t keep books in libraries anymore.”

“Wait a minute,” Wraggon chimed in, removing
a “book” from one of the lower shelves. “These aren’t books.”

Tauber looked at the three others and shook
his head.

“No, they’re not books. They haven’t kept
real books in libraries for at least 20 years. Those are disk
modules.”  He pointed to the open end of the three-sided
container in Wraggon’s hands. “Each module holds up to 10 optical
disks. The open end faces the read/select circuitry behind the
racks. When you want some sort of information, you punch up the
library on your terminal at home. The library’s supercomputer uses
high-speed molecular switching circuits to locate the right place
on the right disk, access the data and send it to you.”

Wraggon swiveled his head slowly, studying
the racks.

“The central L.A. library holds more
information than you could find in all the libraries in Southern
California combined a hundred years ago,” Tauber added. “That’s why
we’re here. Not only does this library have a lot of information,
but it also acts as a link with other local libraries. Haven’t any
of you ever heard of the Consolidated Data Network?”

Barnard wrinkled his brow in concentration,
then suddenly smiled in recognition. “Sure,” he said. “The CDN. I
just never figured that had anything to do with libraries. Always
thought libraries were places you punched up if you wanted to read
something.”  He turned to Wraggon. “I never did like to read
much,” he whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

Wraggon looked around him. Disk modules lined
all four walls of the library, extending from the ground to the
ceiling three stories above them. A stairway to the left of the
main desk and an elevator to the right provided access to the
balcony-like upper floors.

 “I feel like I’m standing at the
bottom of some kind of deep hole,” Wraggon said as he gazed upward.
“Shit!  I never realized how much information they keep in
these places,” he said.

“Oh, this is really nothing. You should see
the regional libraries. Then there are the archives, where they
store the master disks with all the information they’ve transferred
to computer storage over the years. And the originals. They’ve got
warehouses of the stuff—real books and paper records, too. Backups
for backups. We don’t have nearly enough manpower to destroy all
the records, but we can do a good job of screwing things up if we
handle this right.”

“How’d you get to be so smart?” Flynn
snarled.

Tauber ignored the sarcasm.

“Before I left Fleet, I made damn sure I
learned everything I could—anything I figured might be useful later
on. Fleet was very cooperative. After my big run-in with the brass,
they grounded me. Guess they figured they could keep me in line by
giving me some sort of desk job. Their mistake. Hank Tauber’s
nobody’s sheep. Anyhow, they gave me all sorts of training on the
Fleet computer system—which meant learning a helluva lot about CDN,
not to mention a few other things that are going to come in very
handy for us.”

“What now?” asked Flynn.

“Now we start putting our plan into
operation. Like I’ve been saying for weeks, the whole world depends
on information and energy these days. Take those away, and what
you’ve got is a nice, juicy apple, ripe for the picking.

“We’ve got an information-exchange node
coming up in about—” Tauber paused to look at his wristwatch “—25
minutes. First thing we’ve got to do is tap into the data burst.
Then we use the library’s master computer to analyze the burst and
isolate the transmission codes.”

Barnard scratched his head, a puzzled
expression on his face. “What transmission codes?” he finally
asked.

Tauber sighed and rolled his eyes.

“Come on, Barnard,” he almost pleaded. “We’ve
been over this 20 times. You’re a merchanter, for God’s
sake!  Didn’t you learn anything about how the CDN system on
Earth ties in with the one in the colonies?”

“Well, yeah, sure I did,” Barnard answered
somewhat defensively. “But I still don’t see what that has to do
with—”

“You explain it to him, Wraggon,” said an
exasperated Tauber. “Do me a favor, and translate it into this
guy’s language!” 

Tauber shook his head and snorted derisively
as  Barnard’s Fleet-issue merchanter boots suddenly caught his
eye. Now, what kind of idiot wears merchanter boots when
he’s on leave?   With
a quick mental shrug, Tauber shifted his attention to more
immediate concerns.

“Flynn, you go scout the upper floors. Better
take the flashlight. See if you can find the supply room, just in
case we need anything. And make sure the main office and the
receiving station are unlocked.”

Tauber watched Flynn walk deliberately to the
stairway, then bound up the steps two at a time.

“Look, Barnard, it’s real simple,” Wraggon
was saying. “The colonies are too far away for us to use the same
database. Communicating back and forth over that distance takes too
long. Slows the computers down too much. So instead of having just
one network, we really got two of ’em—one on Earth, and one out in
the colonies.”

“Yeah, Charlie, I know that much already.
What’s that have to do with what Hank was saying about data bursts
and transmission codes?”

“Well, think about it for a minute. When you
use the CDN, you’re supposed to be able to get whatever information
you need, no matter if you’re in Los Angeles or somewheres on
Ceres. Right?  But that means the colonies’ network and the
Earth’s network both gotta have the same information. You got to
update both networks. You know—like, Earth’s network gets a copy of
the latest stuff the colonial network has, and vice
versa.”    

“Oh, yeah,” Barnard said, his eyes
brightening. “That’s what those information-exchange nodes are….
 Aren’t they?”

Wraggon nodded. “They take all the
information they need to send to the colonies and put it in some
fancy electronic package, then send it out in a high-speed radio
burst. The colonies do the same thing with the stuff they need to
send us. They make an exchange like that about every couple
weeks.” 

“Right,” Tauber broke in. “And in order to
make the exchange as fast as possible, they time it for when Earth
and the colonial transmitting station are in their closest
positions to one another for the two-week period. Which in this
case happens to be in about—” he checked his watch once more “—17
minutes.”

Barnard nodded, apparently satisfied, and
Tauber lifted his eyes toward the upper floors, searching for
Flynn. Suddenly, Barnard caught Tauber’s arm.

“But what does any of that have to do with
transmission codes?” he said. “You said something about
transmission codes.”

Tauber closed his eyes and shook his
head.

“Oh, for Chrissake!” Wraggon erupted,
suddenly out of patience. “We’re gonna steal the transmission codes
so we can fake messages from the colonies!  Were you on the
sauce during the briefings?”

The pale yellow light of the glow lamp
emphasized the woebegone look on Barnard’s face.

“I ain’t had a drink since we started this
thing,” he said, drawing himself up to his full, imposing
height.

Wraggon studied the big man for a moment,
then smiled and clapped him on the back.

“Yeah, I know, Vince. Sorry. It’s okay. Don’t
worry about it. Just let Hank and me do the thinking for you.”

Tauber grunted. He’d have to watch Wraggon
carefully. He was crucial to this plan—and Wraggon knew it. But
Tauber didn’t want the man getting any ideas about who was in the
pilot’s seat.

“Hey, Tauber,” came a voice from above.
“We’re all set up here. Top floor.”

Quickly, Tauber headed for the stairs. “Grab
my satchel and follow me,” he told the others. “Bring the lamp,
too!”

Flynn met them at the landing.

“Kinda out of shape, aren’t ya?” Flynn
scoffed as Wraggon huffed and puffed his way up the last few steps
carrying the glow lamp.

“Never mind that,” Tauber exclaimed before
Wraggon had a chance to respond. “Where’s the office?”

“Over there,” Flynn said with stab of his
thumb, proceeding to lead the way.

“Who’s the cripple?” Wraggon asked as he
followed the others into a small room containing the library’s
central computer and communication equipment.

Tauber, already seated at the main computer
terminal, busied himself hunting through his satchel.

“I said, does anyone know who the crip is?”
Wraggon persisted, tilting his head in the direction of a large
framed photograph depicting a gray-haired woman

seated in a wheelchair.  

Quickly, Tauber glanced up, then returned his
attention to the satchel, from which he had now removed an
auxiliary dual disk-drive unit and a disk case.

“Oh, her. That’s Althea Milgrom.”

Wraggon gazed intently at the photograph as
Tauber began inspecting the expansion hookup connectors on the
terminal.

“That’s Althea Milgrom?  The head of the whole
Consolidated Data Network?”

“That’s her,” Tauber said without much
interest.

“Jesus Christ!  It’s bad enough having a
woman in charge of one of the most important agencies in the world,
but a cripple, too?”  Wraggon shook his head. “This is just
what we’re fighting against. You take away the computers and the
robbies, and this dame is nothing. But the way things are, she has
all kinds of power. She makes decisions every day that can affect
all our lives. She controls the world’s information, and that means
she can control us.”

Tauber continued to study the terminal
connectors as he answered.

“She may have the power to control us,” he
said evenly, “but being a softie like the rest of the soft-heads
who run this world, she won’t use her power. That’s why we
won’t have any trouble taking it away from her.…

“Shit!”

The others looked at one another in stunned
silence. It was the first real burst of emotion any of them had
heard from Tauber.

“What’s wrong?” asked Wraggon.

“It’s the expansion connectors,” Tauber
answered tonelessly, making a studied effort to reclaim control of
the situation while projecting an image of cool self-confidence
under pressure. “Looks like the connectors were never used. Either
they were bad when they were put in, or else they were damaged
somehow and nobody ever noticed.”

“So what do we do about it?”

Tauber thought fast. “Flynn,” he said, “did
you see some kind of tool box in the supply room?”  Flynn
nodded. “Then go get it. And move!  We’ve only got about 10
minutes before the node!”

Tauber’s eyes darted desperately about the
room. They were so close!  He couldn’t let it all slip away
now because of some quality-control glitch on a computer assembly
line!  But the photocouplers were missing from the connectors,
and without those couplers, there was no way to link the
fiber-optic transmission lines of the auxiliary drive unit to those
of the terminal—in short, no way to tap into the library’s
computer. For want of a coupler, the world was lost, Tauber
reflected bitterly. All he needed were two little blobs of
creatinum. But how in space was he going to find a useable source
of creatinum at almost half past two in the morning in the middle
of the L.A. public library?

Suddenly, he brightened.

“Barnard,” he ordered, “give me one of your
boots!”

“Huh?” the big man responded.

“Listen,” Tauber said, rising and shoving
Barnard into a vacant chair. “I don’t have time to explain now.
Give me a boot!”

Without waiting for Barnard to react, Tauber
grabbed the merchanter’s right boot and released the clasp. Then,
slipping the boot off Barnard’s size-12 foot, he returned to the
terminal.

“Here it is,” Flynn announced, brushing
through the office door and setting a small tool box on the floor
beside Tauber. “What’re you gonna do?”

Tauber checked his watch. Seven minutes to
go. He might just make it.

Good old Fleet, he mused as he rummaged
through the tool box until he found a standard Ronex five-in-one.
First developed by Fleet for use in the colonies, the Ronex
multiple-function tool had proved so valuable for Earthbound uses
that it had become a staple of tool kits everywhere. And thanks to
Fleet’s belief in dual-purpose equipment, the clasps on
standard-issue merchanter boots were made of creatinum. The
creatinum not only made a sturdy, virtually unbreakable clasp, but
it also provided a ready supply of the substance for emergency
repairs.

Despite the cool, dry air in the library
office, beads of sweat began to dot Tauber’s face as he used the
Ronex to cut two small pieces of creatinum from Barnard’s boot.
After a quick adjustment to the Ronex, he used the tool’s setter
extension to carefully position the creatinum chips inside the two
recessed connectors on the terminal.

“Gimme the flashlight,” he said to no one in
particular, holding out his left hand but keeping his eyes focused
on the connectors.

He glanced at his watch—four minutes
left—then moved the flashlight beam control to “narrowest” and
switched the emission indicator from “normal” to
“stimulated.”  He swallowed hard, then aimed the flashlight
into the first of the two connectors. A ruby beam of laser light
fused the creatinum to the end of the connector, and Tauber allowed
himself a tentative sigh of relief. Now the second one. This would
be trickier. It was hard to find the right angle on this one, and
if he was off line, he could wind up frying the terminal itself. He
inhaled deeply, then held his breath as he fired another beam
toward the terminal.

“I think that’ll do it,” he breathed, wiping
the perspiration from his forehead and checking his watch
again. “Two minutes to go.” 

Quickly, he hooked the auxiliary drive into
the terminal. He removed a disk from his own disk case and inserted
it into one of the unit’s drives. Then, after quickly inspecting a
shelf above the terminal, he selected a disk from another case and
placed it in the auxiliary unit’s second drive. He took a slow deep
breath, then looked up.

“Okay,” he said, “it’s all set up now. When
the burst comes through in...let’s see, 50 seconds...when it comes
through, the computer here’ll do its normal thing. With this
auxiliary unit plugged into the standard connectors, nobody’ll be
able to tell that anything unusual’s going on. But the disk I put
in Drive A will record the burst for us. Then after the
transmission, we use the disk in Drive B to analyze the burst and
give us the access and special identity codes the colonies use for
transmissions to Earth. The same program’ll give us the codes for
Earth-to-colony transmissions, too.”

Tauber permitted himself a tight smile.

 “Here it comes!” he said,
gesturing toward the terminal screen, which was flashing the words
“DATA-EXCHANGE TRANSMISSION IN PROGRESS.”  The whrrrr
of the disk drive was sweet music to Tauber, who, despite his
efforts to appear confident, hadn’t been at all certain that the
modified connectors would work.

They all watched the screen, Tauber seated at
the terminal and the others standing in a semicircle behind him.
Moments later, the message changed:  “DATA-EXCHANGE
TRANSMISSION COMPLETE,” it read. Tauber pounded his right fist into
his left palm.

“Is that it?” Flynn challenged. “That’s what
all this crap about exchange nodes and data bursts amounted
to?  Seems like we went to a lot of trouble just to watch a
few blinking words on a screen!”

Tauber was too relieved by the success of his
last-minute repair job to be particularly annoyed by Flynn’s
words.

“Like I said before the transmission, Flynn,
the disk in Drive A records the data burst. And now...” he leaned
forward and tapped a sequence of keys at the terminal “...we let
the Network’s own data-analysis program isolate the codes we
need...”  he tapped some more keys “...and we send the result
back to our disk in Drive A, to be saved along with the data
burst.”  He tilted back in his chair, once more enjoying the
soft whrrr of the drives as the computer did his
bidding.

Flynn, Wraggon and Barnard looked at each
other uncertainly.

“One more thing,” Tauber added after the
drives had fallen silent. He began punching in a long sequence of
numbers and letters that had appeared on the screen in response to
his previous directions.

“Yeah?” Flynn muttered, leaning closer to get
a better look at what Tauber was doing. “What’re you up to
now?”    

“I’m using the access codes to get into the
colonies’ Network and make some changes in the Network’s basic
programming….  There!” he said, lifting his hands from the
keyboard with the well-rehearsed flourish of a nightclub pianist.
“Done!  Amazing how much a few little changes can
mean—if you know just where to make the changes. With these
new instructions, we’ll be able to direct some of the colonies’
computer and robot operations without leaving any trace of what
we’re doing. And now that we have the access codes, we can get back
into their Network anytime we want to, and from any terminal on
Earth.”

“Looks like you have everything all figured
out. So what did you need us for?” Wraggon asked, a sharp edge to
his voice.

“Don’t look so glum,” Tauber said slyly. “I’m
saving the best part for last.”

The others waited expectantly as Tauber
carefully removed the disk from Drive A, placed it in its case and
returned the case to his satchel. Then, with contrasting abandon,
he disconnected the auxiliary drive unit from the terminal and
ripped the library’s data-analysis disk from Drive B.

“It’s party time,” Tauber laughed, throwing
the data-analysis disk to the floor and grinding his heel into it.
“Now....  Let’s wreck the hell out of this damn place!”


Chapter 9: Sign of the Times

 “And
tell Grimes over at Aerotech that Murdoch’s agreed to the terms we
discussed last week,” Keith said to the human facsimile on his
computer monitor. “Shouldn’t take more than another week to tie up
the legal loose ends. Put all the details into the usual language,
and let me see it before you send it.”

Keith rubbed the back of his neck, stretched
and then, yawning, shoved his chair backward a few feet. Funny how
tired he felt lately….

“How about dinner and dancing tonight,
Essie?” he crooned self-mockingly.

This new Electronic Secretary program was a
winner, he thought. Fast, efficient, accurate. But it had its
drawbacks. You can talk to a human secretary. You can have a cup of
coffee with a human secretary. You can strike up a friendship with
a human secretary....   He gave his head a quick shake.
Enough of that. He had work to do.

But instead of returning his attention to the
screen, he rose and walked to a large picture window that afforded
him a bird’s-eye view of the park across the street. It was a
perfect summer day—bright, clear, warm but not as hot as it usually
was in August. It was the kind of day you wished you could seal up
in a jar and take out again at your convenience.

He noticed the kids first. Kids and parks and
a summer day—they just seemed to go together. But the park didn’t
belong just to the children. An elderly couple strolled along a
path bordering the duck pond, and it looked as if the local youth
baseball league was about to get a game under way. Farther away,
players occupying three of the park’s four tennis courts were
engaged in lively matches.

Tennis. Keith grunted. How long had it been
since he’d  played tennis?  A long time. Not since....
 Not since the day he helped Rayna go through Al Frederick’s
permastore box. He stood there for a few moments, staring blankly
in the direction of the park. He missed Rayna. No, it was more than
that. It was something...intangible. He had a different sense of
himself when he was with her—a more complete sense. It was almost
as if there were two of him. And he liked the other Keith Daniels
much better than the one he was now.

The thought had barely formed in his mind
when he felt that familiar wrenching sensation in his gut. It was
getting too close. If he wasn’t careful, he’d suffocate. It had
been that way with every other relationship he’d ever known. Get
too close, and you choke off your own independence, your strength,
your individuality. Get too close, and you get hurt.

But loneliness hurt, too. In the last couple
of months, Keith had tried to handle it by casually dating a
succession of women, hoping to find in a series of escapades marked
by heaving bodies and meaningless small talk what he already had
found—but couldn’t permit himself to accept—with Rayna.
Unfortunately, all this only served to etch his pain more
deeply:  There is no loneliness quite like the kind you feel
when you’re with somebody else who’s busy having a good time.

“The material for Mr. Grimes is ready for
your inspection, sir,” Essie said in a soft and only slightly
mechanical feminine voice.

Keith inhaled deeply and blew the air slowly
out of his mouth.

“Yeah, right,” he mumbled to himself as he
turned away from the window and headed back to the computer
console.

“Put it on the screen,” he said. He seated
himself before the console and tried to focus his thoughts on the
Aerotech deal. “Ready,” said Essie.  

He studied the Grimes material, but the words
didn’t register. His mind was somewhere else. After reading the
first paragraph for the third time, he gave up.

“I’m sure it’s fine, Essie. Go ahead and send
it.”

“Yes, sir. Will there be anything more,
sir?”

“Not on Aerotech.”  Keith’s mouth
suddenly went dry. “How far did we get on the Rayna Kingman
adoption records search?”

“Not very far, I’m afraid, sir. Do you want
to see a status report?”

Keith nodded instinctively, then suddenly
remembered that his terminal had not been equipped with a visual
interpreter.

“Yes, Essie. Bring up the status report.”

Keith reached down and removed a stick of
cherry licorice from a tall, clear-glass jar he kept on the low
open shelf just to his right under the computer console tabletop.
His eyes, however, remained fixed on the terminal screen.

“Hmmmph,” he grunted, tearing off a piece of
the licorice with his teeth. “You’re right, Essie. We sure haven’t
gotten very far. The International Adoptions Clearance Board seems
to be giving us a lot of double-talk. Or at least, their computer’s
giving us a lot of double-talk. No offense, Essie.”

“None taken, sir,” the Electronic Secretary
responded with equanimity. “I am not programmed to respond with
what you call ‘offense,’ sir.”  Keith nodded, smiling at his
own tendency to translate Essie’s digital voice-simulation patterns
into the mental picture of a human being. “Do you wish to try the
board again?  It has been more than 11 weeks since the
official ‘Request to Unseal Adoption Records’ was filed—an
uncommonly long time for an answer to such a simple request.”

Keith leaned back in his chair and chewed his
licorice thoughtfully. Essie was right (of course). It had been a
long time since the request was filed. Why should the board be
taking so long?  He’d handled searches like this before, and
the response was generally very prompt, even in complicated cases.
The board was usually quick to help in the case of an authorization
to unseal, or, in those rare cases where the records would remain
sealed, to inform him of the decision and, to the greatest extent
possible, the reason for denying authorization. This time, however,
he’d received no response at all since filing the official
request—not even a brushoff in the Twentieth Century bureaucratic
gobbledygook that characterized the board’s answer to his first
inquiries.

Without thinking, he raised a hand to cover
his face as a guilty conscience berated him for failing to follow
up on the request long before this. He’d promised Rayna to report
on his progress promptly and regularly. He hadn’t kept his word.
Instead, he’d blocked all thoughts of her from his mind—including
anything related to the search. He hadn’t seen her for nearly
two  months, and since then, they’d spoken only once by
telephone. That, he suddenly realized, had been 10 days ago. He
ignored the churning sensation in his stomach and took another bite
of his licorice.

“Get me a direct comm link with Arthur Judson
of the clearance board’s London office, Essie. He owes me one for
helping him unravel the Seritopoulos records last year.”

Waiting for Essie to complete the connection,
Keith let his mind wander. Why didn’t he think of calling Judson in
the first place, he wondered. Then, with a sudden shock, he
understood his reluctance:  Judson would have helped him come
up with some answers, and that would have meant confronting Rayna
again. He felt his bowels tighten in a tug-of-war between his
desire to be with her and a growing fear of his own feelings. How
did this ever happen, he wondered. How did something that started
out as just a nice, casual, fun-loving affair turn into something
that scared him silly?

“Daniels, old man!” exclaimed a jovial,
mustachioed face on the terminal screen, which automatically
doubled as a comm link video receiver. “It’s been a long
time!  Still playing solicitor and barrister in one?”

“Still lawyering away, Arthur,” Keith said
with a tight smile. “In fact, that’s why I’m calling. I’m doing an
adoption search for a client, and there seems to be a problem with
getting clearance.”  He paused briefly. “Well, actually, I’m
having a bit of a problem just getting an answer.”

“Oh, yes?” said Judson, his eyes narrowing.
“How  very odd. When did you file the formal request?”

“About 11 weeks ago. Essie?”

“Request filed June 10, 2021,” Essie’s voice
responded. “Case Number 9J/8600015GLA. Jurisdictions 5B, 6E—”

“Send report to disk,” Judson instructed
Essie via the comm link. “I’ll check the records, old man, but
frankly, I suspect that your original request was lost when the Los
Angeles Public Library was vandalized. That caused quite a
stir,  you know. Many records had to be retrieved from backups
in other libraries, and, as you may recall, communications in and
out of Los Angeles were not very reliable for about three days. You
never sent a follow-up request?”

Keith looked down in embarrassment, then
glanced up sheepishly, shaking his head with distaste at his
unprofessional behavior. If the client had been anyone but
Rayna....  “I’m afraid I didn’t, Arthur. Do you think you
could expedite things now?”

“I’ll certainly give it the old college try,
sport.”

“Thanks.”

“You should be hearing from us in a week or
two. If not, don’t hesitate to call again.”

“Right. Thanks again, Arthur.”

“Take care, my friend.”

Keith took a deep breath as he watched
Judson’s face dissolve, to be replaced on the screen by the
features he had selected for his electronic secretary. Funny, he
thought, examining the oval face framed by a mass of curly, dark
brown hair. Essie looks a little like Rayna. Except for the eyes.
No CRT could ever capture Rayna’s deep-set hazel eyes. No
programmed image could ever reproduce those mystical flecks of
green and gold and aquamarine that seemed to shift with the light,
making Rayna appear as vulnerable as a newborn kitten one minute
and as powerful as a lioness protecting her young the next.

A sudden tone from the communicator
interrupted his .

“Daniels,” he answered simply as he pressed
the comm link’s “RECEIVE” button.

“Keith, it’s me,” Rayna’s voice blurted out
before her image had even coalesced on his terminal screen. “I need
to—”

Suddenly, the air seemed intolerably thin and
Keith’s throat was too constricted to contain his throbbing pulse.
“I know, I know,” he said at last. “I haven’t gotten back to you on
the adoption thing. I’m sorry about that, but remember, we did have
that breakdown in the CDN when they broke into the library here,
and things got screwed up. I just got—”

“I know all about that, Keith. I—”

“Well, I guess they lost my original request
for the search, but I just talked to my friend Arthur Judson in
London, and he said—”

“Keith!”  Rayna shouted over the comm
link, stunning him into silence. “Will you please shut up and
listen!  Right now I don’t care about that damn adoption
search!”

For the first time, Keith looked closely at
the haggard face that gazed out of the screen at him.

“What is it?  What’s wrong?”

Rayna pressed her lips together in
concentration and began twisting strands of hair about her right
index finger in a familiar nervous gesture.

“I can’t explain it over the comm lines. I
need to see you face to face. How soon can you get over here? 
There are some things I have to show you. Some things you’d better
hear, too. If I’m right, we’re in for some big trouble. And I do
mean big!”

“We?” Keith queried tensely. “Who’s
‘we’?”

“Everyone. The whole damn world. And it looks
like it all may have something to do with Al’s death.”

 


 Chapter 10: Discontinuity

“Holy shit,” Keith breathed, eyes riveted on
Rayna’s computer terminal display. “I see what you mean. I never
noticed the pattern.”

“I didn’t, either. Not until I ran this
trend-analysis program. I’ve been having some problems getting
through to my students lately. I thought maybe if I could tie the
lessons into the latest social and political trends—things that
mean something to the kids—it might help. Having 24-hour
world-watch service makes it pretty simple to use the program. News
events automatically plug right in. But I never expected to find
anything like this.”

They gazed silently at the screen as the
display scrolled to a new set of graphs.

“They all say basically the same thing,”
Keith said, more to himself than to Rayna. “All those things that
have been happening. New problems in the Middle East. The rumblings
of war in Africa. The rumors of revolution in South America. Even
the increasing crime rate right here in Los Angeles. The world’s
going straight to hell!”

Rayna nodded uncomfortably. “Yes.”

“And the trend line leads back to
mid-April?  Just about the time Al Frederick died?”

Another nod.

“But what makes you think there’s a
connection?”

Without saying a word, Rayna tapped the
appropriate instructions into the terminal’s keyboard, and a new
chart appeared on the screen.

“This trend line’s based on a composite index
using the same kind of statistics that the other graphs used. Only
this one gives an overall picture of what’s been going on for the
last hundred years. The solid parts of the line cover the periods
before 1971 and after Al’s death. The broken line here covers the
period in between. Notice anything peculiar?”

Keith studied the screen carefully before
speaking. “It almost looks as if... as if....”

“As if there’s a discontinuity,” Rayna
interrupted. “As if something—or someone—skewed the curve and made
it veer off its natural course!”

“And you think that something might be
related to Al Frederick’s death?”

Rayna tilted her chin upward and closed her
eyes, inhaling deeply. Keith could almost feel her body shaking.
Finally, she released her breath in a heavy sigh.

“I’m not really sure, Keith. You still don’t
know the whole story. Al was....  I don’t know. Maybe Al was
crazy. Maybe I’m crazy even to consider the possibility. But
it certainly would explain what’s been happening lately.”

“Go on,” said Keith, “I’m listening.”

Rayna frowned thoughtfully. “No,” she said
slowly, “I don’t want you to listen to me. I want you to listen to
Al.” 

Keith’s eyebrows arched in surprise. Rayna
reached beneath the computer table and slid out the permastore box
that Al Frederick had left her. “Here,” she said as tonelessly as
she could manage. “Take these in the other room. Listen to the
first two or three tapes.”

“Look, why don’t you just give me a
summary.”

Rayna swallowed, pressed her lips together
firmly and repeated simply, “Listen to the first two or three
tapes.”

“Honey, I really think—”

Keith’s protest was cut short by the
electronic tone that signaled an incoming call. Rayna pressed the
“accept” key on her comm terminal, and a vaguely familiar face took
shape on the screen.

“Aurora?” Rayna said with surprise. “This is
certainly unexpected!  I don’t think I’ve seen you since we
went to that concert of colonial music six months ago!”

That’s right, Keith recalled as he examined
the angular face on the screen. Her name’s
Aurora—Aurora...something. Oh, yes. Sanger. Aurora Sanger. Tall,
attractive woman in her mid-twenties. Her boyfriend Rafe’s some
kind of artist—the guy who made that holopainting for Rayna. The
four of us went to dinner and then a performance of some way-out
electronic music from the Asteroid Belt that Aurora got to like a
couple of years ago when she was in the Merchant Fleet.

“...and now I really don’t know what to do,”
Aurora was saying. “Vince has changed. He was never terribly bright
or sensitive, but he used to be kind of sweet in his own special
way. Last night, though, he was almost raving. I think he would
have killed Rafe—maybe me, too—if I didn’t agree to have dinner
with him tomorrow night. Listen, Rayna, you know me; I’m no coward,
but I really don’t want to be alone with him. I know it’s asking an
awful lot, but I thought maybe if you and Keith could join us, it
might help keep Vince in line.”

“Aren’t you being a little melodramatic?”
Rayna began. “Maybe Vince was overbearing and impolite, but after
all, this isn’t the mid-Twentieth Century. People have been pretty
civilized for the last 50 years, and....” 

A printout from Rayna’s trend-analysis
program caught the corner of her eye. No, it wasn’t the
mid-Twentieth Century, she thought, but things were no longer what
she used to consider “normal,” either. She shot an inquiring glance
at Keith, who responded with a noncommittal shrug of his
shoulders.

“Well, I don’t know if it’ll do any good,”
she told Aurora, “but we’ll try to help you out. When does Vince go
back out to the colonies?”

“I’m not sure. He was pretty vague about what
he’s been doing lately. I couldn’t tell whether he was being
secretive or whether he realized that I really wasn’t very
interested in anything he had to say.”  She shook her head
uncertainly. “Anyway, I really appreciate your coming along. See
you at Eduardo’s at 1930 tomorrow.”

Rayna nodded and broke the connection.

“Looks like we’re in for a pretty sticky
evening,” said Keith.

She nodded again. “Sure does. But we’ll deal
with that tomorrow.” 

Rayna closed her eyes, inhaled deeply through
her nose and then blew the air slowly out of her mouth. Keith
recognized the relaxation technique, but it didn’t appear to be
working very well.  Despite a comfortable room temperature,
she seemed to shake with a cold that was more than physical.

“I still want you to hear these tapes, Keith.
It’s important. We need to talk more about this, and I think it’s
best if you get Al’s story the same way I got it. You’ll understand
once you hear the tapes. Please—just take the box with you. Listen
to them tonight, but try not to jump to any conclusions. Can you
spare me a few hours tomorrow afternoon?”

Keith glanced at the box of tapes.

“I’m not sure I’ll have the chance to listen
to them all by then, Ray.”

Rayna rubbed her chin nervously.

“Of course, you’re right,” she sighed. “I’ve
been listening to these things at my leisure over the past couple
of months, and here I am trying to rush you into a marathon
session. But Keith, this is…. The implications of the trend
analysis…. Well, let’s put it this way:  If I’m right, what’s
in these tapes is a lot more important than we thought.”


Chapter 11: Reunion

  
Keith tore another piece from the stick of cherry licorice in
his right hand as the fingers of his left began tapping out a
nervous rhythm on his thigh. It was past midnight. He should get
some sleep. That dinner with Rayna’s friends tomorrow night
promised to be something of an ordeal, and he had a stack of work
awaiting him before that. But he had made the mistake of playing
the first of Al Frederick’s tapes as he was preparing for bed, and
now, despite increasing fatigue, he was finding it hard to stop
feeding cassettes into the tape player.

Strange to think of Frederick as a young man,
Keith mused. The former newspaperman had impressed him as a sour
old apple from the first time they met. Brooding, almost haunted
brown eyes had glared at Keith from beneath bushy eyebrows that
matched the gray of Frederick’s dry, wiry hair. The gaunt face was
wrinkled and careworn, and Frederick insisted on using a hearing
aid instead of having his hearing problems corrected. (Like
everyone else in the country, of course, Frederick was covered by
MediNet, but Keith suspected that Frederick rather liked the idea
of being able to use the hearing aid to tune others out whenever he
pleased.)  No question about it, Keith thought, Al Frederick
looked much older than he should have. After all, he was only in
his 80s. Keith knew many people who lived healthy, productive lives
well into their 120s.

Intellectually, Keith also knew there must be
another side to the man. Rayna spoke of him with such warmth and
respect. Keith realized that Frederick must once have been youthful
and vigorous. Still, it was hard to reconcile the haggard
curmudgeon he’d met with the audio-taped voice that had been
speaking to him across the years.

Though he’d heard only the first few tapes,
Keith already had learned enough to understand Rayna’s concern
about Frederick’s sanity  and her suspicions about the
connection between Frederick’s death and the recent problems that
seemed to be cropping up at every turn. Was it possible, he
wondered?  Could that headstrong old man have been the force
that kept the world on a peaceful, upward spiral of political,
social and scientific progress for 50 years?  He shook his
head doubtfully. More likely that all this psychic control nonsense
was just wishful thinking  the result of an idealist’s
frustration over broken dreams.

Keith yawned and stretched. His thermofab
sleep suit was designed to keep  his body at optimum
temperature for slumber, but as he sat, robeless, debating with
himself about whether to play another tape or retire for what
remained of the night, he realized that he felt uncomfortably cool.
He glanced at his watch.

“What the hell,” he said aloud, popping the
next cassette into the player and reaching for the robe at the foot
of his bed.

   

“Today is Tuesday, Sept. 9, 1986,” announced a
somewhat hoarse voice that Keith recognized as Frederick’s.
Frederick coughed in an effort to clear his throat before
proceeding.  

“Sorry ’bout that. I think I’m fighting off a cold.
Pretty strange. With all the practice I’ve had for the last 15
years, I’ve gotten pretty good at steering important things the way
I want them to go. You’d think I could generate enough psychic
energy to shake a damned cold!  Oh well. Maybe it’s better
this way. If I could direct things in my personal life the same way
I can for the world ‘out there,’ Brad Hershey and Ed Baumgarten, to
name just two, would have been goners just because they crossed me
when I was in a bad mood.

“I worried about that sort of thing a lot back when
Azey and I first started working together in ′71. I remember
getting sore as hell at George Locke one day at the Star. I was
afraid I was going to wind up wishing him dead. But Azey assured me
that, according to the experimental results, I have only passive
psychic powers when it comes to personal matters. I can receive
telepathic or clairvoyant messages in personal crisis situations,
but I can’t influence reality unless something conflicts with my
‘reality matrix,’ as Azey calls it. I’m just grateful that he was
able to explain that much before the accident. I’ll always wonder
where the experiments might have taken us if he hadn’t been killed
in that fire.

“I bumped into Vickie Kingman a few days ago. Funny,
I really thought I was over her, but seeing her again, even after
all these years, got my heart to pounding so hard that I half
expected an invitation to join the percussion section of the Los
Angeles Philharmonic!...”

 

*    *    *

 

“Hello, Al,” she
said, eyes flitting nervously between his face and the ground.
“It’s been a long
time.”

Al stared at her in numbed
silence. Vickie Kingman was the last person he’d expected to see when he decided to attend his first
Press Club meeting in five years.

“How  how long have you been
back in town?” he finally managed to
croak.

Vickie smiled weakly. “I’ve been back for three
years.”

Al pressed his lips together and
shook his head up and down in a controlled nod. “You look good. Lost some weight, I see.
Hair’s different, too. I almost
didn’t recognize you with it short and
curly like that. The Vickie Kingman I remember had long, straight,
black hair.”

“Nice of you to notice the style
but not the color, Al. I’m afraid the
gray’s out to get me, but then, I guess
that’s the way it goes when you hit your
40s.”  She paused to inspect him more
critically. “On the other hand, you
don’t seem to have that problem, and
you’re  what, 53?  All you have
is a slight touch at the temples, and that just makes you look more
distinguished. Now, is that fair?”

“Don’t
worry about it. You look great.”

They studied each other
uncomfortably.

“So,” Al
began. “Tell me what you’ve been doing for the last— Oh, hell!” 

He closed his eyes and snapped his
mouth shut, praying that he didn’t look as
flustered as he felt. What an idiotic thing to say! 
That’s not what I want to ask her!  I
work with words for a living. Why is it that when I most need to
think of the right words, they go into hiding!  He ran a hand
over his bearded chin and gazed for a moment in the direction of
the bar.  

“What happened,
Vickie?” he asked at last. “Why did you disappear from my life like that? 
You were supposed to come back to Los Angeles in January of
‘72, and instead I get a cryptic telegram
announcing that you’ve got a new job in
New York, and you’ve decided you
don’t want to marry me after all. I think
I deserved better than that.”

Vickie tried to force a smile, but
her lips trembled as she attempted to curve the corners of her
mouth upward. “You’re right, Al. I treated you terribly, and you
deserved better. Still do.... Look, we can’t talk here. How badly did you want to hear Tom
Benton?”

Benton, the Press Club’s Man of the Year, was scheduled to discuss his
expose of irregularities and corruption in the city’s Housing Assistance Agency. Paul Fielder, head of
the HAA, had been taking bribes from a few racist hate groups in
exchange for directing housing applicants into segregated areas.
That sort of thing, of course, would have undermined Project New
Start’s underlying goal of stable,
integrated communities  a concept that had been working
remarkably well since the project was initiated after the 1971
riots that followed the attempt on Sen. John Martin
Roberts’ life.

“I’d
rather talk to you,” Al said without
hesitation. “Besides, I probably know more
about how Benton got the goods on Fielder than Benton knows
himself.”

Vickie looked at him uncertainly.
“How about Roland’s?” she suggested.
“With most of the Star’s staff here, the place should be pretty deserted.
That ought to give us a little privacy  not to mention a few
memories.”

Al smiled and reached for
Vickie’s hand. Old feelings were beginning
to overtake the shock of seeing her again. “I don’t need
Roland’s to remind me of you or what we
had together, but I guess it’s as good as
anywhere else  unless you want to go to my
place....” 

In the dim light of the Press
Club’s bar, he sensed rather than saw her
face pale at his suggestion, and he felt a slight tug as she tried
to pull her hand away.

“What’s
the matter, Vickie?” 

“Al,” she
said slowly, “this isn’t going to be easy. I have a lot to tell you. A
lot’s happened in the past 15 years,
and....”  She shook her head and took a deep breath.
“I don’t think it
would be appropriate for me to go to your place, Al. I’m married.”

Her words hit him like a bucket of
ice water.

“Married?”

“Yes, Al,” she said almost apologetically. Then, with a forced
smile, she urged, “Come on.
Let’s go find a booth at
Roland’s.”

Al made his way to the old Valley
Star hangout trying desperately not to think. He didn’t need to concentrate on the route, and he
didn’t want to think about Vickie, 
not until she’d had her say. Still, he
couldn’t banish the rekindled pain.
Married!  It was like being rejected all over again!  He
was glad they’d decided to take their own
cars from the Press Club. The ride  alone  gave him a
chance to pull himself together.

But by the time Al reached
Roland’s small parking lot, he was feeling
not only hurt but also angry. The anger triggered the old fears.
There is no danger! he repeated to himself as he counted the rapid
beats of his pounding heart.

Vickie’s
‘84 Cutlass rolled up next to
Al’s aging blue Dodge. She looked at him
through the window and smiled half heartedly, then shut off the
engine. It wasn’t until she slammed her
car door that Al finally forced himself to get out of his own
car.

The appetizing scent of
charcoal-broiled steak filled the air as they walked slowly toward
the restaurant’s well lit entrance.
Neither of them spoke. A ghostly strangler had Al by the throat. He
could only gesture tensely to Vickie as he pulled back one of the
heavy wooden double doors.

“Hmmmm. It’s changed,” Vickie murmured.
“No more red flocked
wallpaper.”

“Must be quite awhile since you
were here,” the woman at the front desk
injected with a smile. “We got rid of that
God-awful wallpaper about eight years ago.”  She leaned toward Vickie conspiratorially.
“Frankly, the wallpaper always used to
make me feel like I was working in a whorehouse.”

“How about a nice secluded table
for two, Margo,” said Al.

“Sure. Right this way.”

Margo led them  past several
occupied tables to one that was close enough to the others for
adequate service, yet far enough away to assure privacy.

“Seem familiar?” Al asked as they sat down.

Vickie looked around her, then
grunted in amusement.

“Yes and no. I see they
reupholstered the booths. And the chairs look different. Better
quality, I think. But it’s as tough as
ever to read a menu in here!”

Al was still considering a
response when a waitress approached them. They ordered cocktails
and concentrated on their menus, making small talk until the
waitress returned to deliver their drinks and take their dinner
orders.

“Why, Vickie?” Al finally asked. “Why did
you leave me?”

Vickie sipped her Brandy Alexander
and stared past Al’s right ear for a
moment before answering.

“I don’t
think you realize how you were after the Roberts
shooting,” she said finally. “I didn’t know what to do.
You were  obsessed with the idea that you had somehow changed
reality and saved Roberts’ life. It got
even worse when you started working with Alec Zorne. You were never
the kind of man who could cut himself off from the
world’s  tragedies, Al, but once you
got into this psychic power thing, you couldn’t seem to think about anything else.” 

Al squirmed in his seat and fought
the temptation to defend himself.

“You withdrew more and more from
me and everyone else around you,” Vickie
continued. “It was scary. One minute
you’d tell me about how you were going to
save the world, and the next minute you would worry about whether
you were losing your mind. Nothing else seemed to matter. And I
couldn’t talk to you. If I tried getting
you to deal with other things  like where we were going to
live after we got married  why, you just about took my head
off.

“So, you see, I didn’t exactly leave you. It was more like you pushed me
away.”

Al shook his head, a bitter smile
on his lips. “That’s why you went to New York in the first place,
isn’t it, Vickie?  It was never the
fellowship.”

Vickie gazed into her glass and
nodded. “There’s
more, though, Al. I’m not quite sure how
to say this. It wasn’t fair, I know, but I
did what I thought was best at the time. I kept hoping things would
get better between us—that maybe a short separation would settle
things down....”

“Go on,”
he heard himself say, though he wasn’t at
all sure he really wanted to hear more.

“I could see from your letters and
our phone conversations that I was wishing for the impossible. Our
relationship was on pretty rocky ground, and it just
didn’t  seem right to bring a child
into such an unstable environment.”

Al froze with his glass halfway to
his lips. The strangler dropped from his throat to his chest and
squeezed—hard. He stared, uncomprehending, into Vickie’s eyes, almost forgetting to breathe.

“Are you telling me you were
pregnant?”

“Yes, Al.”  Unable to hold his gaze, she blinked, glanced
away, and focused on her drink. “I was
planning to tell you the day Roberts was shot,” she finally said, “but you
started acting so strange that....”  She took a sip of her
drink. “It was a girl.”

Al battled mightily to keep his
emotions in check.

“So you married another man and
let him raise my daughter. Is that it?”

“No, I didn’t meet Ted until a couple of years later. But I
wanted our baby to have a good home. I didn’t think I could do that on my own. So I gave her up
for adoption.”

Al’s
shoulders sagged, and he squeezed his eyes shut as an unintentional
groan escaped his lips.

“Vickie, how could you do
that?” he said after a painful silence.
“How could you give away your own
child?  Our child.”

Vickie reached for his hand, but
he avoided her touch.

“I never even saw her, Al. It was
all arranged before she was born.” 
The dim, flickering light from the candle on the table glinted off
the tears brimming in Vickie’s eyes.
“Ted doesn’t know
anything about this. We never had any children of our own, and I
don’t think he could handle the idea that
I had another man’s baby.”

Al ran his right middle finger
around the rim of his now empty glass. He was still lost in a haze
of half formed thoughts when the waitress placed their salads
before them.

“Another Manhattan,” he said unceremoniously.

The waitress nodded. “Right away, sir. And you ma’am?  A refill?”

Vickie took a deep breath and
shook her head. She gazed at Al sadly as the waitress turned and
headed for the bar. He could feel himself trembling with tension,
though he hoped it didn’t show. He avoided
Vickie’s eyes, looking up, down and all
about at nothing in particular. Then he began picking absently at
the lettuce on his plate. He needed that drink!

Vickie took several bites of salad
and dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a green cloth napkin.
The muted buzz of remote dinner conversation and the soft clinking
of china and glassware only served to emphasize the quiet void
between them.

“Tell me about you,” Vickie said slowly, her eyes focused on her plate.
“What have you been doing for the last 15
years?”

Al felt his teeth clamp together
in fury. That’s a hell of a question, he
thought. First she tells me she’s married,
then she tells me I’m the father of a
daughter I’ll probably never see, and now
she talks as if we’re just old friends at
a class reunion!   He forced his jaw muscles to relax.
When he finally spoke, he had no idea what would come
out.

“You know,” he said in a tone much more phlegmatic than his
state of mind, “it’s a good thing I went to that shrink Carruthers back
in ′71. After I’d
been working with Azey for awhile, I went back to see him. Needed
some help controlling my anger. And I’ve
gotta tell you, right now, I’m trying to
remember every technique he ever taught me.”

Talk came to an abrupt halt as the
waitress delivered Al’s Manhattan. Sensing
that she had interrupted something, she dispensed with her usual
friendly repartee and left as quickly as possible.

“What did the psychiatrist tell
you, Al?” Vickie asked as soon as the
waitress was out of hearing range.

“What’s
more important is what he didn’t tell me.
He didn’t tell me I was crazy.”  Al tasted his Manhattan. “Whether you believe it or not, I did change
reality when Roberts was shot. And I’ve
done it again—more than once—over the past 15 years.”

Vickie looked at him sadly, but
she didn’t try to argue.

“I don’t
know whether Carruthers believed me about Roberts, but at least he
took it seriously when I told him how worried I was about my
temper. Worried, hell!  I was scared shitless!”

“Why’s
that?”

He took a long slow breath before
answering. “I used to have these
nightmares where buildings fell on people I was mad at, or their
houses caught fire, or they were beaten up by muggers. Even though
Azey told me it couldn’t happen, I was
afraid my psychic powers might make those nightmares come
true.”  He paused and looked steadily
at Vickie. “I was especially worried that
I might make something horrible happen to you. I was pretty damned
angry.”

Vickie leaned forward, her eyes
moist. “Al, I’m
so sorry about—”

“You asked what I’ve been doing. Now you’re
going to hear it!”  At the sudden
steel in his voice, Vickie’s head jerked
back as if struck by a physical blow.

“I worked with Azey for a little
over a year,” Al continued a few seconds
later. “Went up to his lab one weekend a
month and during my vacations. He was teaching me how to control my
psychic energy  how to direct it, and that sort of thing. He
also wanted to see if I was unconsciously making any other changes
like the one that saved Roberts. He had me keep a journal. Had me
keep my own log of our experiments, too. He wanted to compare my
journal with current events—see if there might be any correlation
between the things that were on my mind and the way those things
worked out.” 

He took another swallow of his
drink. After a long, uncomfortable silence, Vickie asked,
“And was there a correlation?”

Al gestured uncertainly.
“Never really had a chance to find out for
sure. It may not be as simple as all that anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“History doesn’t just move in a straight line. One thing has a
strange way of affecting other things. Take the 1972 Democratic
convention, for example. Where would Ed Muskie’s candidacy have been if Roberts hadn’t made that sensational nominating speech? 
Roberts just made mincemeat of all those nasty little stories that,
it later turned out, were part of the whole Watergate dirty tricks
thing.”

Vickie nodded. “Roberts worked for Muskie during the presidential
campaign, too. But what’s your
point?”

Al shrugged. “Think about it. If John Martin Roberts had died,
would Muskie have won the nomination?  What if that guy 
oh, what’s his name, from South
Dakota?  Oh, yeah. McGovern. What if he’d gotten the nomination?  Can you imagine what
Nixon would have done to him?  He was practically unknown to
most of the country, and he didn’t exactly
have the knack of reaching most Americans with his message. He was
no John Martin Roberts, that’s for
sure.”

Vickie arched her eyebrows and
nodded noncommittally. “I guess
you’re right about that,
but....”

“Look, Roberts was the one who
finally convinced the public that the break in at Democratic party
headquarters in the Watergate Hotel wasn’t
just an accepted part of the political game. He got people to
listen early enough to make a difference in the
election.”

Vickie responded slowly and
carefully. “And you think you were
responsible for that?”

“I don’t
know. Maybe the story would have come out in time even if Roberts
had died. We’ll never know. Azey was the
only guy who could come close to answering questions like that. He
was working on a specialized computer program to analyze the
relationship between my journal entries and current events, but he
was killed before he had a chance to finish it. They never did get
the electrical system in his lab fixed, and the wiring just shorted
out and caught fire one day.”

“Yes, I remember reading the story
off the AP wire when I was working for the Journal in New York.
Just a short piece. We didn’t run it. But
when I saw Zorne’s name, I....”

She broke off and looked deeply
into his eyes. It didn’t take words to
tell Al she had been looking for his name among the
casualties.

He gulped his Manhattan, then
glanced away as Vickie worried a tomato wedge with her
fork.

“What are you doing these
days?” she asked. “Did you ever get married?”

“No, Vickie, I never did. After
you, no one else seemed to....”   He stopped abruptly and
prodded his thoughts along safer paths.

“What am I doing these
days?” he repeated. “You mean besides the usual garbage at the Star? 
Nothing much has changed there, of course. We’re using computers now, instead of just typewriters
and pencils, but mostly it’s all still the
same old crap. Oh, wait a minute. There is one thing. I’ve become a sort of businessman. How about
that?”     

Vickie looked at him expectantly.
“Oh?”

“Yeah. A while back we ran a
little science blurb about some new kind of energy source that a
bunch of scientists and engineers have been playing around with.
Got me interested enough to do some research over at the university
library in my spare time and then invest some money in one of the
companies working to develop the field.”

“You’re
kidding!” Vickie said. “You?  The guy who once described the stock
market as a high class bookie joint?”

Al grinned. “How ’bout that?  Surprised me, too. But I
couldn’t resist. This stuff is really
amazing. It’s an alloy of nickel and
titanium called Nitinol. When it’s cold,
you can mold it any way you like, but if you heat it up again,
it’ll snap back to its original shape. And
when it snaps back, it releases energy. Clean energy. There are all
kinds of possibilities.” 

Vickie’s
affectionate laugh sent an unexpected thrill through Al’s nervous system. “Sounds
like just the kind of thing that would strike your
fancy,” she said.

Al looked at her and wondered what
to say next. He longed to tell her how the sound of her voice made
his heart leap, how the touch of her hand made him ache for what
they once had together, but he couldn’t
say what he most wanted her to hear, and so he said nothing. He was
grateful when a soft rustle of clothing and the mingled aroma of
New York steak and fillet of sole announced the arrival of their
dinners.

“Steak for the gentleman and fish
for the lady,” the waitress proclaimed,
moving the salad plates to make room for the main course.
“Did you want to finish your salads, or
should I just take the plates?”

Al waved his right hand at the
salad plate: “Take it,” he said. Vickie nodded her agreement. The waitress
piled the half filled salad dishes onto her tray and
departed.

While Vickie fluffed her rice
pilaf, Al cut open his baked potato and added a scoop of sour cream
from the green and white china server on the table. Despite their
exclamations of gustatory pleasure, both knew they were only
delaying unfinished business.

“Vickie,”
he said at last, “nothing’s changed for me. I still love you. Can’t we—”

“Oh, Al, don’t” she pleaded. “You’ll always be very
special to me. I guess I’ll always love
you, too. But it’s too late for us. Ted
Manners has been very good to me. I can’t
just turn my back on 10 years of marriage.”

“Even if it’s to the wrong man?”

Vickie bent her head and squeezed
her eyes shut. Al shook his head sadly.

“And our daughter  what about
her?” he asked. “Do you know anything about her?  How old is
she?”

Vickie took a deep breath before
answering. “She was born Oct. 15, 1971, at
Victory Memorial Hospital in Brooklyn. That would make her 15 next
month. I always remember her birthday. I go off by myself, light a
birthday candle and pray that she’s well.
But that’s all I know about her. I
don’t even know what her adopted family
named her. At the time, I didn’t want to
know.”  Her voice broke, and she took
a sip of water. “That was a very hard time
for me, Al. Giving up that baby was one of the toughest things I
ever did. After the decision was made, I just wanted to pretend it
never happened. But sometimes, I....” 

She stifled a small sob and lifted
her water glass to her lips once more.

Al’s
mouth stretched into a forced, unhappy smile that was almost a
grimace.

“I’m
going to find her, Vickie. I’ll never tell
her who I really am, but I have to see her. I have to be sure
she’s all right.”


 Chapter 12: Dinner at Eduardo’s

 From its undistinguished
exterior, Eduardo’s looked like just another of those old-fashioned
restaurants that were so popular during the nostalgia craze about
10 years ago. But once inside the ornate entry doors, patrons were
struck immediately by the unique character of the place. Instead of
dim, romantic lighting and cozy tables or booths, there were bare,
white, fluorescent-lighted hallways leading straight ahead, to the
left and to the right. Along each hallway, the walls were broken by
closed doors painted in various hues of red or blue or green or
yellow. No two doors were precisely the same color.

“We’re looking for the Sanger party,”
Rayna said to the young, round-faced man behind the white desk that
sat unobtrusively in a corner just to the left of the
entrance.

“One moment,” the young man said,
turning to press a number of the keys mounted on the wall at his
back. As he did so, a portion of the wall just above the keyboard
slid open to reveal a terminal screen.

“Sanger, you said?  I don’t see
any....   Oh, there it is. The gentleman changed the name
to Barnard. They’re in the Ultramarine Room. The hologuide will
show you the way.”

He pressed several more keys, and a
holographic projection of a female Merchant Fleet officer appeared
before them.

“This way,” the officer said with a
smile, and beckoned them to follow.

  The simulacrum led them down a
hallway to a bright, deep-blue door before which floated
three-dimensional holographic letters that spelled out the name
“BARNARD.”  The guide appeared to press a touchpad on the
door, though Keith realized that it was all part of the
computer-controlled pattern of the hologuide’s movements:  An
electronic relay was programmed to open the door at the precise
instant when the guide seemed to touch the pad. The effect was
remarkably convincing, though.

“Enjoy your evening,” the guide said
sweetly as she turned and headed back toward the front
desk.

Keith was still admiring the guide’s
receding figure, shaking his head at the persuasiveness of the
illusion, when a sudden gasp and Rayna’s desperate grip on his arm
caused him to turn his head and follow her across the threshold. It
was a mistake. As the door slid shut behind them, he felt his knees
grow weak, and he clapped a handkerchief to his mouth. Someone
should have warned them about this!  What kind of arrogant
astro-brain would order up a spaceborne environment without even
warning his guests?

“Vince, I told you this would happen!”
Aurora complained. “They’re not used to it!  Come on, now. At
least adjust the gravity simulator!”

The tall, thick-lipped man wearing the
dress uniform of the Merchant Fleet grinned
mischievously.

“See what’ll happen if you stay
Earth-bound too long, Aurora?  Just goes to prove what I been
sayin’. Either use  it or lose it. Time for you to get back
into the Fleet before you get like these two!”

Aurora looked aggravated but said
nothing as a laughing Vince Barnard adjusted a control beneath the
black acrylic tabletop. Slowly, Rayna and Keith raised their heads
and staggered forward. Even with the gravity simulator reset to
Earth-normal, the holopainted asteroids, stars and distant nebulae
that surrounded them made their heads spin. Rayna looked down,
carefully trying to make her way to one of the vacant seats at the
table, but the illusion of walking through open space—of floating
high above the surface of an asteroid suspended below her
feet—played havoc with her sense of balance. Keith was just as
disoriented.

“Here, Rayna,” Aurora offered, rising
from her seat and striding confidently toward the newcomers, “take
my hand.”

Rayna grasped Aurora’s hand
gratefully. By focusing his attention on the path Rayna’s feet
traced against the background of stars and planetoids superimposed
on what he knew must be the floor, Keith managed to follow them to
the table. He heaved a sigh of relief and mopped his forehead with
his handkerchief as he sank onto a cushioned chair.

“Rayna, Keith.... I’m so sorry about
this—”

“Aah, don’t worry about it, Aurora!”
Barnard said, slapping Keith sharply on the shoulder. “These two
may be Earth-bound, but they’re friends of yours. I bet they’re
good sports. You didn’t mind too much, did you?  I mean,
you’re not a couple of tight-assed robbies who don’t know how to
have fun, are ya?”

Keith and Rayna exchanged glances, and
Aurora rolled her eyes.

“Some place, this Eduardo’s,” Barnard
continued. “Never been here before myself, but I’ve heard lots
about it. Never would’ve believed they could come so close to what
it feels like out in space.”  He looked about him
appreciatively. “Pal of mine came here once. Said they put him
right on Mars!  Not bad, since we never even colonized Mars
for real. Wonder where they get the pictures.”

“I told you before,” said an obviously
irritated Aurora. “None of this is photographic. The visual effects
are like holopaintings, only without any frames to cut off the
three-dimensional images. The sounds and smells are
computer-generated simulations.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. You told
me.”

“I’m afraid we brought this particular
environment-generator disk in ourselves,” Aurora said to Keith and
Rayna. “Vince insisted on a space environment that would be like
the asteroid run, where we served together in the Fleet. He even
arranged for the hologuide to be in the form of a Fleet officer.
 Kind of romantic, actually.”

Barnard grinned and reached for
Aurora’s hand, but she deftly managed to avoid his
touch.

“Unfortunately, the only space
environments they had on file here were set for other planets and
even other galaxies. (You know, there’s really no limit to the
environments you can create with holopainting and sensory
simulators.)”

Keith glanced at Barnard, who was
watching Aurora with adoring eyes. The guy might have the social
graces of a mutant elephant, Keith thought, but he’s sure crazy
about that woman.

“Anyway,” Aurora was saying, “they
said they couldn’t do anything for us on such short notice. We’d
have to wait at least a week to get a custom-designed environment.
So I told Vince I’d see if I could get an Asteroid Belt
environmental disk myself. I told him I wasn’t sure it was such a
good idea, since neither of you two had ever been off-planet,
but....  Well, you know. I’m sorry. I should have warned
you.”

“You don’t have to keep apologizing,”
Barnard told her with a friendly smile. “They’re not hurt. In fact,
it probably did them some good to get a little taste of what us
merchanters go through!”

Aurora shook her head in displeasure
but said nothing. For a while, the four of them sat quietly amid
the awe-inspiring spectacle of space.

“It’s all right now, Aurora,” Keith
finally said. “Really it is. As a matter of fact, I find this
environment intriguing. How realistic is it?”

“Damned close,” Barnard said brightly.
“O’ course, nothing’s quite like actually being there. Right,
Aurora?”

Aurora smiled weakly.

“Where did you find the disk?” Rayna
asked.

“Oh, I knew Rafe had just finished
making one for his next exhibition, and—” A sudden chill descended
on the room, and Barnard’s eyes blazed.

“Rafe!” he boomed, rocketing from his
chair. “You mean that softheaded, granite-footed idiot you were
with last night?”  His narrow gaze focused suspiciously on
Aurora’s impassive face. “Is he the guy you left the Fleet to shack
up with?”

“Sit down, Vince,”  she urged,
tugging on Barnard’s sleeve. “Rafe’s an artist. That’s how he makes
his living. Ask Rayna. He did a holopainting for her.”

“That’s right,” Rayna responded
quickly in a soothing voice.

Keith’s mind raced. He hadn’t expected
things to turn ugly this soon. He was wondering how to defuse this
potential explosion when he suddenly realized that his efforts
weren’t needed. He ran his right index finger along the side of his
nose and tried to hide smile on his lips. Rayna had the situation
well in hand. She had adopted her most detached, professorial tone
and was now expounding on the art of holopainting.

“Actually, the process is quite
fascinating,” she said. “The artist uses a standard computer art
program in combination with an interference-pattern simulator. Some
holopaintings, like mine, are hooked up to a real-time clock to
reflect the passage of time. Makes me feel like I’m living in a
house overlooking the beach instead of an apartment in the
city!  All the information about light  intensity,
shadows and so on are programmed into the computer when the
holopainting is made so that—”

“Computers!” Barnard snorted more in
disgust than anger as he dropped back onto his chair. “Computers
and robbies. They’re for woms. They keep the weak sisters in charge
of the rest of us.”  He blinked and leaned forward, brow
furrowed with determination.

“Out in space, though,” he asserted,
“boy, out there, it’s a whole different story!  Out in space,
there’s no room for weaklings and cowards. In space, a man’s got to
be a man!”  He gestured broadly at the astronomical scene that
surrounded them and smiled in self-satisfaction.

Puzzled, Rayna frowned and looked at
the merchanter.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “I don’t
understand. Don’t you use computers for navigation on merchant
ships?  And to monitor your fuel mix?  And to maintain
your life-support systems?”

“Well...uh...I—”

“Sure we do,” Aurora volunteered.
“What do you have against computers all of a sudden,
Vince?”

Barnard wore the frustrated look of a
man who had long ago been persuaded to a particular point of view
but could no longer remember the arguments that had convinced
him.

“Aw, forget it,” he said. “Let’s get
something to eat. I’m hungry enough to eat a whole
squawker!”

Aurora turned to Keith and Rayna. “A
squawker’s a sort of cross between a chicken and a turkey that’s
been bred to thrive in the colonial domes on the various
asteroids,” Aurora explained. “Squawkers are very big and have a
high proportion of meat to bone, fat and other waste. For most
merchanters, a home-cooked dinner of roast squawker is a high point
of the whole trip.”

“Yeah,” complained Barnard. “About the
only high point. Those rock-farmers sit up there being waited on
hand and foot by robbies while us merchanters get packed into the
smallest possible crew space to make more room for their supplies
on the trip up and for stuff like their damned Nitinol wire in the
shipments back to Earth. We might be in the colonies six weeks and
maybe we get invited to eat with the bowl-squatters twice. The rest
of the time, everything’s strictly business, and we get stuck with
standard-issue space rations instead of squawker to
eat.”

“You sound pretty angry,” Keith
said.

“You bet I am. And I’m not the only
one. You just wait till word gets out about the
Nitinol!”

Keith looked at the big man in
surprise. “Why?  What’s wrong with the Nitinol?”

Barnard’s eyes locked onto Keith’s,
then took quick measure of Rayna and Aurora. Suddenly, the
merchanter seemed tense and withdrawn.

“Aah, never mind. Just don’t be
surprised if colony-lovers like that Althea Milgrom start catching
a lot of heat pretty soon!”

“Vince, what in the world are you
carrying on about?” Aurora asked.

“I said to forget it!”  Barnard’s
expression was hard and distrusting. Despite the coolness of the
room, beads of perspiration dotted his face.

Suddenly, an area of star-spattered
blackness vanished to reveal the white-walled corridor that
connected the Ultramarine Room with the rest of Eduardo’s. A man
wearing the uniform of a Merchant Fleet lieutenant marched
authoritatively into the room, leaving two enlisted men guarding
the outer doorway.

“Emergency alert,” the lieutenant
announced to Barnard, ignoring the presence of the others. “All
Merchant Fleet leaves are hereby canceled. You will report back to
base immediately.”

The color drained from Barnard’s face,
and he stared dumbly at the officer.

“I—I just wanted to have dinner with
an old friend,” Barnard finally said, his voice little more than a
hoarse whisper. The newcomer’s steely blue eyes targeted Barnard
like those of a tiger stalking its prey. “Come on, Hank,
I—”

“All leaves are hereby canceled,” the
lieutenant repeated in a low, threatening voice as he tapped the
insignia of rank on his uniform.

Barnard swallowed and rose from his
seat.

“Sorry, Aurora,” he said. “Maybe
another time.”  He worked his way around the table and headed
for the door, which remained open.

The officer waited until Barnard had
crossed the threshold into the hall before turning to the
others:  “This emergency is top secret,” he told them. “I
presume I can count on your discretion.”  Then he pivoted and
followed Barnard down the corridor, pausing only to close the door
to the Ultramarine Room. 

 ***

  Keith and the two women
regarded each other in stunned silence. “What was all that about?”
he wondered aloud.

Aurora shook her head slowly. “I don’t
know,” she said, “but something’s not right.”

“What do you mean?” asked
Rayna.

The taller woman pursed her lips and
tapped them with a forefinger.

“I’m not quite sure,” she said. “It’s
just that...I guess I’m relieved that we won’t have to walk on
eggshells around Vince for the rest of the evening,
but.... Well, for one thing, it’s pretty rare to have an
emergency that would require cancellation of  all Merchant
Fleet leaves. Last time that happened, there had been a series of
big earthquakes in China, and Fleet was put in charge of getting
emergency supplies into the disaster area. The Trans-Mat facilities
were all out, so we had to use special air shuttles and parachute
the stuff in, just like in the late 20th Century. But by time that
happened, everybody had already heard about the earthquakes. You
can’t keep something that big secret for long. Have you heard
of anything remotely resembling a disaster today?”

Keith shook his head. “No,” he said,
“and here’s another thing. There was something odd about the way
Barnard reacted to that lieutenant. It wasn’t just respect for
rank. It was fear. Barnard was scared clear out of those gaudy
merchanter boots of his!  I suppose it might just be some
personal thing between the two of them, but it sure seemed
wrong.”

“I noticed that, too,” Rayna
commented. “Vince seemed to know the lieutenant. He called him by
name at one point—‘Hank’ I think he said. Not ‘Sir.’  Not
‘Lieutenant.’  Just ‘Hank’.”

Aurora nodded. “That’s right, come to
think of it. He did. But that doesn’t bother me as much as the
uniform.”

“What do you mean?” Keith
asked.

“The lieutenant’s uniform,” she
repeated. “I didn’t get a close look at the enlisted men, but the
lieutenant was wearing a patch that identified his unit as the
3C/4A—the Third Circuit, Fourth Asteroid Belt Run.”

“Yes?”

“That unit was disbanded just after I
left Fleet. A friend of mine used to be in the 3C/4A. There was a
big stink involving a merchant crew that tried to pull an extortion
scam on some colonists. The guilty parties were identified and
dealt with, and the other members of the circuit were reassigned to
other units. Then, in order to eliminate the stain on the Fleet’s
record for integrity, they wiped the 3C/4A off the active-service
ledger.”

She looked from Rayna to Keith and
back again. “The lieutenant was wearing a uniform with the patch of
a nonexistent unit.”


 Chapter 13: Nitinol in the News

 Rayna yawned, arched her body in
a cat-like stretch, and nuzzled her pillow. It had been a rough few
months. The students in her summer enrichment seminars—usually a
pleasure to teach—didn’t seem to respond to anything she said or
did. Relations with her parents were still strained, and, until a
week ago, Keith had been virtually out of her life since the day
she asked him to investigate her adoption. At least her current
break between summer and fall sessions gave her a chance to sleep
late on weekdays. Better enjoy that luxury while you have the
chance, lady, she told herself, rolling over with an extravagant
sweep of her arm.

“Ouch!  Watch that!”

Rayna turned, startled by the resonant
voice. Recognizing the source of the deep baritone, she smiled and
bent to kiss the tip of Keith’s nose. “Sorry, darling,” she said.
“But don’t worry. I don’t think it’s broken.”

“Find that funny, do you?”  He
grinned menacingly and pulled her toward him. She laughed and
started to push him away. Then, abruptly, she reversed direction,
pressing against him and kissing him with a hunger that surprised
them both considering all their energetic lovemaking of the night
before.

“God!” she said breathlessly, “I’ve
missed you!”

Keith looked at her earnestly. In his
eyes was something she had never seen before, an intensity that
told her more than his words could possibly say. “I didn’t think I
could miss anyone the way I missed you, Ray.”  Tenderly, he
took her in his arms and kissed her once more.

 

***

  

At last they walked into the living
room, taking the windows off “opaque” status. Drenched in the
golden glow that poured through her patio door, Rayna felt as
glorious as the day was bright. She didn’t know what had caused
last night’s sudden change in Keith’s manner toward her after days
of polite but strictly businesslike conduct. She knew only that
during those days, the painful memory of her last visit to Keith’s
apartment had dimmed, and now, for the first time in a long while,
she was completely free of the gloom that had become her unwelcome
and nearly constant chaperone.

It was nearly noon, and they were
hungry for more than one another.

“I can order up anything you want by
Trans-Mat,” Rayna said, “or we can go primitive, and I’ll just whip
up some scrambled eggs. I’m very good with scrambled
eggs.”

“Eggs it is,” said Keith. “Can I do
anything to help?”

“Well, you can set the table, if
you—”

The CompuNews buzzer cut Rayna off in
mid-sentence.

“You even have that world-watch
sentinel operating when you’re on vacation?” Keith
asked.

Rayna grinned impishly. “Until
yesterday, I didn’t have much else to occupy my time.”  She
winked and blew him a kiss, then walked to the CompuNews nook and
shut off the alarm. “Seriously, though,” she called over her
shoulder, “I wanted to monitor anything that might have a bearing
on that trend analysis I showed you the other day. I’ll take it off
alert status.

“Oh my God!” she gasped.

“What’s wrong?” Keith asked, following
Rayna to the nook. “What happened?”

She stepped aside and let him read the
screen:

A SHIPMENT OF VALUABLE NITINOL
WIRE APPARENTLY IS BEING HELD FOR RANSOM BY DISSIDENT COLONISTS IN
THE R-4 SECTOR OF THE ASTEROID BELT. THE WIRE IS VITALLY NEEDED TO
ACTIVATE THE NEW POWER-GENERATING STATIONS THAT HAVE BEEN BUILT TO
REPLACE UNSAFE AND/OR OUTMODED NUCLEAR AND FOSSIL-FUEL PLANTS ON
EARTH.

ACCORDING TO MERCHANT FLEET ADM.
ETHAN O. RENSSELAER, THE FLEET HAS JUST LEARNED FROM RETURNING
MERCHANT CREWS OF AN ALLEGED PLOT TO EXTORT HIGHER PAYMENTS FOR THE
COLONY-PRODUCED WIRE. SEVERAL CREWS HAVE REPORTED BEING FORCED BY
COLONIAL ROBOTS TO DIVERT NITINOL WIRE SHIPMENTS TO A SPACE-BORNE
TRANS-MAT STATION. PRESUMABLY, THE WIRE WAS THEN TRANSPORTED
ELSEWHERE FOR SAFEKEEPING.

THE FIRST REPORTS OF THESE
DIVERSIONS WERE RECEIVED AT FLEET HEADQUARTERS FOUR DAYS AGO,
RENSSELAER SAID, BUT THE INFORMATION WAS KEPT STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL
PENDING EFFORTS TO COMMUNICATE DIRECTLY WITH THE COLONIES AND
QUIETLY RESOLVE ANY MISUNDERSTANDING. SO FAR, HOWEVER,
EARTH’S ATTEMPTS TO CONTACT THE COLONIES
AND CORRECT POSSIBLE ERRORS IN THE ROBOTS’
PROGRAMMING HAVE BEEN ANSWERED ONLY BY A BLUNT STATEMENT DEMANDING
TRIPLE PAYMENT FOR THE DIVERTED WIRE AND FOR ALL FUTURE NITINOL
SHIPMENTS.

“Good Lord!” said Keith with a shake
of his head. “Your trend-analysis program ought to have some fun
with this one!”

“Yeah,” Rayna responded morosely.
“Some fun…. Say, do you think this might have anything to do
with the emergency that Fleet lieutenant was talking about when he
charged into our room at Eduardo’s?”

Keith was slow to respond. “Hmmm. I
don’t know....” 

“What is it?  You look like a man
who’s forgotten how to open his own front door.”

“I’m not quite sure, Ray. Something
about this bothers me.”

Rayna grunted. “I’m not surprised.
This isn’t just another case of petty vandalism. I have a hunch
it’s going to have bigger repercussions than we realize. Some of
our old power plants—the ones they’ve been replacing with
Nitinol-based systems—are just accidents waiting to
happen.”

Keith shook his head. “No, it’s more
than that. There’s something else. Something I can’t quite recall,
something I—”

“Well, well,” Rayna interrupted,
pointing at a bulletin that had just flashed onto the screen.
“Rensselaer’s going  to make a statement in a few minutes.
Full holovision coverage and everything.”

After instructing CompuNews to resume
its world-watch alert status, Rayna proceeded to a low cabinet that
rested beneath the holopainting on the wall across from her sofa.
At the touch of a button, the cabinet’s doors slid open, and she
set the HV receiving unit to project the news conference into her
living room.

“All ready,” she said.

A barely audible click and a soft hum
announced the imminence of the broadcast. Keith and Rayna moved to
the sofa and watched as a dais took three-dimensional shape in the
middle of the room. A ruggedly handsome man with a thick,
meticulously trimmed mustache and probing gray eyes stood stiffly
behind a woodstone lectern. He wore the gold-braided uniform of a
full Merchant Fleet admiral.

The man looked about, as if awaiting a
signal to proceed, then cleared his throat.

“I think we’re ready now,” he said,
nodding to the others seated on the dais. He turned to face the HV
image-converters, and Rayna once again shivered at the illusion of
finding a total stranger standing in the middle of her living
room.

“Members of the press,” the man behind
the lectern began in a calm, authoritative voice, “ladies and
gentlemen of the holovision audience, I am Admiral Ethan Rensselaer
of the United Earth Merchant Fleet. As part of my duties, I have
the ultimate responsibility for staffing and scheduling merchant
runs to and from the Asteroid Belt’s Sectors R-1 through
R-5.

“As you may already know, a problem
has developed in our R-4 Sector. Nitinol wire scheduled for
delivery to Earth has been diverted to an unknown destination,
apparently by colonial robots. The shipments in question were
intended for the new AG-7 generating station in the northeastern
United States and for expansion of an existing station in Zimbabwe.
At this time, we don’t know whether this is a case of robot
malfunction, an extremist act committed by a few disgruntled miners
and wire workers, or part of a general breakdown in trade relations
with the colonies.”

The admiral paused to sip some water
from a glass on the lectern.

“The perpetrators of this act are
demanding an increase in Earth payments for Nitinol wire in the
amount of 300 per cent.”

A cacophony of voices competed for the
speaker’s attention as the hands of eager questioners shot into the
air, the arms cleanly severed by the edge of the holovision
projection field.

Adm. Rensselaer raised his palms and
inclined his head in a familiar, almost fatherly, calming
gesture.

“One at a time, please,” he said. “I’m
here to answer your questions. We all are.”  He indicated the
two men and one woman seated on the dais with him. “But please let
us make our presentations first. We want you to get your answers in
context, not in isolated pieces that won’t mean much to
you.”

This guy has a way about him, Rayna
thought, admiring Rensselaer’s self-confident bearing and his
square-jawed good looks. If he ever gets tired of life in the
Merchant Fleet, he’ll probably make it as a politician.

“Before I say anymore,” Rensselaer
continued, “I’d better introduce our experts.”  The admiral
turned his side to the audience and gestured toward the others on
the platform. “Dr. Jonas Edgerton of Nitinol Development, Ltd., in
London; Dr. Ruth Karlen of NiPoCo’s Pittsburgh office, and,
finally, Mr. Armand Misrahi of the United Nations’ Commission on
Energy and the Environment.”

The three officials successively
acknowledged their introductions with curt nods and somber
expressions.

“Dr. Edgerton,” said the admiral,
“will you and Dr. Karlen kindly demonstrate for the press and the
holovision audience just how Nitinol works.”

Edgerton, a pale, thin man with wispy
brown hair, rose slowly, his eyes fixed on the dark-skinned Karlen
as she scraped her chair out of the way and reached for a large
black case that rested on the floor behind Misrahi. At the edge of
the HV projection field, Rayna noticed, two assistants were moving
a long, narrow table into view. Edgerton helped his colleague move
the black case to the table. Karlen nodded at the Englishman, who
nervously straightened the lapels of his unfashionable jacket and
walked to the lectern.

“As you may know,” he said hoarsely,
“Nitinol is a blend of nickel and titanium. It has been called the
‘memory metal’ for reasons that will soon be apparent to
you.”

Edgerton waited as Karlen and the
assistants finished setting up the equipment stored in the black
case. Then he returned to the table.

“This is a simple Nitinol engine,
based on an early prototype,” Edgerton explained, tapping an
odd-looking contraption that consisted of a rectangular frame with
a large cylinder across its width at each end. Wire loops ran
lengthwise across the frame, connecting each of the cylinders with
a central hub that bisected the length of the frame. The rod
forming the hub extended beyond the frame’s width and was mounted
on supports so that the bottom cylinder was suspended about six
inches above the table on which the apparatus sat. Hose-like tubes
were connected to the ends of the hub.

“These wires,” he indicated, “are made
of Nitinol. It’s wire like this, which we need for generating
stations, that was diverted to the Trans-Mat relay station. Dr.
Karlen?”

“As some of you may remember,” 
Karlen began in a voice that was at once melodic and businesslike,
“my firm’s name, NiPoCo, is an acronym for Nitinol Power Company.
We’ve been working with this material for many years, and over
those years, it’s become more and more of a factor in meeting the
world’s energy needs. Still, to most people, Nitinol is just a word
vaguely associated with electric power. Very few understand how it
produces energy.” 

The NiPoCo scientist reached for a
coil of wire that rested on the table about two feet from a beaker
of water that was being heated by a Bunsen burner.

“Like most of our Nitinol wire, this
was made in the colonies,” she said, displaying the wire to her
audience and then replacing it on the table, taking care to avoid
the Bunsen burner.

“Until we began colonizing the
asteroids, Nitinol technology was very limited. Although it had
some definite uses, like cooling systems for electronic equipment
and computers, we couldn’t get enough pure nickel and titanium—or a
cheap enough manufacturing process—to produce the amount of wire
needed for widespread application of Nitinol to power generation.
That meant replacement of older power plants had to wait, even
though there was mounting evidence that some of those plants posed
serious environmental risks.”

“You ever see Nitinol wire before?”
Keith asked.

Rayna shook her head. “It’s one of
those things you hear about sometimes but just take for
granted.”

Keith grunted and watched as the
presentation continued.

“Now, as you probably know,” Karlen
said, “several of our colonized asteroids contain large deposits of
pure nickel and titanium. Furthermore, colonial life-domes can be
set up to include a perfect environment for low-cost production not
only of the nickel-titanium alloy but also of the Nitinol wire
itself. Ever since we began getting our Nitinol wire from the
colonies, we’ve been able to start phasing out the old
plants.” 

She lifted the wire coil
again.

“Here’s why Nitinol is so important,”
she said. “This piece was shaped into a coil while it was cool. But
if I take the same wire and put it into hot
water....” 

As the photographic component of the
HV image-converter zoomed in on the coiled wire in Karlen’s hand,
the converter’s computerized scanners adjusted measurements for all
factors relevant to size, depth and relative distances of objects
within the HV field of view. The merged visual and scanned data in
the converter’s signal were transformed by the interference-pattern
simulator, pseudo-hologram generator and dual-laser projector in
Rayna’s HV receiver into a vastly enlarged three-dimensional image
of coiled wire being dipped into a beaker of water. Instinctively,
Rayna flinched as the gigantic wire sprang back to its original,
straight shape with remarkable force.

“Now,” Edgerton said as the HV
broadcast resumed a normal field of view, “we’ve been able to apply
this property of Nitinol in such a way that we can use it in
engines, and, as Dr. Karlen indicated, in generators for supplying
more general energy needs. As I said before, this device—” he
gestured toward the apparatus on the table “—is a simple Nitinol
engine. All it needs to get started is a temperature differential
between these large cylinders and the hub, which happens to be
hollow. To do that, I simply supply some hot water to flow through
the hub.”

Edgerton opened a valve on the model
engine where the hose connected to the central rod. The entire
frame began spinning end over end around the hub.

“Incidentally,” he added, “Nitinol
engines can use any of several inexpensive heat sources, including
solar power and waste heat from industrial processes. Now, are
there any questions?”

Rayna glanced at Keith, who was
nodding.

“I remember seeing a demonstration
like that when I was in school,” he said. “I think we talked a
little about Nitinol principles in one of my physics classes, but I
didn’t pay much attention. Seemed to be of more interest to the
engineering students than the physicists.”

“Looks like its pretty important to
all of us now,” said Rayna.

When they returned their attention to
the broadcast, the engine had been shut off, and Rensselaer was
once again at the lectern.

“As Dr. Edgerton and Dr. Karlen
explained, Nitinol generators make use of the same properties as
the engine we’ve just seen demonstrated. Now Mr. Misrahi will fill
you in on the significance of the Nitinol diversion.”

Rensselaer stepped aside, and a
distinguished-looking man with olive skin and a fringe of iron-gray
hair replaced him at the podium.

“Thank you, Adm. Rensselaer,” Misrahi
began in English tinged by a slight, vaguely middle-Eastern
accent.

“As you have already heard, nations
all over the world have been gradually replacing outdated,
pollution-producing or unsafe power plants with new ones using
Nitinol generators. This has been taking place gradually, over the
past 10 to 20 years. In that time, reliance on nuclear and
fossil-fuel based energy systems has been cut by more than 50 per
cent.

“Unfortunately, new data now indicate
that several of the older plants scheduled for phase-out over the
next two or three years must be shut down within the next year if
we are to avoid major risks to public health and safety. In
addition, the fast-growing nations of the world, like Zimbabwe and
some other African and South American countries, require more and
more power to meet their needs.

“With the steady supply of Nitinol
wire that we have enjoyed in the past, none of this would pose any
problems. However, diversion of this shipment of wire already is
causing some unrest in certain parts of the world.”

Hands again shot up at the edge of the
HV field as voices called out for recognition.

“Are you talking about war?” one
questioner’s voice could be heard above the din.

Dry-mouthed, Rayna stared at the HV
image in horror.

“Now, let’s not jump to any
conclusions,” Rensselaer said in his most soothing voice. “Mr.
Misrahi is simply trying to show you just how serious this
is.”

“If we can’t do without the Nitinol,”
another anonymous voice called out, “why not just pay what they
want and get it back?”

Rensselaer stepped aside to let
Misrahi answer.

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple,”
said the United Nations representative. “Some countries might be
able to make a triple payment for one shipment of Nitinol, but most
simply couldn’t afford it—especially if it continues from now on.
That kind of price increase would destabilize the entire world
economy.”

Rayna shifted around uneasily on the
sofa and reached for Keith’s hand.

“What do the colonists say about
this?” another questioner asked.

Rensselaer took this one:  “We’re
still trying to straighten things out, but official spokesmen for
the colonists in the R-4 Sector have simply denied any connection
with the diversion—or any knowledge of the whereabouts of the
Nitinol. We have confirmed, however, that colonial robots were
involved.”

“Doesn’t that prove the colonists are
behind this?” shouted a man with a loud, abrasive voice. “This is
an act of war!”

The buzz in the audience grew to a
din.

“There’s no cause for panic,”
Rensselaer boomed. “The situation is serious, yes. But the Merchant
Fleet and the United Nations have their best people on this. We
will get to the bottom of it, and we’ll keep you informed.
Meanwhile, there is no immediate danger. So please remain
calm.”

Rensselaer covered the lectern
microphone with his hand and whispered something to Misrahi. The
United Nations commissioner nodded tensely and whispered
back.

“That will be all for now, ladies and
gentlemen,” said Rensselaer. “Thank you, and good day.”

Again, the babble of shouted voices
filled the room and parts of questioners’ arms outlined the limits
of the HV field. But Rensselaer simply turned and walked away,
followed by the others.

Suddenly, the HV field shifted to a
program demonstrating the latest in window-box gardening
techniques. Rayna shut off the HV unit, then turned, hollow-eyed,
toward Keith and shook her head.

Keith, though, seemed lost in his own
thoughts.

“That’s it!” he shouted suddenly. “I
remember what was bothering me.”

Rayna looked at him expectantly.
“Yes?”

“Aurora Sanger’s friend, Vince
Barnard—the guy we had dinner with at Eduardo’s—he said something
about people getting mad at the colonists when they found out about
the Nitinol. Remember?”

“Yeah, but....   You think
he meant this?  Could he have heard about the diversion
through the Fleet grapevine?”

Keith shook his head
vehemently.

“That admiral—Rensselaer—said they got
the first reports of Nitinol diversions four days ago and kept the
whole thing hushed up until they could contact the
colonies.”

“And?”

“We had dinner with Barnard Saturday
night, Rayna. That was five days ago.”


Chapter 14: Operation Strong
Man

 Henry Tauber—formerly Lt. Henry Tauber of
the United Earth Merchant Fleet—let a smile of satisfaction linger
briefly on his lips.

“Good ol’ Adm. Rensselaer,” Vince
Barnard said, reaching for a nearby bottle of Spacefarer’s Whiskey
and refilling his glass. “Anybody else want a blast of
this?”

“Shut up, Vince,” Tauber said
tonelessly. “I want to hear what the man has to say.”

Barnard and Charlie Wraggon were in
Tauber’s spare but efficient apartment for a briefing on the next
move in the plan they had named “Operation Strong Man.”

“We’re getting more people all the
time,” Tauber had told them earlier. “This thing is growing even
faster than I expected. Not only here. All over the world. America
isn’t the only place that’s gone soft, and we’re not the only ones
who are fed up with it.”

Wraggon nodded. “You’re not just
talking about the guys you contacted after you crashed the Fleet’s
computer records, are you?”

“No. I was able to recruit some people
in key positions who used to be merchanters and still hold some
kind of grudge against the Fleet or the colonies, but most of these
new people are just joining us based on a sort of underground word
of mouth.”

“About those key people,” Wraggon
said, “don’t you think it’s time you told us who they
are?”

“You don’t need that information,”
Tauber responded sharply. “They don’t know you, and you don’t know
them. At this point, at least, it’s safer that way.”

“But—”  Tauber had cut him off
with a wave of the hand as a flashing blue light on the HV receiver
built into his living-room wall announced the impending broadcast
of a news special—the broadcast Tauber had been waiting
for.

So it was that the three men found
themselves watching as Tauber’s old boss from Merchant Fleet days
filled the world in on the saga of the missing Nitinol in the R-4
Sector.

“The perpetrators of this act are
demanding an increase in Earth payments for Nitinol wire in the
amount of 300 per cent,” said the tall, fit-looking Adm.
Rensselaer.

Rensselaer’s bearing was so impressive
that nobody ever seemed to notice that slight limp of his, Tauber
thought. And of course, it was understood but never mentioned among
merchanters and Fleet officials that Rensselaer suffered from poor
night vision which, like his limp, was a memento of his active-duty
days on merchant runs to the Asteroid Belt.

“I hate the way HV cuts off parts of
people,” Wraggon grumbled as a jungle of truncated hands and
forearms along the edges of the HV field competed frantically for
Rensselaer’s attention.

“Why don’t ya just have a drink,
Charlie?” Barnard urged, shoving the bottle of whiskey at
Wraggon.

“Quiet!” Tauber said firmly, and the
others watched silently as Nitinol Development’s Dr. Edgerton and
NiPoCo’s Dr. Karlen demonstrated the properties of the valuable
wire that had been diverted from Earth.

“You did a good job on those robots,
Charlie,” Tauber said as the three-dimensional image of a model
Nitinol engine spun rapidly on its axis within the HV projection
field. “It all went just the way it was supposed to.”

Wraggon nodded. “Just like I said. We
send a few signals to scramble the programming of the original
robots in R-4, and then, when the bowl-squatters ask for
replacements, we give ’em the ones I built at the plant—the ones
that respond only to our instructions.”

“The real beauty of it,” Barnard put
in with a smug laugh, “is that the rock farmers still don’t have
any idea what’s going on!”

“With the steady supply of Nitinol
wire that we have enjoyed in the past, none of this would pose any
problems,” the man from the United Nations was saying. “However,
diversion of this shipment of wire already is causing some unrest
in certain parts of the world.” 

“Are you talking about war?” a voice
called out.

“Hey, that’s Jim Allison,” Barnard
said. “What’s he doing there?”

“Just exactly what he was told to do,”
Tauber said.

“Yeah?  What’s that?” Wraggon
asked.

“Allison and Casey Flynn and a few
others are planting some seeds for us.”

“Seeds?”

“Yes, Vince. Seeds. We’re seeding the
clouds now. The storm will come in due time.”

Barnard looked at Tauber blankly.
Wraggon seemed about to comment, but at the last moment, he simply
licked his thin lips and squared his shoulders.

“This is an act of war!”
shouted a disembodied voice from the edge of the HV field. They all
recognized the voice as Casey Flynn’s.

“Listen to that,” Tauber said against
the uproar that followed Flynn’s statement. “This is the first time
in years anyone on Earth has even considered the possibility of
war.”  His mouth stretched into a tight smile, and he pounded
his right fist into his left palm. It was all going perfectly.
“Right now, they all think war’s an outrageous idea. Tomorrow, it
might still seem unacceptable. But after a few more messages from
‘the colonies’ like that ultimatum we faked, well....  Pretty
soon the thought won’t seem so impossible.”

They watched quietly for a few
minutes.

“That Rensselaer looks pretty
impressive, Hank,” Wraggon said. “Any chance he’ll figure out what
we’re doing?”

“Let me worry about Rensselaer. You
two just do your jobs. The robbies out in R-4 are your
responsibility, Charlie.”  Turning to Barnard, he added, “And
you did great recruiting merchanters to help us spread the
diversion story, Vince. After my little escapade out there, they
won’t let me near any active-duty merchanters on Asteroid Belt
runs. So we really need you as a contact inside the Fleet.” 
He paused, letting the sounds of the HV broadcast fill the
void.

“You just remember what you’re
supposed to do,” he told Barnard. “And what you’re not
supposed to do. No more crap like Saturday night at Eduardo’s. You
stay away from outsiders until we’ve got this thing well under way.
Especially, stay away from women. We can’t afford to go around with
our brains between our legs.”

Tauber looked hard at the big,
grinning merchanter, but Barnard didn’t seem to be paying much
attention. “You got another bottle, Hank?” he asked suddenly,
finishing off what had been a full bottle of Spacefarer’s and
rising to search for more.

Tauber shot up from his chair, face
hot with anger, and knocked the glass from Barnard’s hand. “You
asshole!  Can’t you think about anything but your next
drink?”

Tauber gritted his teeth and tried to
calm himself as the others stared.

“I thought you were going to keep him
away from the hooch, Wraggon,” Tauber said accusingly.

“I’m not the one who brought out the
bottle this morning,” retorted an irate Wraggon. “You’re the
guy who said we ought to celebrate!”

Tauber inhaled, bent his head and
tugged gently on what remained of his right earlobe. Goddamn
drunk! he thought.

He had his fill of drunks three years
ago when a headstrong and slightly tipsy miner in R-4 Sector’s Beta
Colony insisted on trying to use Merchant Fleet laser equipment for
which he was untrained. Tauber was lucky to wind up with nothing
worse than a slight scar on the cheek and a partly missing earlobe.
Derek Marsden, Tauber’s best friend, was nearly beheaded when the
drunken colonist got careless with the laser welding tool he had
persuaded Tauber to let him try.

Fortunately, the colonies were
equipped with the most advanced, high-tech medical facilities.
Specialized computers monitored and regulated Derek’s vital organs.
Replacement skin, nerves and cervical reinforcements were
manufactured in the colony’s bio-labs. Directed by sophisticated
computer programs and all the medical knowledge and techniques
stored in the Consolidated Data Network, robot surgeons put Derek
Marsden back together.

The merchant crew had to leave Derek
behind on that trip. Taking him back to Earth in his condition
would have meant transporting a corpse. It took months, but Derek
recovered. When Tauber next saw him, however, his friend seemed
different. It wasn’t anything you could see. It was the intangible
changes that bothered him. Derek was no longer the fun-loving,
happy-go-lucky pal of their Academy days. He was cautious and sober
and almost unbearably philosophical about life. As far as Henry
Tauber was concerned, Derek Marsden died that day in Beta
Colony.

“You hear what I said?” Wraggon
challenged, glaring. “You may be top dog when it comes to running
Operation Strong Man, but don’t get the idea that makes you better
than the rest of us. When I talk to you, Hank, you damn well better
listen!  I had enough of being ignored when I was a
kid!”

Tauber folded his arms and fixed
Wraggon with a steady, unblinking gaze.

“My parents,” Wraggon continued with a
sneer, “they thought my brother was the light of the world. He was
smarter, and stronger and, all around, better than me. They told me
that every day in lots of little ways. If I did good in school,
Terry did better. If I tried to do something nice for somebody,
Terry did more and better and faster. I wind up running a King
Robotics plant. Well, so what?  Terry is Southern
Region director of the National Technology Institute.”

Wraggon’s expression softened ever so
slightly.

“The only one ever paid any attention
to me was my grandfather, and my parents ignored him, too. But me,
I listened to Gramp. He knew how things are supposed to be. Some
folks are meant to take charge, and others are meant to take
orders.”  Wraggon’s facial muscles tightened once more. “Gramp
and me, we knew we were supposed to be the ones in charge. And when
we are, people like Terry and my parents won’t ever be able to
ignore us again!”

Tauber nodded impassively, his mind
carefully noting and assessing Wraggon’s outburst. “I understand,”
he said.

“Make sure you do. I didn’t get
involved with Operation Strong Man just so you could switch places
with my family and start ignoring me like they do!  It better
not happen again!”

Tauber looked at Wraggon in ominous
silence. Slowly, his mouth formed itself into an icy smile. “Are
you threatening me?” he asked, his voice barely above a
whisper.

“Let’s just say I know things about
those robots we sent to R-4 Sector that I didn’t tell even you. You
may be the senior partner in this arrangement, but I’m still a
partner. You need me. Don’t forget that!”

Tauber studied Wraggon with new
respect—and wariness. “Don’t worry, Charlie. I’ll
remember.”

Wraggon nodded sharply and shook
Tauber’s hand.

The press conference was over now, and
the regularly scheduled HV program on gardening was on the
air.

“Hey,” Barnard said, pointing to the
potted geraniums that filled the HV projection field. “I always did
think Rensselaer was a pansy, but I didn’t figure it would show up
on national holovision!”

Tauber took a deep breath, shook his
head and used the remote control to end reception.

“You hear the latest?” Wraggon
inquired as the HV field collapsed and disappeared. “They say that
Althea Milgrom dame from CDN is going to run for the Senate and
maybe later for President. President!  A woman, a kike, and a
cripple all in one!  A real triple threat!  Shit! 
It’s bad enough we already got that son of a spic as President. I
figured we’d at least have a shot at somebody decent when Garcia
finished his second term.”

Tauber shrugged. “It’s much too early
to worry about Presidential politics, Charlie. That election’s
three years off. The political climate’s in for some big changes
before then.”  He jerked his head in the direction of the HV
receiver. “You heard that reaction to the Nitinol diversion. This
is just the beginning. By election day, Nitinol and Earth’s
relationship with the colonies are liable to be the only issues
that really matter. Milgrom’s not very likely to make it to the
Senate, much less the Presidency.” 

Tauber snickered. “After all,” he
said, his manner fading into an affected solemnity, “the colonial
arm of CDN is used in programming the robbies. If robots are
involved with the Nitinol diversion, the CDN and dear Mrs. Milgrom
might just be implicated, too.”

Wraggon smiled. “Not bad, Tauber. I
got to hand it to you. You really got this thing figured out. Did
you know she was going to run for office?”

“Let’s just say I have pretty good
sources on the political scene. I don’t like leaving things to
chance. Besides, some of our people have their own political
plans.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Come on, Wraggon,” said Tauber. “I
told you we hooked up with some pretty important people. Amazing
the things our ex-merchanter friends are doing these days. We have
some powerful allies.”

“If they’re so powerful, why do they
need us?”  asked Wraggon.

Tauber looked at Wraggon and smiled.
“Isn’t it obvious, Charlie?  There’s no such thing as enough
power.”


 Chapter 15: Roots

This is silly, Rayna thought,
but she continued to sniff the air nevertheless. The elevator off
this foyer carried too many unpleasant memories, all wrapped up in
one delicate scent. She pushed from her mind the recollection of
that same scent lingering suggestively in Keith’s bedroom the last
time she visited his apartment. At least, she tried to banish the
thought. That afternoon in late May had marked the beginning of a
very cold spell in their relationship. She took a deep breath,
entered the elevator and keyed it for the third floor.

Keith had been quite mysterious about
his reasons for inviting her here this morning. Even stranger,
while he’d insisted that she be here between 9:30 and 10 a.m., he
hadn’t wanted her to stay the night. Too much work to do, he’d
claimed, making it quite clear that she would constitute an
altogether too pleasant distraction. Rayna had agreed, her
curiosity fully piqued. She liked surprises—as long as they were
positive ones. Some three months ago, she recalled, it had been
Keith who was surprised, and Rayna’s unexpected arrival hadn’t
turned out well for either of them. She exhaled with a slight
shiver.

Keith was waiting for her as she
approached his door. He greeted her with a warm caress and a
kiss.

“My, my,” Rayna teased after he had
released her. “Right out here in the hall?  What will the
neighbors think?”

His eyebrows bobbed up and down
playfully. Then he led her into his apartment, tapping a touchpad
to shut the door behind them.

“Have you learned any—”

Keith’s second and much more emphatic
kiss turned Rayna’s words into a thick mush of indecipherable
syllables, and his embrace lifted her feet from the
floor.

“Welcome back to chez Daniels,
Shorty.”  He grinned as he lowered her so that she could stand
once more.

She put her arms around him and rested
her head contentedly against his chest. “I’m very happy to be
here,” she murmured as his heartbeat tapped out a steady rhythm
against her ear. “The management definitely knows how to make a
guest feel welcome.”

They stood there silently, basking in
the mood, until Essie’s computer-generated voice broke the
spell:  “We have the communication link you requested with
London, England, sir. Do you wish to speak with Mr. Judson
now?”

Instead of answering, Keith smiled and
addressed Rayna:  “This is why I wanted you here on time. It’s
a little tricky coordinating the hours for international calls,
what with London’s being eight hours ahead of us.”

Rayna frowned and shook her head in
confusion.

“Arthur Judson’s been helping me with
your adoption records. He may have some news, and I thought you’d
like to be here for the latest report.”

A lonely butterfly flapped its wings
insistently in the general region of Rayna’s breastbone. Without
thinking, she raised her right hand and wrapped a lock of her
short, thick hair around her index finger.

“Nervous?” Keith asked.

Her hand quickly dropped to her side.
“I’m fine.”

He looked at her doubtfully, then
flashed his familiar, winning smile and gave her a reassuring
hug.

“Get Arthur on the line,
Essie.”

Keith settled into the chair before
the terminal/communicator screen. “Ready,” Essie
announced.

“Daniels!” said Judson. “I’m glad you
called!  I’ve had a devil of a time reaching you. You’ve been
busy lately.”

Keith grinned and glanced at Rayna,
who now stood beside him, barely within range of the camera that
was transmitting a video image to Judson’s London
office.

“I see,” Judson laughed. “You old
fox!”

Rayna’s face grew hot, and she tried
to move out of camera range, but Keith grabbed her hand.

“No, Rayna. Stay here.”

“Rayna?” asked Judson. “Rayna
Kingman?”

Rayna nodded stiffly.

“My apologies, Miss Kingman. My remark
was crude, uncalled for and entirely inappropriate.”

Rayna clenched her teeth and directed
her gaze at the keyboard in front of the screen.

“Arthur,” Keith said after clearing
his throat, “have you been able to get Rayna’s adoption records
unsealed?”

“Well, I have had a bit of luck, but
only just a bit. Whoever arranged this matter covered his tracks
very thoroughly. I’ve never encountered anything quite like it.
It’s more than just a question of sealing records. There seems to
have been a concerted effort to cover up your origins, Miss
Kingman.”

Rayna looked up, startled. “But
why?”

“Why was your background covered up,
or why do I think it was?”

“Either. Both, I guess.”

“Well,” Judson began, “for one thing,
the records were processed through many more layers of the
bureaucracy than was necessary. That sort of thing used to be done
only for security reasons. That’s why I’m convinced there was a
cover-up. As to why anybody would want to do that, it’s a matter of
pure conjecture.”

“What have you been able to find out?”
Keith wanted to know.

“Only that Miss Kingman’s mother and
father were never married to one another. I would also guess, Miss
Kingman, that your mother was under the age of majority. That may
be one of the reasons for all this effort to keep the records
sealed. Someone close to your mother may have wanted to protect
her.”

Rayna sighed. “Is that it, then? 
Is this as close as I can get to finding out who I really
am?”

Judson smiled with his eyes as much as
his mouth. “I’m not ready to call it quits just yet, Miss Kingman.
“I’ve one final avenue to explore. I hope to provide you with your
mother’s name within a week. But Daniels there asked me to look
into this matter some time ago. Just consider this a progress
report.”

Rayna inclined her head. “Thank you
for your efforts, Mr. Judson. You’ve already told me much more than
I knew 10 minutes ago.”

“I thank you, too, Arthur,” Keith
said. “You’ll call when you learn something more?”

“Of course.”

“Talk to you then,” Keith said,
breaking the connection.

He swiveled his desk chair around to
face Rayna and grasped her about the waist.

“Well, at least we’re making some
headway.”  He looked closely at her. “This whole thing’s
pretty hard on you, I know, but—”

“I don’t mind being adopted, Keith.
Really, I don’t. Mother and Dad—the people I’ve always known as
Mother and Dad—couldn’t have been better to me. But I feel
incomplete. Unreal. Sort of insubstantial. Like a holographic image
of a tree rather than the tree itself.  Does that make sense
to you?”

Keith nodded slowly. “I think so….
 Look,” he said, rising from the chair, “Arthur’s doing all he
can with the adoption search. Why don’t we forget it for a
while.”

Rayna thought for a moment, then
agreed. She took a deep breath and walked to a pale green easy
chair in Keith’s living room, about 10 feet away from the computer
console.

“Did you ever listen to those tapes I
gave you?” she asked as she dropped into the chair, kicking off her
shoes and resting her feet on the matching ottoman.

Keith gave Essie a few simple
instructions to keep the computer working on other business
matters, then joined Rayna.

“As a matter of fact, I did,” he told
her. Rayna moved her legs so that he could sit down, allowing his
lap to act as her footrest. “I haven’t heard all the tapes, but I
did listen to quite a few.”  He shook his head and whistled
softly. “It sure fits in with what you showed me on that trend
analysis of yours.”

“If Al was sane.”

Keith’s frank blue eyes met Rayna’s
inquiring look. “Well,” he began, gently massaging one of her feet,
“I can’t say for certain whether old Al was crazy, but after
looking over some of the other material in that permastore box—like
that guy Zorne’s book, and Al’s written journal, and his log of
experimental results—after looking at all that, I’m inclined to say
something was actually going on.”

Rayna jerked forward. “You really
think so, Keith?  You mean he wasn’t crazy after
all?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know anything
about that…. I’m not a psychiatrist, and according to those tapes,
Al wasn’t too sure about his sanity himself. All I can tell you is
that Zorne’s ideas make sense to me, and they seem to account
pretty well for the more way-out things described on the tapes and
in Al’s journal. I think if Zorne had lived and finished his work,
he might have made quite a name for himself—maybe even created a
whole new field for serious scientific investigation.”

“What do you mean?” Rayna asked,
leaning back once more.

“Well, take Zorne’s book, for example.
I just skimmed it, but I read enough to get the overall idea. The
book talks about certain kinds of oscillations that Zorne figured
were responsible for paranormal events and perception. The
equations he used may have seemed ridiculous back in the 1970s, but
they’re consistent with current ideas on super symmetry and unified
field theory.” 

Keith started to explain in greater
detail. Then, to Rayna’s great relief, he stopped and shrugged.
“The point is, some of the latest theories also show the importance
of different kinds of oscillations. Of course, those ideas haven’t
generally been considered with respect to extrasensory
perception.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for one thing, the whole area
of perception brings in a subjective element that’s tough to
measure precisely and evaluate accurately. Most scientists are
uncomfortable with that. As for the paranormal, it’s just not
considered scientifically credible in most circles.”

“But you say Zorne took it seriously.
And you think Al was really doing what he claimed to be doing all
those years?”

“Your trend analysis sure makes it
look that way.”

Rayna hesitated before speaking.
“There’s something very unsettling about the idea that somebody
might be able to change reality right out from under you,” she
whispered.

Keith raised his eyebrows and
nodded.

“Poor Al,” she said. “He must have
been in a state of shock when Aunt Vickie told him about the
baby.”

“Must have been a big jolt for you to
hear about it that way, too.”

Rayna half-smiled. “Not at first. I
was surprised, of course, and a little bothered by it, especially
since I first heard that particular tape not very long after I
found out I was adopted. I have to admit, though, that part of me
got a kick out of it. I don’t know. Gossip has a powerful appeal, I
guess. It was kind of exciting to picture Al and Aunt Vickie as
young and foolish. I think it really made me love them all the
more. Still, the way Aunt Vickie just gave away that
baby....”  Rayna shook her head. “It was when I found out what
happened to their little girl that I got really upset.”

Keith’s brow wrinkled in
concentration. “Guess I haven’t heard that tape yet, Ray. What
happened to the baby?”

Rayna felt the corners of her mouth
droop, and a sad weight seemed to tug at her chest.

“The baby was adopted by a very nice
couple in New York. Financially comfortable. Solid marriage. And
they wanted a child very badly. They seemed ideal. Unfortunately,
they were killed in a car accident when the little girl was only 7.
After that, the girl lived in a series of foster homes. She started
getting into trouble. Ran away several times.”

“So what finally happened?  Did
Frederick ever tell her who he was?”

Rayna shook her head. “By the time he
found her, she was dead. She was pregnant and living on the streets
in New York, and she started to hemorrhage. Somebody finally got
her to a hospital, but by then it was too late. She was 15 years
old.”

“Poor kid,” Keith said, taking Rayna’s
hands in his. “And poor Frederick. He never even had a chance to
know her. What about your aunt?  How did it affect
her?”

“I don’t think Al ever told her what
happened.”

In the silence that followed, Rayna
could almost see herself as the ill-fated child.

“You hear the latest about that
Nitinol thing?” Keith asked abruptly. “Now the colonists are saying
that if they don’t get an agreement for triple payment for the wire
by November 1, the price will go up even more.”

“Incredible,” Rayna said, pushing
thoughts of Al Frederick and the tragic end of a 15-year-old life
into a remote corner of her mind. “I could hardly believe it when I
heard. How can they possibly expect to get away with it?  If
they felt they deserved a price increase, they could have
negotiated it through the normal off-world trade channels. But this
way....   All they’ve accomplished is to turn a lot of
normally decent people into anti-colony fanatics. My own parents
are starting to say that Earth should declare war on the colonies
if the Nitinol shipment isn’t returned within a month.”

Keith grunted. “I’ve seen it, too. By
November 1, this country is liable to be choosing up sides. And
Lord help any peacemakers who try to stand in the
middle!”

“I’m afraid you’re right. That
Pittsburgh incident—”

Rayna broke off, shaking her
head.

“How can people behave like that,
Keith?  Those two miners were just looking for a nice evening
out on the town. According to what all the reports say, they were
here on Earth when the robots diverted the Nitinol. But that didn’t
seem to matter to the toughs in that bar.”

“I know. It’s sad. At least, one of
them pulled through. As far as the other one’s concerned—well,
maybe it’s just as well he died. They say the beating was so bad
there wasn’t enough viable brain tissue left to hook up to a
nanochip.”   

“And how do you suppose the colonists
are going to react to that sort of thing?” Rayna responded. “It’s
certainly not going to put them in a very good frame of mind for
negotiating a settlement on the Nitinol crisis. And let’s face it,
Keith:  We need those miners and the wire workers up
there.”

Keith ran his fingers through his
hair. “You’re right about that,” he said simply. “I did a study on
the impact  of Nitinol power on the national and world
economies about 10 years ago when I was going for my degree in
economics.”

“Was that before or after the physics
degree,” Rayna asked playfully, her mood suddenly more
relaxed.

“After the physics degree,” he
grinned, tickling the bottom of her foot so that she squealed and
pulled away. Rayna had often teased Keith about his frequent
changes in profession, claiming that he had so many degrees he
didn’t have the wall space to display all the diplomas.

“I didn’t spend much time studying the
physics of Nitinol power,” he said, growing serious. “All I really
had was a general overview of the field. I could see Nitinol’s
commercial importance, though. In fact, that’s one of the things
that got me interested in economics.

“Anyway, when I did that study, our
Nitinol replacement program wasn’t as far along as it is now, but
even so, Nitinol power already was giving new life to lots of areas
that had been in big trouble. The nickel and titanium deposits in
the Asteroid Belt made Nitinol affordable, and new Nitinol-powered
processes made rocket fuel for merchant runs affordable, which made
Nitinol power even more affordable.” 

Keith’s hands painted pictures in the
air as he spoke.

“The thing you have to remember, Ray,
is that some of these places—like Pittsburgh—have been waiting a
long time to get their Nitinol generating stations on line. That
town’s been hanging on for dear life, waiting to get a clean,
reliable power source that’ll allow it to keep its manufacturing
base going. It’s been tough. For the last 40 or 50 years, they’ve
been making do with old nuclear and fossil-fuel power sources that
were just marginally safe—and not too efficient. They went through
periodic brownouts and blackouts that didn’t do their industrial
base any good at all. But the people there—the ones who didn’t move
out and take job retraining—those people have been patient.
Finally, with this shipment, it was supposed to be their turn. So
when the news came out about the diversion....”

Keith shrugged. “I guess seeing those
miners, dressed in off-world clothes and talking about how hard
their life was in the colonies—I guess that must have set off some
of the patrons at the local watering hole.”

Rayna looked at him through narrowed
eyes. “You don’t seem to be taking the incident very
seriously.”

“Now, look, Ray, don’t get me wrong.
I’m just as upset about this as you are, but I don’t see what I can
do about it. Any more than I can do anything about what’s happening
in Zimbabwe.”

“You mean the rioting and the
revolutionary talk?”

“Yeah,” Keith nodded. “Looks like the
good people of Zimbabwe figured their government should have been
more aggressive in getting their Nitinol generating systems going
before this.”

Rayna closed her eyes and shook her
head sadly. “And we’ve only had one Nitinol shipment diverted. God
only knows what’ll happen if there are more diversions, or if the
colonists push the price up even more.  Could we switch over
to something else if Nitinol gets too expensive, Keith? 
Solar, or wind power or geothermal, maybe?”

Keith scratched his chin and
considered.

“Maybe in some places. The problem,
though, is that most of the areas that can use solar or wind or
geothermal power on a large scale are already using it. Nitinol
power makes cheap energy available in the places that would have
the toughest time finding clean, safe substitutes.”

“Not a very pleasant picture,” Rayna
commented.

“No, I’m afraid not.”

Keith stood and stretched. Rayna
prepared to stand but stopped suddenly, a chill spreading slowly
through her.

“Keith,” she began cautiously, “do you
remember what you said about Vince Barnard?  About how he
seemed to know about the Nitinol diversion when we saw him at
Eduardo’s—before the first reports supposedly reached Fleet
headquarters?”

“Yeah, sure. What about
it?”

“Well, do you think?  Could he
possibly be...?  Oh, never mind!  That’s ridiculous. I’m
letting my imagination carry me away.”

But despite her words, Rayna didn’t
think she was being ridiculous, and something in her manner must
have made that clear to Keith.

“Come on, Ray.” he urged. “Give. What
are you thinking?”

She moistened her lips, suddenly
wishing she had a glass of water. “Do you suppose Vince Barnard was
involved  in this diversion thing somehow?  I mean, that
he had something to do with it?”

“Barnard?” Keith laughed confidently.
“He’s a merchanter. He’s on our side. Besides, whoever’s behind
this thing is pretty sharp. Barnard just doesn’t seem to fit
the—”

“What is it, Keith?” Rayna asked. He
no longer seemed so sure of himself.

“Barnard may not be too bright, but
what about that other guy, the Merchant Fleet lieutenant who came
to get him at Eduardo’s?  The one with the wrong patch on his
uniform. He seemed to know exactly what he was doing.”

They looked at each other in tense
silence.

“So what do we do now?” Rayna
asked.

“I’m not sure.  Contact the
Merchant Fleet?”

“And say what?  Vince can always
deny saying anything about the Nitinol diversions that night. Or he
can claim we misunderstood him. It’s just our word against his.
Ours and Aurora’s, that is. Besides....”

“Yes, Ray?”

“Well, we really don’t have anything
more than a possible slip of the tongue to go on, do we?  But
if Barnard and that Fleet lieutenant are involved, how can we be
sure others in the Fleet aren’t part of this, too?”

Keith shook his head in
silence.

“How about the U.N.’s Interplanetary
Trade Commission?” Rayna asked. “You worked with the commission for
a while, didn’t you?  Maybe they could
investigate?”

“No,” Keith said, “I’m afraid not. The
commission has no independent investigatory arm. Investigations are
handled by the Merchant Fleet’s intelligence unit.”

“So we’re back where we started,”
Rayna said, her mind working desperately to find another avenue for
action. “There has to be something we can do!”

Keith tilted his head, and his face
twisted into an expression of thoughtful concentration.

“We could try to get some more
information,” he suggested. “Maybe I can talk to Barnard
again—tactfully, of course. As you said, all we have right now are
some suspicions. If I talk to him, though, I might be able to get a
clearer picture of what this is all about.”

“Could you do that without letting on
that we know something?” Rayna asked, concerned. “After all, if
Vince is involved in something big enough to affect the whole
world’s Nitinol supplies, this could get kind of
dangerous.”

“Ah, my dear, you underestimate
me!  We lawyers, after all, have a way of getting people to
say things they don’t intend to say. For one thing, I might be able
to find out whether high-level Fleet officials are involved. Then
we’d know whether it’s safe to report this. Would Aurora know
how to contact him?”

“She might. I can ask her.”

“Good,”  Keith said. “Do
that.”  Suddenly, his eyes began to twinkle mischievously.
“You know, this might even start me off on another
profession.”

Rayna eyed him suspiciously. “What are
you talking about?”

Grasping the arms of the easy chair,
he leaned over her, smiling broadly.

“There’s another side to this
mild-mannered lawyer you’ve been hanging around with,” he
said.

“And what would that be?” Rayna asked,
amused, as she draped her arms around Keith’s neck.

He bent to kiss her, then straightened
up and assumed a conspiratorial look.

“Secretly, I’ve always wanted to be a
spy!”


Chapter 16: Undercover
Operation

It was
just past 7 p.m. when Keith walked into the Milk of Human Kindness
bar. He moved confidently, a friendly expression on his face, a
relaxed rhythm to his walk. The pose—for it was a pose—was
crucial. No matter what he felt inside, this had to look like a
casual visit. His presence here had to appear entirely
natural.

The place was just beginning to fill
with customers. If Aurora Sanger was right, it was nearly time for
Vince Barnard to show up. Barnard wasn’t drinking much alcohol
these days, she’d said, but he liked to meet his buddies here
anyway.

Aurora herself had never been to the
Milk of Human Kindness. Her information was based on Barnard’s
rambling effort to cajole her into meeting him here the night after
their dinner at Eduardo’s. It seemed obvious that Aurora should
not see Barnard again unless absolutely necessary, however.
The mere mention of his name set her mouth to twitching. Besides,
in view of all her previous refusals, a sudden acceptance might
arouse suspicion—if not in Barnard, then perhaps in his
Fleet-lieutenant friend.

The tavern was small, simple and
unassuming. As he entered, Keith took note of the polished ebony
bar on his left, where a half-dozen customers sat on stools, some
drinking and others engaged in friendly discourse with each other
or with the bartender. Booths lined the more dimly lit right side
of the room, two of them occupied. A few small, round tables of
plastic-laminated oak rested in the space between the bar and the
booths. All the tables were vacant.

There was little here to distinguish
the Milk of Human Kindness as a 21st-century establishment rather
than one of the middle-to-late 20th century. At first, Keith
thought the ambiance might be the result of a conscious desire for
nostalgia, but then he noticed a stout, middle-aged man depositing
a coin into a modern syntho-player at the rear of the place.
Seconds later, the gentle strains of Earthshine, a popular
love tune, filled the room, the sound seeming to emanate from all
four walls.

The man had chosen a conventional
arrangement featuring mellow strings and rich horns and a moving
piano solo. Keith usually preferred the more imaginative
approach:  Linked as it was to the Consolidated Data Network,
a syntho-player’s programming permitted you to come up with your
own versions of virtually any musical composition. Keith liked to
invent his own “instruments,” building unique sounds from aural
information stored in the CDN’s data banks.

The music helped soothe Keith’s
nerves, which, despite his carefully honed appearance, were taut
with anticipation. He was grateful that the selection wasn’t one of
those avant-garde electronic pieces that grated like
fingernails on an old-fashioned blackboard, or some boisterous
number designed to challenge your ears’ capacity to absorb
decibels. He wandered toward the bar, humming softly to himself and
wondering how he was going to approach Barnard if, indeed, the big
merchanter came into the Milk of Human Kindness tonight. He was
just hoisting himself up on a bar stool when he felt a large hand
grasp his shoulder.

“Well, hey there, pal!  You
remember me, don’t ya?”

It was Vince Barnard—all 6 feet 5
inches of him—grinning boyishly.

“C’mon over ta our booth,
uh…uh...?”

“Daniels. Keith Daniels.”

“Right. Daniels. Aurora’s friend’s
friend. Right?”  Barnard winked and began pulling Keith toward
one of the occupied booths.

“Right over here, Daniels,” Barnard
said genially, ignoring the lock of coarse, dark hair that had
fallen across his forehead. “This here’s Charlie Wraggon, and the
Irishman over there is Casey Flynn.”

Barnard slid his large form into the
booth with surprising grace and patted the rust-colored upholstery
in a bid for Keith to join him.

Keith marveled at his good fortune.
Barnard had found him!  It couldn’t have begun better, he
thought. They can’t very well suspect me of anything if Barnard
approached me first.

He introduced himself, shaking hands
with Wraggon and Flynn, and then settled into the booth next to
Barnard.

“How about a drink?” the big
merchanter asked. This prompted a sour look and some grumbling from
Wraggon. “Don’t worry, Charlie,” Barnard said quickly, “I’m
not  ordering any hard stuff. But that don’t mean Daniels
can’t have some good hooch!”

Keith looked inquiringly at
Wraggon.

“Vince has a little problem with
liquor sometimes,” Wraggon explained. “We’re trying to help him
stay clean.”

“Yeah,” said the man Barnard had
introduced as Casey Flynn, “but, like Vince says, that don’t mean
you can’t have a whiskey if you want.”  As if to emphasize his
point, Flynn tossed back a glass of dark amber liquid and signaled
to the waitress, who acknowledged the gesture but continued talking
with a patron at the bar. Wraggon looked hard in Flynn’s direction
but said nothing.

“It’s all right,” Keith told them.
“I’ll just have a ginger ale.”

“Hey, sweetheart!” Barnard called out
to the waitress in a booming voice. “Over here!”

The waitress wore one of those painted
smiles affected by people whose professions require them to be
friendly at all times.

“A ginger ale for my new friend,
here,” said Barnard. “How ’bout you, Casey?  You gonna have
another one?”

Flynn clawed at his russet-colored
beard in thought, then replied, “Naw. I guess that’ll be it for
now.”  He reached out and patted the waitress on the behind.
“I got me some plans for later tonight, and we wouldn’t want the
juice ta get in my way. Would we, now, baby?”

“I don’t know about your plans,
Casey Flynn,” she said, “but I plan to go home and wash my
hair!”

Barnard guffawed and slapped the
table. “Guess she told you, Casey!”

Flynn grinned and shrugged. “Oh, well.
It was worth a try. Anyway, Tauber don’t like us to have too much
liquor or too much pussy.”

Keith took mental note of the new
name—and of the way Wraggon seemed to stiffen at the mention of
it.

“So, Barnard,” Keith said after a long
silence, “when are you going back out with the Fleet?”

“Oh,” Barnard responded, “you mean you
ain’t heard?  They called off all Merchant Fleet runs till
they get things straightened out with the colonies over this
Nitinol stuff.”

“Yeah,” said Flynn, his green eyes
twinkling, “if the rock farmers won’t give us our Nitinol, we’ll
just starve ’em out by not delivering their supplies!”  Then
he laughed, pounding the table as if he were privy to some secret
joke.

Barnard, too, was smiling, and Wraggon
waged a losing battle to suppress a smirk.

They’re all in on it, Keith thought.
Whatever it is.

“Are you a merchanter, too, Flynn?”
Keith asked.

 Flynn was a ruddy-faced man with
a bent nose and a small mouth that peeped like a frightened rabbit
from the thicket of his ill-kempt beard. Suddenly, the gleam left
his eyes, and his face grew even more florid.

“Wrong question, pal,” Wraggon
commented. “Casey washed out of the Merchant Fleet Academy.” 
Wraggon seemed to enjoy seeing the Irishman squirm as Flynn tried
to keep  his temper under control. Clearly, Wraggon and Flynn
were not the best of friends.

“It’s okay, Casey,” Barnard chipped
in. “We all know you got a raw deal. Hell, they almost bumped me,
too!  Made me lose 20 pounds before they’d even let me take
the training as a Grade One merchanter. Said I was just too big.
Aurora’s the one finally talked ’em into giving me a crack at it if
I dumped the pounds. Don’t know how she did it, but they agreed. I
have to weigh in again after every shore leave, though, and if I
weigh too much, they won’t let me ship out.”

“You get bonus pay if you ship out to
the Asteroid Belt,” Flynn explained, “so if they don’t let Vince
ship out, it costs him bucks.”

“Yeah,” Barnard added, “it ain’t fair,
neither. Hell, I’m six-foot-five. Whadda they expect?  They
want me to weigh what Casey or Charlie weigh?  I mean, they’re
little guys. Not even six foot. No offense, fellas,” he said,
turning to the others. “Shit, I only weighed 250 to begin with, and
all of that was muscle!”  He flexed his biceps to emphasize
the point. “Besides, I’m the best tender they got!”

“Tender?”

“I keep forgetting you’re such an
Earth-baby, Daniels,” Barnard said with a laugh. “A tender kind of
herds the robbies in and out of the ship to unload supplies and
load up finished goods. Sounds easy, but it can be pretty tricky.
Those robbies are really dumb. Like, you tell ’em to unload the H2O
supplies and bring ’em into the domes, and they’ll just keep right
on unloading till you tell ’em to stop, even if it’s the
ship’s supplies they’re
taking. And if you’re not careful, they’ll pile all the H2O
containers together without checking stress readings. That happened
to another tender I know once. The containers broke open, and water
was everywhere except where it was supposed to be.”

“I thought directions like that were
taken care of in the robots’ programming,” said Keith.

“Some of it’s in the programming all
right, but lots of times the rock farmers’ll want things changed
around at the last minute. The robbies up there are mostly
single-purpose types or tech-programmables. After all, they still
ain’t invented the robbie yet that can think like a
man!”

“A-men!” Wraggon intoned.

“They finally figured out it works
better to program robbies so’s they can be directed by
specialists—” Barnard smiled, squared his shoulders and proudly
tapped his massive chest “—specialists like me—than it is to
rewrite whole programs every time the bowl squatters want to change
some little thing or another. The rock farmers have a few tenders
of their own, of course, but they don’t mess their hands with
loading and unloading operations. That’s the Fleet’s
job.”

Keith struck a sympathetic pose,
inclining his head at Barnard’s sarcasm.

“Yeah,” Flynn added, “the rock farmers
don’t respect merchanters, and the Merchant Fleet don’t know how to
recognize good men. That’s why the Fleet’s lost so many
guys.”

“Oh?” said Keith. “Really?  A lot
of people quitting the Fleet lately?  I hadn’t heard anything
about—”

“Yeah, well they don’t like to talk
about it,” Flynn said, “but it’s true. That’s one of the things
they told us when I was at the Academy. They were real worried
about officers taking early retirement and going for civilian
retraining and Fleet not having enough qualified Academy graduates
to replace ’em. Pretty funny, ain’t it?  They want to know why
good men are leaving, but they’ll flunk a guy like me out just
because I don’t talk so good. I mean, what’s the difference how I
talk?  I didn’t sign up for Fleet training so I could be no
friggin’ English teacher!  They’re as bad as my old man,
pushin’ me all the time!”

“Take it easy, Casey,” Barnard told
him. “Like I said before, we know you got a raw deal.”

“And the employment service ain’t much
better.”  Flynn was hot now. “I sign up to learn how to fix
computers and robbies, and they still make me take all sorts of
classes that don’t mean nothin’.”

“How about the important classes?”
Wraggon baited. “You pass your course on basic component analysis
yet, Casey?  How about the one on the elements of computer and
robot architecture?”

Flynn’s face flushed an even deeper
shade of red.

“You seem to know a lot about this
field,” Keith told Wraggon soothingly, automatically trying to head
off a confrontation. What are you doing? he scolded himself. Let
them get mad. If they get angry enough, maybe they’ll let their guard down and say something
important!  If there’s really
anything important for them to say, that is.

“Charlie ought to know a lot about
this stuff,” Barnard said, basking in the glow of his friend’s
importance. “He runs the whole Los Angeles operation for King
Robotics!”

Wraggon smiled broadly at Keith’s
whistle, but the lawyer wasn’t showing respect for Wraggon’s lofty
position. Keith was thinking about something else. King
Robotics!  Didn’t one of those
reports on the Nitinol diversion say the colonial robots had
recently been serviced and replaced by King
Robotics?

“I’ve been with King for three years
now,” Wraggon said, “ever since I was 25. Took hard work to get
where I am, too, but I did it. You take a fella like Flynn, though,
he’s 25 now, and he’s not only an Academy washout, but he’s about
to disprove the employment service’s motto about how anyone who
wants to learn can be trained. Maybe you’re the exception that
proves the rule, Casey!”

Flynn glared at Wraggon with barely
controlled rage. “If it wasn’t for Tauber,” he said through gritted
teeth, “I’d kill you right here and now, you rust-brained
bastard.”

Tauber again, Keith noted, as
Barnard tried to make peace between the other two men.

“Don’t be like that,” the merchanter
almost pleaded. “It’s just like Tauber says. It’s this weak-sister
world  and its half-assed rules that’s the enemy. We can’t go
around offing each other.”

Flynn continued to glower at Wraggon.
“Don’t worry, Vince. I ain’t gonna do nothin’. At least, I ain’t
gonna do nothin’ for now.”

Wraggon snorted and smiled. “I guess
maybe Tauber’s right,” he agreed. “The important thing’s to get rid
of those damn computers and robbies and—”

He broke off and slowly turned to
stare at Keith, who tried not to grimace as his stomach muscles
cramped themselves into an icy knot. “Wonder where my ginger ale
is,” Keith mused aloud, his fingers beating a nervous rhythm on the
tabletop. “It’s been a while, and....”

Wraggon continued to study Keith in
silence, with an occasional concerned glance at Barnard and even
Flynn. “Let me out,” he commanded abruptly.

Flynn must have sensed Wraggon’s
urgency, because he slid out of the booth without protest, and
Wraggon proceeded to the public communicators in an alcove at the
back of the room. Watching Wraggon out of the corner of his eye,
Keith smiled half-heartedly for the benefit of the others.
Meanwhile, beneath the table, he tried unsuccessfully to dry his
sweaty palms on his trouser legs.

“No need to worry about your ginger
ale,” Wraggon said in a quietly determined voice when he returned
to the booth. “We have this friend we think you ought to meet. You
can get a ginger ale at his place.”

“Oh?” Keith croaked. “That’s fine with
me. Any friend of yours is a—”

“Let’s go,” Wraggon interrupted,
turning to the others. “Tauber’s expecting us.”

Well, Keith thought, releasing
a long, low breath, I wanted information. Looks as though I may
get more than I bargained for.

 

 


 Chapter 17: Of Plots New and Old

“Look, Tauber, don’t blame me,”
Wraggon was grumbling in a corner of the room. Vince bumped into
him kind of accidental-like. He’s a friend of—”

“I know who he is,” Tauber said, his
jaw set firmly.

How would this guy know me? Keith
wondered, an adrenaline charge quickening his pulse. He wasn’t sure
whether his hormones were preparing him for fight or flight, but he
never really considered flight an option. He’d come for
information, and this looked like the place to get it. That didn’t
prevent his legs from bearing a remarkable resemblance to a pair of
rubber sticks. In any case, Tauber had blocked the exit with a
security seal, something he said he adapted from a Merchant Fleet
design.  Keith drew in a sharp breath:  Tauber’s the
Fleet lieutenant!  He’s the guy who pulled Barnard out of
Eduardo’s that night!

Keith considered helping himself to
one of the molded plastic chairs lined up at the service bar near
where Tauber and the others stood, but he decided to just wait and
watch. At the moment, they were paying little attention to him. He
didn’t want to remind them of his presence. The less aware of him
they remained, the better his chances of learning more.

Back in the corner of the room, Tauber
was glaring in stony silence from Wraggon to Barnard to Flynn. Even
at a distance, Keith could sense the authority and power in
that  look. Finally, nostrils still slightly flared, Tauber
turned to Keith.

“Have a seat, Mr. Daniels,” he said
with an insincere  smile. He picked up one of the plastic
chairs, carried it to the center of the room, and set it down with
the firm movement of an explorer planting his country’s flag in
unclaimed territory. Almost casually, he added, “It seems we have a
problem.”

Keith rounded his eyes into what he
hoped was an expression of puzzled innocence.

“My associates, here, have a tendency
to talk too much,” Tauber said. “They’re not terribly
bright—”  From the back of the room, Wraggon and the others
began to protest, but Tauber shut them up with a stern look and an
upraised hand. “They’re not terribly bright,” he repeated. “You,
however, are another matter entirely.”

Keith arched his eyebrows but said
nothing.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Daniels, I know quite a
bit about you. I did some checking after the other night at
Eduardo’s. Not only on you. On Miss Kingman and on Vince’s
girlfriend, Aurora, as well.”

“I don’t know why you’d want to do
that,” Keith said, but his voice sounded thin and reedy in his
ears, and he knew his protest merely confirmed Tauber’s suspicion
that he knew more than he should.

“Ah, yes,” Tauber said, standing
rigidly before Keith as his fingers ticked off his points: 
“Mr. Keith G. Daniels, attorney at law. Formerly deputy chief
economist for the Interplanetary Trade Commission of the United
Nations. For a short time before that, a physicist engaged in basic
research with Richardson and Davenport, Inc.” 

Tauber paused for effect and relaxed
into a military “at-ease” stance. “The ‘G’ in your name stands for
‘Gibran,’” he added. “From the last name of a Lebanese writer your
mother admired.”

Keith tried hard not to squirm beneath
Tauber’s cold, measuring gaze. He reached into the large pocket of
his blue-gray leisure-tunic. For once, the latest fashion in men’s
casual wear offered some genuine assets, he thought as he withdrew
a wrapped stick of cherry licorice.

“Care for a bite?” he offered,
striving for a nonchalance he didn’t really feel.

Tauber smiled briefly, then said,
“Thank you, no.”

Keith shrugged, unwrapped the licorice
and ripped off a chunk with his teeth. His ex-wife used to say that
his love of cherry licorice represented some kind of oral fixation.
She never could accept the idea that he simply liked the stuff.
Besides, used properly, a stick of cherry licorice provided a dandy
distraction—a way to stall for time. Keith smiled, closed his eyes
and allowed himself to savor the sweet, fruity taste of the candy
while Tauber studied him like a scientist tracking a mouse through
a maze.

“You’re romantically involved with
Miss Rayna Joanne Kingman,” Tauber said. “She’s a Los Angeles
public schoolteacher who’s also a friend of Aurora Sanger. Miss
Sanger is a former merchanter and an old love of Vince Barnard over
there.  Shall I go on?  I can give you Miss Kingman’s
address, if you wish.”

“No,” Keith said between chews,
“that’s not necessary.”  He paused to swallow. “You’re
certainly well-informed.”

“I do my homework, Mr. Daniels, and I
don’t like surprises. That’s why your arrival on the scene is
so—inconvenient.”

Keith waited expectantly, but Tauber
let his steely gaze do all the talking for him.

“As a proper guest,” Keith said, “I
naturally regret any inconvenience I might have caused
you.” 

Tauber chuckled. “Either you’re not as
smart as I thought you were or else you’re very cool under fire….
 All right, let’s get down to it. Why did you show up at the
Milk of Human Kindness, and just what did you make of what you
heard?”

Keith considered his response
carefully. Playing stupid wouldn’t work. He was sure Tauber
wouldn’t buy the act.  

“Actually,” Keith began slowly, “I was
intrigued by what Barnard had to say the other night about how
merchanters are treated by the colonists. The lawyer in me started
wondering about whether the merchanters ever thought about taking
any legal action.”

Tauber ran a hand over his
close-cropped hair, moved  the chair from a nearby desk closer
to Keith, and sat down. “Interesting idea,” he said.

Beneath his tunic, Keith’s flesh
rippled into goose bumps. He had the feeling that Tauber was
peering directly into his mind, baring his innermost doubts and
fears.

“What do you think about how the world
is run?” Tauber finally asked.

Startled, Keith cleared his throat and
rubbed his chin. “How do you mean?”

“You know,” said Tauber, “the world.
The power structure. The people who pull our strings.”

Keith helped himself to another stick
of cherry licorice and concentrated on unwrapping it. “I don’t
know. I guess I never thought much about it.”

“Well, think about it now,
Daniels.”  Tauber tugged on his laser-cauterized right
earlobe. “We’ve all gotten pretty comfortable living in a world
where computers and robots do just about anything we want them to
do. Technology’s become the great equalizer. Individual strength
and intelligence don’t matter much when machines do your physical
work and your thinking for you.”

Tauber stood and walked to his
computer/communicator console. Turning back toward Keith, he tapped
the console with two fingers.

“There was a time when a man who knew
how to operate one of these could climb pretty high in the world,”
he said. “But that was a long while ago. Before computers became
second nature. Before robots were integrated into the work force.
Now, any kid with a grade school education knows how to operate
these things.”

Keith cocked an eyebrow. “What’s your
point?”

“The point is, there’s no place left
for superior people to go.”  Tauber’s manner was calm, but his
voice was hard and chilly as he returned to his chair. “Some of us
don’t think that’s right. I’m not just talking about Wraggon and
Barnard and Flynn. There are a lot more of us. Some are pretty
powerful, despite the system we live under.”

Keith frowned. “What do you mean, ‘the
system we live under’?”

“The system,” Tauber said. “It’s plain
enough. The world today is run by and for the weak. The strong are
expected to stand politely aside and give away their birthright of
power.”

Keith took a deep breath, his mind
racing. Getting information was only half the job he’d undertaken.
The other half was leaving this place alive. Any way you looked at
it, the moment was critical. He leaned forward, eyes
alert.

“Go on,” he told Tauber. “You have my
attention. I’ve got to admit, I sometimes feel that way, too. Like
you said, I’ve tried three different professions. Each time, it was
the same story:  The rules of the game were set down by a
committee of ninnies who didn’t really know what they were
doing.”

A tight smile flashed across Tauber’s
normally stoical face. “How would you like to change all
that?”

***

Keith was whistling as he rapped on
Rayna’s door. He continued to spew out the tune through pursed lips
as he waited for her to open up. It never occurred to him that she
might not be home.

“Hurry up, Ray,” he urged. “We need to
talk.”

Whistling a bit less confidently now,
he tried the door himself. It opened easily.

“Ray?” he called out, entering her
apartment and closing the door carefully behind him. He plopped
down on her couch and continued to whistle, but his eyes darted
nervously around the room.

“What’s going—Keith!” Rayna said,
rushing toward him. “Thank God you’re all right!”

He rose to greet her with a kiss and a
warm embrace.

“Was that you whistling that awful
Earthshine?” she asked with a relieved laugh after he had
released her.

“What’s so awful about it?” he asked,
giving her a playful squeeze. “I kind of like it. And speaking of
being all right, when are you going to start locking your
door?  You, of all people, should know how risky an unlocked
door is these days. You see all the news briefs. Break-ins are
getting so common that pretty soon they won’t even make the news. I
can see the headlines now: ‘Unlocked Apartment Left Unscathed by
Crime Spree.’”

“I think you’re exaggerating, but you
may be right about locking the door.”  She shook her head
sadly. “Life definitely isn’t as simple as it used to
be.”

“True. But then, it never really
was.”  Keith took a deep breath, as if preparing to deliver an
official report. “Well, Ray, I did it!  I must be brilliant,
because I really pulled it off. I not only contacted Barnard at
that hangout of his, I met some of his pals—including the guy from
the nonexistent Merchant Fleet unit. He seems to be in charge of
the whole thing.”

“Whoa!  Slow down,” Rayna
pleaded. “Who’s the head of what whole thing?”

“The guy’s name is Tauber. Henry
Tauber. ‘Hank’ as Barnard called him at Eduardo’s—remember? 
Used to be a lieutenant in the Merchant Fleet until he tried to
pull some stunt out in the colonies and they grounded him for a
while. I guess he kept trying to do things his own way instead of
the Fleet’s way, because they finally forced him out.”

Rayna studied Keith’s beatific
expression. “You seem awfully pleased with yourself,” she
observed.

His eyes widened in surprise. “Do I?”
he asked. “Oh, well. Maybe I am pleased with myself. I have a right
to be!  At first I thought Tauber was going to have me taken
out and shot—”

“Keith!”  The color drained from
Rayna’s face.

“Shot or whatever else Tauber does to
keep his people in line. Barnard’s involved all right, but he’s
just small potatoes. This thing is really big!”

“You mean the problem with the Nitinol
wire?”

Keith nodded. “But I got the idea that
it goes way beyond that. I don’t have all the details yet, but it’s
part of something called ‘Operation Strong Man.’  And Tauber
says they have a lot of allies in important positions, not only in
America but all over the world.”

 “So what do we do now?” she
queried. “Is it safe to contact the Fleet and ask them to
investigate?”

Keith sank onto the couch, pulling
Rayna down beside him. “We’d better stay away from the Fleet for
the time being,” he said, running his hand gently along her bare
arm. “From other officials, too, for that matter. I don’t know how
far this goes. Yet.”

He could feel her tremble. “I guess I
never realized....  The way you just seemed to disappear after
you went to that bar....  I didn’t know what to think,
Keith—especially after Essie tried putting some urgent calls
through to my number, on the chance that you might be here. If your
electronic secretary didn’t even know where you
were....” 

Rayna stopped for a breath. “I know
I’m not making much sense right now. I guess I’m plain scared—right
down to my toenails. This Nitinol thing is really getting out of
hand. There was another riot in Zimbabwe, you know. The world still
seems to be crumbling around us. And until you walked in that door,
I wasn’t even sure whether there still was an ‘us.’”

He hugged her reassuringly. It felt
good to be here with her.

“Sorry I couldn’t let you know what
was happening,” he said, “but there wasn’t much I could do about
that. I wasn’t exactly invited to meet Tauber. It was more like I
was abducted. I was lucky he believed my story.”  Keith shook
his head. “I’m telling you, Ray, that guy is dangerous. And he’s
smart. If we were dealing with a bunch of Vince Barnards, I
wouldn’t worry, but Tauber’s different.”

Rayna looked at him expectantly. “But
this Tauber seems to trust you?”

“Yes. In fact, I have a hunch I
already know a lot more than Barnard and some of the others do.
Tauber seems to consider me his intellectual equal—or, at least, he
thinks I’m smart enough to appreciate his brilliance. Sometimes,
these past few days, I’ve had the feeling that it took every bit of
his self-control to keep from telling me everything. But he doesn’t
trust me that much yet.”

“Then what can we do?” asked Rayna.
“You say we still can’t go to the authorities, but there must be
something.”

Keith nodded. “I think probably the
best thing would be for me to keep right on doing what I started.
You know—ingratiate myself with Tauber. He knows about the two of
us, and if I handle him right, we should be able to keep seeing
each other without making him nervous.”

“Good,” Rayna agreed. “That way you
can keep me posted on what’s going on.”

Keith looked at her steadily for a
moment, then brushed back the dark curls that bordered the soft,
smooth skin of her face. “Right,” he said, leaning toward her. “I
can keep you posted.”  But Tauber’s scheme was nowhere in
Keith’s thoughts as his mouth and Rayna’s melted into an eager,
hungry kiss that drained away the store of tension that had been
building over the last several days and left them happily
relaxed.

The communicator had chimed several
times before they finally acknowledged it. Rayna took the call on
the link in her coffee table.

“Essie?” she said to the image of
Keith’s electronic secretary that appeared on the previously hidden
screen embedded into the tabletop. “What is it?  Another call
for Mr. Daniels?  He’s here now.”

“Yes, Ms. Kingman, but it concerns you
as well. It’s Mr. Judson from the London office of the
International Adoptions Clearance Board. Shall I transfer the call
to you there?”

“Yes, Essie!  Please!”

Rayna’s eyes gleamed in anticipation.
“Maybe he’s found it, Keith!”

Keith smiled. “Maybe. Only one way
to—”

“Ah, good!” Judson said as his face
replaced Essie’s on the screen. “I get the intense pleasure of
speaking with both of you once again. I have news!”

Rayna swallowed and pressed her lips
together. Keith felt her stiffen, but he realized that the strain
of this moment was the price she must pay for the news she’d been
anticipating so eagerly.

“You’re a lucky woman, Miss Kingman,”
Judson began. “Lucky to be alive. It seems your mother began to
hemorrhage shortly before she was taken to hospital. The doctors
had to work like the very devil to save you. As I believe I told
you before, they weren’t able to save your mother, I’m afraid. And
she was a mere child herself.”

 Rayna was white now, and her
hands felt like ice when Keith touched them.

“Your mother’s name was—”

“Ariana Naylor,”  Rayna said, her
words blending with Judson’s.

From the screen, the Englishman’s
faced stared out in surprise. Keith, too, gazed at her in
wonder.

“Keith,” she said, fighting to remain
calm, “you haven’t heard all of Al’s tapes yet, have
you?”

“No, I—”

Rayna nodded. “Naylor was the name of
the couple that adopted Aunt Vickie’s and Al’s daughter. They named
their little girl....”

Keith’s face wrinkled in concentration
as Rayna broke off, sobbing; then he closed his eyes and inclined
his head, the answer suddenly clear to him. He drew Rayna close and
stroked her hair gently, gazing out at nothing in particular. “They
named their little girl Ariana,” he finished for her, kissing the
nape of her neck. “Al Frederick and Vickie Kingman were your
grandparents.”


Chapter 18: Ordeal

 Contrary
to popular opinion, Los Angeles does have seasons. Not that
the City of the Angels will ever equal the seasonal variations that
mark the Midwest or the Northeast. No cornucopia of riotous reds
and yellows trumpets fall’s arrival. No mantle of white shapes
winter life into picturesque scenes reminiscent of Currier-and-Ives
prints. Still, each season tends to have its own special, if
subtle, characteristics.

This early November Friday, for
example, was typical of the year’s autumn: crisp, clean, bright
and, for Los Angeles, cool. As usual, the summer had been warm, but
there were only two especially hot spells, one in July and the
other in early September. October was a transitional month, with
some days clinging to summer like a frightened child to its mother,
while other days rushed headlong into the new season.

Maybe that’s why no one ever thinks we
have seasons here, Rayna reflected as she crossed the campus
quadrangle en route from her classroom to the school office,
enjoying the fresh scent in the air. The changes here kind of sneak
up on you without any fanfare.

Bob Carlson, the school’s principal,
was working at a terminal in the office as she entered the
modest-sized room, which was dominated by computer equipment and
library cases of data disks.

“Rayna,” he said, rising from his
chair as she entered,  “I’m glad you stopped by before you
left. Are you still planning that field trip for your
students?  The one to the Los Angeles debate between Althea
Milgrom and Ethan Rensselaer?”

“Yes,” Rayna said, surprised at the
question. “Is there some problem?”

Carlson hesitated before answering.
“I’ve been getting phone calls.”

“What kind of calls?”

“Hostile ones.”  He drew himself
to his full height, which was little more than her own, although he
always seemed much taller. “Some of the parents feel Althea Milgrom
is a traitor,” he told Rayna. “They don’t think the school should
sanction a field trip that exposes the children to her ideas about
cooperating with the colonies.”

Rayna’s face grew hot. “So it’s
finally started,” she protested. “I was wondering when those
self-serving Earth-Firsters would get around to attacking free
academic inquiry, not to mention the democratic process!”  She
pressed her lips together and reminded herself that Bob Carlson
wasn’t the enemy. “Damn it, Bob,” she said, this debate is a part
of an open examination of a public policy issue. It’s the kind of
discussion that’s essential to a free society. Besides, Milgrom and
Rensselaer are probably going to wind up as their parties’
candidates for the United States Senate.”

“That’s probably true,
but—”

“The greater the controversy, the more
value there is in having my students see the two of them go head to
head. I’ve been taking my classes to debates like this for years,
and I have no intention of stopping now, just because some
narrow-minded little—”

“It’s all right, Rayna,” Carlson
soothed. “I managed to put them off for the time being. After all,
if those parents don’t want their kids to go, they can just refuse
to grant permission.”

Rayna grunted. “That’s true.
Unfortunately. It’s the students with parents like that who need
this kind of field trip the most.”

“Be that as it may,” said Carlson, “we
can only do so much. This Nitinol thing has people very upset. The
President still hasn’t come up with a coherent policy to follow.
How can we expect the average person to react with any real
understanding?  Everyone’s frightened.”

“They should be,” Rayna agreed, “but
not of the colonies or the loss of the Nitinol. Look at what’s
happening to us!  We’re becoming a world of intolerant,
selfish children, ready to attack one another at the slightest
provocation.”

Carlson rumbled as he cleared his
throat. “I wouldn’t call holding the world’s Nitinol supply for
ransom a ‘slight provocation.’”

“Maybe not, but Althea Milgrom didn’t
steal the Nitinol, and the news reports say she’s had four death
threats since her speech last month urging the Secretary-General to
contact the colonies again.”  Rayna looked away briefly, then
fixed Carlson with an earnest gaze. “Let’s face it, Bob: 
Reason seems to be out of fashion these days. People are letting
their fear and anger drive them into doing things they’d never have
tolerated six months ago. They’re desperate for an easy answer; so
if a scapegoat is handy....”

“I don’t like what’s going on, either,
Rayna. Did you hear about Frank Brannigan and Esther Mayall?” 
Rayna shook her head. “Fired,” said Carlson. “Just like that. The
board found out that they have close relatives living in the
colonies. Of course, the board didn’t want to be accused of giving
traitors a forum for subverting the young, and —”

“Hmmph!  You mean the noble
members of the Board of Education were afraid the Earth-Firsters
would make good on their promise to destroy any elected official
who’s ‘weak’ on colonial policy. That’s what it was all about,
wasn’t it, Bob?”

The principal bowed his head and
looked up at Rayna from under bushy gray eyebrows. “I’m afraid
you’re right. That’s why I want you to think very carefully about
this field trip thing. If anything goes wrong, it could mean your
job, and you’re just too valuable a teacher to lose.”

Rayna patted Carlson’s hand. “You’re a
good man, Bob. I appreciate the warning. But if I back down under
this kind of pressure, then I’m not such a good teacher after all.
Unless you order me otherwise, the field trip is on. And, Bob, I
have to tell you:  If you order me to cancel the trip, I’ll
quit.”

 Carlson nodded, his mouth
stretched into a taut smile. “That’s just what I thought you’d say.
I’m not sure I’d have your courage, Rayna, but I won’t stop
you.”

“Thanks, Bob,” she said, turning to
check the message terminal near the office door. Finding nothing
designated for her, she walked to the faculty Trans-Mat pod. “I’ll
see you on Monday, then,” she said with a wave just before
activating the mechanism.

 

Back in her apartment, Rayna continued
to think about the exchange with Bob Carlson and the news about her
fellow teachers. Frank and Esther were no more subversive than she
was. Why would people send their children to a full-service school
like the Brandemar Learning Center if all they wanted was
programmed material that they could get from the CDN and
educational software on their home terminals? 

She knew what all the studies had
concluded for the last 30 years:  Most people learn best in an
atmosphere that blends social interaction, instruction and ample
opportunities for development of critical thinking skills. Now a
few small-minded simpletons were trying to deny those opportunities
to others. Or was it only a few?  Rayna didn’t really want to
know the figures. The number sympathetic to the extremist
Earth-Firsters may still be small, but she feared it was
growing.

An overwhelming sadness enveloped her.
Maybe it would be better if everyone just learned at home after
all, she  thought bitterly. No! she quickly admonished
herself. She knew better. She’d known better for a long
time.

It was Al Frederick who first showed
her the advantages of learning centers. She was very young then
maybe 5 or 6. A quick, independent student, she had suffered from a
painful shyness, and she had objected strenuously to attending
classes with other children.

“Why can’t I just use our terminal
here at home?” she remembered asking her mother. “I’ll be real
good. I’ll do all the work. You’ll see, Mommy. I don’t hafta go to
the learning center, do I?”

She appealed to Al, too, but he
refused to intervene on her behalf. Instead, he listened politely
as she recited her objections, then took her to the local center so
that she could meet some of the teachers and see the facilities for
herself. He patiently explained that learning about people was as
important as learning about the arts and sciences. At last,
reluctantly, she accepted the inevitable. By the time she had
completed high school and then earned her university degree, she
had grown as much socially as intellectually, and, in the end, it
was her skills with people, not just her keen intellect, that
marked her as an outstanding teacher.

Rayna choked back a tear. It was Al
who had made the secret arrangements for her adoption. Arthur
Judson’s investigation finally revealed Frederick’s name on some
key documents. “Aunt” Vickie wasn’t involved and probably never
knew the truth herself. Maybe Al felt guilty over what happened to
Ariana (my mother!, Rayna thought with a pang). Apparently,
he wanted to ensure that no such tragedy befell his granddaughter.
Fate took a hand in the matter when Vickie’s brother and
sister-in-law encountered problems trying to adopt a baby. Al was
able to arrange for the Kingmans to adopt Rayna, while hiding his
own involvement in an intricate web of paperwork.

It must have been Al who sent those
letters to Mother and Dad warning them not to tell me I was
adopted.... Damn it!  Somebody should have told me!  I
had the right to know!

She closed her eyes and swiveled her
head clockwise and counterclockwise, back and forth, trying to ease
the tension in her neck and shoulders. She was furious with Al for
hiding her identity from her, all the more so because he was dead,
and she couldn’t confront him, couldn’t tell him how he had hurt
her or how much he had meant to her. For Al had been there when she
needed him here with a new idea, a comforting touch, an encouraging
word. Despite the deception, their relationship had been unusually
close. But, oh, how she wished she could have told him, just once,
“Grandfather, I love you!”

Drawing a mental curtain to shield
herself from such painful thoughts, she began preparing for an
evening with Keith. She had seen him much less frequently since he
began what he liked to call his “espionage escapade,” but the plan
seemed to be working. Tauber had come to regard Keith as something
of a confidant. Even so, however, the former Merchant Fleet officer
had revealed little of his overall plans.

“Safer that way,” he had told
Keith.

In her bedroom, Rayna removed her work
clothes and deposited them in a closetron bin. Moments later, she
opened the bin’s lid to verify that the mechanism had done its job.
The bin was empty, of course. She had no reason to doubt the
closetron’s efficiency. As usual, it had broken the discarded
clothing into its component elements, which it then stored for
future use. Whenever you wanted something to wear, you’d pick
something from the memory banks, and the closetron would construct
it for you clean and ready to wear. And, of course, since you
stored your measurements in the data banks, everything always fit
perfectly. In all the years she’d been using closetrons, they had
never failed, yet she habitually checked the bin each time. Maybe
it was her old childhood fantasy that drove her. Maybe she was
still hoping to catch a glimpse of myriad tiny elves making off
with microscopic components of her old clothes and hiding them from
the prying eyes of more trusting folk.

Calculating that she had time for a
shower, she headed for the bathroom. Like Keith, she much preferred
a true shower over the newest technological marvel, a body cleanser
that operated on static electricity. Fortunately, her building,
like Keith’s, was equipped with water recirculators. Otherwise,
they would have no choice in the  matter, in view of the
ongoing need for water conservation in Southern
California.

Quickly, she showered, dried herself,
and selected her outfit for the evening:  a bright blue
jumpdress made of a soft, silky material. The garment had a
flowing, ankle-length skirt and long, puffy sleeves secured at the
wrist by tight-fitting cuffs.

Rayna examined herself in the
full-length glass in her bedroom. Much too dressy for
tonight, she thought. Better switch to pants
mode.

She pressed a button-sized control
device set into her left cuff. Released from its molecular prison
by the activation of a pre-programmed valence shifter, the fabric
of the skirt separated along the center front and back, from crotch
to hem. Rayna rotated the controller a quarter turn and pressed
again. The raw edges of the fabric, seeking a new molecular
equilibrium, formed the lower half of the garment into fashionable
trouser-legs and sealed themselves into a new molecular
bond.

Rayna’s door alarm interrupted her
self-evaluation to announce Keith’s arrival.

“I brought back Frederick’s tapes and
papers,” he said, brushing past her to set the permastore container
on the floor against the wall. “I have a lot to tell you. Tauber
really has some—”  He stopped in mid-sentence as Rayna finally
caught his eye. “Wow!” he said appreciatively. “I like!”

“Well, thank you, sir,” Rayna replied
with an exaggerated curtsy. “I thought the dress mode might be a
little too much for an art exhibit, even for the opening of Rafe’s
one-man show. What do you think?”

She executed a slow turn, enjoying
Keith’s attentions.

He rubbed his chin and considered the
question with much more seriousness than it had been
posed.

“You look fine to me just the way you
are.”  He kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Come on. We’d
better get going.”

***

The exhibition was an ordeal for
Keith. He managed to cope with the space settings. He knew that,
like the one Rafe had given Aurora for use in the dining room at
Eduardo’s, such scenes were securely anchored to reality. As the
exhibition brochure pointed out, Rafe had been a navigator in the
Merchant Fleet before taking retraining to become an artist.
Somehow, Keith told Rayna, that knowledge helped him keep his
bearings.

The abstract environments were an
entirely different matter.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” he
whispered desperately after they’d made their way through one
particularly vivid abstract, a geometric treatment featuring
overlapping, multicolored, solid-looking shapes among and through
which Keith and Rayna were expected to walk. The cubes, spheres and
other holographic constructs of the work were supposed to lift
observers into a surreal plane of consciousness, but  all
Rafe’s creation did for Keith was induce acute disorientation and
budding nausea. A short time later, they said their farewells to
Rafe and Aurora.

 

 

“Thank God!” Keith groaned as he
flopped onto the couch back in Rayna’s apartment. “Finally, there’s
something as solid as it looks!”

“How’s the stomach?”

Keith waved a hand in disgust. “I was
fine as soon as we left the exhibition. What makes those idiots in
the art world go wild over stuff like that?”

Rayna joined him on the sofa and took
his hand. “Well, it wasn’t all so bad. Even you liked that
portrait of Aurora against the background of
stars.” 

Keith rolled his eyes. “That doesn’t
make up for—”

“Poor darling,” she crooned. “Shall I
kiss it and make it all better?”  With a gentle touch, she
kissed his forehead, then his chin, then his nose.

“That’s not exactly the sort of
kissing I need,” he said, pulling her to him and forcefully
exploring her mouth with his lips and tongue. Despite her surprise
over Keith’s unexpected aggressiveness, Rayna began to respond. Not
quickly enough to suit Keith, however. He dragged her down onto the
floor, his fingers groping for the garment release at the back of
her neck. In rapid succession, he activated the release and yanked
the top of the jumpdress down over her breasts to the sound of
ripping fabric.

Rayna was appalled and frightened by
this stranger who looked like Keith Daniels. Still, the look, the
smell, the feel of him told her it was Keith. And, despite
her horror at his behavior, a part of her wanted him as much as he
wanted her.

But not like this, she realized. Not
like this! 

Somehow, she succeeded in pushing him
off of her. “Stop it!” she shouted, rolling away and gathering the
tattered remains of her jumpdress around her. “When did you start
getting off on rape!”

Keith’s eyes blazed. “Maybe when you
became a whoring tease!”

Rayna stared at him in shock as his
reddened face suddenly went white. In the slowly lengthening
silence, he shielded his eyes. “Oh jeez, Ray!  I’m sorry. I
don’t know why I said that.”

Without a word, Rayna rose, pulled the
remnants of her jumpdress more tightly around her and headed for
the bedroom. A moment later, Keith followed.

“I said I’m sorry,” he insisted,
grabbing her arm and twisting her around to face him. “You’re
hurting me,” she said quietly, gazing deep into his
eyes.

With a start, he released her. He
stared, shamefaced, at the deep red impressions his fingers had
left on her arm.

“My God,” he whispered. He reached
slowly toward the marks but then jerked his trembling hand away and
looked desperately around the room.

“I need a shower,” he finally said. He
was already in the bathroom before Rayna could respond. The steady
sound of the water helped relax her as she slipped into a robe, but
she couldn’t rid herself of the knot in her stomach.

She wandered back into the living room
and placed the returned permastore box on the coffee table. She was
shifting the contents about aimlessly, trying not to think too much
about what had happened when the rush of the shower spray suddenly
fell silent. She pretended not to notice the opening and closing of
doors, and she resolutely refused to react when Keith came up
behind her and kissed the back of her neck.

“I really am sorry for all that, Ray,”
he said. “I don’t know why it happened.”

She turned to look at him, examining
his face as if it were a treasure map, concealing some hidden clue
to a mystery she couldn’t even guess. Seeing no answers, she looked
away.

“Ray, I....”  He broke off,
unsure of what to say next. “I’ll get dressed and go.”

As he turned to retrieve his clothes,
Rayna caught his hand, then pulled away as if jolted by a static
electric charge. “I don’t understand what’s going on,” she said
solemnly. “The world’s changing. Maybe we’re changing, too. I don’t
much like it. But the one thing I’m sure about despite what
happened is that we have a better chance of dealing with it all if
we stick together.”

He smiled and held out his arms, but
she shook her  head. “Not yet, Keith,” she said. “I’m not
ready for you to touch me just yet.”

He stuffed his hands in his pockets
and looked down at his feet. “Let me stay the night, Ray. I won’t
bother you. I promise. Let me try to make things up to
you.”

Rayna drew a deep breath and studied
his face once more. “All right,” she finally agreed. “You can stay.
Maybe tomorrow we’ll be able to figure out what’s going
on.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 19: Crisis of
Faith

  “They fired two of our teachers,”
Rayna told Keith the next morning, “just because they had relatives
in the colonies.”

“Oh?”

Rayna nodded. “Bob Carlson says he’s
been getting phone calls about my field trip to the
Milgrom-Rensselaer debate, too.”

Keith had no trouble reading the
message in Rayna’s chilly manner:  Allowing him to remain in
her apartment last night didn’t mean that things between them were
settled. She doesn’t trust me anymore, he thought. But
then, why should she?  Hell, I’m not sure I trust myself.
He fixed his gaze on the Trans-Mat Food Service menu.

“Don’t you want your usual bacon and
eggs?” she asked.

“Yeah. Sure. That’ll be
fine.”

She punched in their selections. “I
think I’ll try gualatur.”

Keith couldn’t help laughing.
“What?  You?  You’re going to have gualatur? 
I thought you hated colonial food.”

“I decided I should give it another
chance. After all, I’m giving you....”  Rayna stared at Keith
briefly, then turned her face away. “Aurora says the merchanters
used to love gualatur whenever they had the chance to get it
in the Asteroid Belt,” she said. “I just thought it might be worth
another try.”

Before he could respond, the food
materialized on the Trans-Mat platform. He helped Rayna move the
dishes to the table, and they began to eat.

“This stuff really isn’t bad,” she
said, picking unenthusiastically at a brown, lumpy mass on her
plate.

Keith pressed his lips together and
tried to hold his breath, but a chortle escaped despite his best
efforts to stifle it. Rayna glanced up as he fought to control his
reaction. A moment later, she covered her mouth and began to
chuckle. Slowly, the chuckle grew and expanded until it resolved
itself into the kind of breath-stealing, eye-tearing laughter that
can shatter the coldest reserve.

“How can Aurora and the others stand
this stuff?” she gasped.

Keith shook his head. “I have no idea.
I tried it for the first time just recently—over at Tauber’s place.
He and Barnard seem to like it, too. Me?  I think I’d rather
starve!”

“Maybe space does something to your
taste buds,” Rayna said. “Hard-cooked squawker eggs served in some
goo made from unpronounceable, hydroponically grown grains? 
 No thanks. I think I’ll go back to bacon and
eggs!”

“Right away, madam,” Keith said,
quickly ordering a serving for her.

A calm enveloped them as they finished
their meal. The laughter seemed to have a cleansing effect. What
got into me last night?  The unanswered question nagged at
Keith, but he tried to shove it aside. Right now, he was just
grateful for the thaw in Rayna’s demeanor. Eventually he’d win her
back completely. It’s for damn sure I’ll never let anything like
that happen again.

“Thanks for bringing back the
permastore,” Rayna said after breakfast. “It means more to me now
than ever.”

“I understand. A legacy from your
grandfather.”

Rayna nodded. “Did you go through
everything?  All the tapes?”

“Listened to every one of them,” he
told her. “Went over the papers pretty thoroughly, too. I think I
finally have some idea of just what Mr. Al Frederick was doing all
those years. Probably a better idea than he ever had
himself.”

Rayna tilted her head to one side and
waited for him to continue. “Go on.”

“It’s pretty complicated stuff, Ray.
Like I said, I think I have a pretty good idea about what was
happening, but there’s no way to prove it, and the only guy who
could be considered an expert died 49 years ago.”

“You mean that physicist, ‘Azey,’ or
whatever his name was?”

“Yes. Alec Zorne. I don’t think even
he really knew what he was on to. I have the advantage of later
research into basic physics, research that validated a lot of
Zorne’s early work.”

Rayna looked carefully at Keith. “I
get the feeling that you don’t think I’ll be able to understand
you.”

Keith rubbed the back of his neck.
“It’s not exactly  that. It’s more that I’m not sure I know
how to say it so that you’ll understand what I think I
understand....”

Hearing his own words, Keith frowned,
then heaved a sigh. “Oh, hell, I don’t think I can confuse you much
more than I just did.”

“You’re probably right,” Rayna said,
“so please give the explanation a try.”

He rubbed his hands together and took
a deep breath. “Okay. Here goes. First of all, do you remember much
about the tapes where Al talks about Zorne’s theories?”

“Just a little,” Rayna said. “I can
listen to the tapes again, now that you’ve brought them back, but I
guess I could do with a short refresher course right
now.”

Keith nodded. “Well, basically,
Zorne’s theory involved two things:  unusual oscillations
associated with psychic activity, and something he called a
person’s ‘reality matrix’.”  He ticked the points off on his
fingers. “A reality matrix is a mathematical construct that Zorne
developed to reflect a person’s value system.”

Rayna’s brow was creased in
concentration. “How in the world could he reduce a person’s value
system to a mathematical construct?”

Keith shrugged. “I’m not sure just how
he did that. After all, what we have here are Al Frederick’s
papers, not Alec Zorne’s. The stuff is incomplete as far as Zorne’s
methods are concerned. All I know is that Zorne assigned numerical
values to attitudes—positive and negative—about  certain key
issues that he believed were basic to human
values.” 

Rayna arched her eyebrows and shook
her head. “Sounds like this Zorne character had a pretty high
opinion of himself. Takes quite an egotist to figure he can reduce
the human spirit to a bunch of numbers.”

“I don’t think he was an egotist, Ray.
Probably closer to a genius. Take a look at his book on
reality-matrix physics when you get the chance. He picked his list
of attitudes based on the work of leading experts in psychology,
sociology and other fields, too. Very eclectic. Anyway, he
recognized the fallibility of his system. Remember, he told your
grandfather he was still refining his technique for quantifying the
matrix, and....”

Rayna put her hands to her head.
“Okay, Keith, I’ll take your word for it. Hmmmm....”

“What is it?”

She tapped her lips with a forefinger.
“I was just wondering why he called it a ‘reality
matrix’.”

“He explained that in his book. Zorne
believed that people’s values affect the way they perceive reality.
You remember the old story about the optimist and the pessimist and
the half-glass of water?”

“Sure. The optimist says the glass is
half full, and the pessimist says it’s half empty.”

“Right. But Zorne thought a person’s
reality matrix could make even more fundamental differences in the
perception of reality.”

 Rayna closed her eyes and took a
breath. “Okay. Now what does all this have to do with Al—I guess
I’m still not quite used to the idea of calling him my
grandfather—what does this have to do with Al and whether he was
really able to change reality?”

Keith ran his fingers through his hair
and tried to arrive at a way of explaining the process
clearly.

“According to Zorne, certain types of
psychic phenomena occur when oscillations in the brain of a
‘sender’ cause harmonic vibrations in the mind of a
‘receiver.’  Zorne believed—and this was consistent with
information available in his day—that strong emotions sort of
supercharge the process.”

“You mean, emotions act like a kind of
amplifier?”

“That’s the general idea,” Keith
agreed. “Zorne found that the emotional boost was strongest when
something conflicted with a person’s reality matrix. In Al
Frederick’s case, that reality matrix apparently included some
pretty intense feelings about the world at large.”

“Hmmmm, yes, that sounds like Al,”
said Rayna. “We used to have these long talks about the way the
world was when he was younger. Even just talking about the past, he
could get pretty worked up. I know he got a big kick out of the
fact that so many of the things he’d hoped for years ago wound up
coming true, even though all the ‘experts’ of the late Twentieth
Century used to call his dreams impossible. Things like world peace
and a truly United Nations, for example, and....”

 Rayna scratched her head. “What
does that have to do with— Wait a minute!  Are you saying
that Al’s ideals gave him the psychic power to change the
world?”

“Not exactly, Ray. That’s an
oversimplification. His latent psychic ability was triggered when
something conflicted with his reality matrix—like when John Martin
Roberts was shot. The bigger the conflict, the stronger the
psycho-affective spike. It’s true that those spikes affected
reality, but your grandfather figured the changes were all
completely his doing—that whenever he got upset about something,
the world would just change to suit him.”

“Well,” Rayna began, “that’s what you
seem to be saying. That’s not right?”

“No, there was more to it. Zorne’s
papers show that one person alone can’t provide enough psychic
energy to change reality. What happened was, a psycho-affective
spike from your grandfather would cause harmonic vibrations in the
mind nets of people with compatible reality matrices. All these
vibrations together molded reality into a pattern consistent
with his reality matrix.”

Keith waited for Rayna to comment.
When she didn’t, he filled the silence with his own speculations.
“Now, if the Everett-Wheeler-Graham interpretation of quantum
mechanics applies here, it’s possible that the combined psychic
vibrations split reality into two coexisting branches. Of course,
under that theory, there’s also some branch of reality where
Roberts was never even born!”

Rayna looked at Keith,
wide-eyed.

 “On the other hand,” he
continued, “it may be that only one reality exists, after all, and
your grandfather directed it for 50 years. At the time Zorne died,
he was refining a hypothesis that combined a lot of the most
advanced physics concepts of his time with some new twists of his
own. His mathematics are pretty impressive, but, as Zorne himself
said, it’s really impossible for us to know for sure just how
closely all that corresponds with the way things actually
are.”

“Please stop!” Rayna said, rolling her
eyes. “I’m more confused than ever.”

Keith smiled and waved his hand.
“Never mind. Let’s forget about this, at least for now. I just
don’t know how to explain it any better.”

“But—”

“All I can tell you is that it looks
like the changes in reality depended not only on your grandfather
but also on the reactions of other people who cared about the same
things.”

“My head hurts!” Rayna
said.

Keith laughed and tentatively reached
out to her. Reluctantly, she stepped into his arms. He breathed a
sigh of relief as he felt her body relax against his.

“Don’t worry about all this,” he said,
continuing to hold her close. “It’s fascinating stuff—and worth
further research. But right now, it’s just a hypothesis. I’m not
really sure about any of it.”  Gently, he pushed her back to
arm’s length so that he could look into her eyes. “One thing I can
tell you:  Al Frederick and his psychic powers definitely
played a major role in shaping the modern world as we know
it.”

The corners of Rayna’s mouth drooped.
“Not the way it is today. Not with the things that have been
happening lately.”

“You mean like your friends’ getting
fired?”

She nodded. “Among other things. It’s
as if whatever Al managed to do, however he managed to improve the
world over the last 50 years, it’s all started coming apart since
he died.”

Keith stared at his feet, brushing the
sole of his right shoe back and forth across the carpet. “I’m not
happy about the Nitinol situation or what’s going on at your
school, Ray, but maybe it’s just as well that we’ve all been kicked
out of Eden.”

“What?” 

He looked up. “Think about it
objectively for a minute. All these years, Al Frederick’s been
making the big decisions for the world. Turning the universe into
his vision of Utopia. But maybe his Utopia isn’t
mine.”

“Go on,” she said, arms folded across
her chest.

He rose and walked to the sliding
glass door that opened onto Rayna’s patio. “Look at that,” he said,
jerking his head in the direction of the scene outside. “Look at
all these buildings. Apartments and co-ops and condominiums.
There’s someplace for everybody now. But  we’re all the
same!  There’s no real incentive to excel anymore. No
rewards for achievement.”

Rayna came up beside him as he
continued to look out the patio door. “Frankly,” he said, whirling
to face her, “I’m beginning to feel like a sucker. Look at me,
living in a ridiculous little apartment in a building that used to
be a house fit for a king!  A king, Rayna, not a bunch of
nobodies!”

She stared at him, lips mouthing some
inaudible protest.

“How do we know what great inventions
were never created,” he railed, “what wonderful opportunities we
never had?  How do we know what kind of place the world might
have been if Al Frederick had just let things alone?”

“Keith,” she said after several
uncomfortably quiet seconds, “I don’t under—”

“You don’t understand?  How could
you understand?  How can any of us understand?  We’re all
just babies, Rayna. Don’t you see that?  The world according
to Al Frederick was such a comfortable, easygoing place that we
never had the chance to grow up. We never got tough, because we
never needed to be tough. You don’t have to be tough to survive in
the Garden of Eden. Well, now that we’re out of the garden, I’m not
so sure he did us a favor!”

She backed away, her face pale.
“Keith, what I don’t understand is why you’re talking this way all
of a sudden. Unless....”

“Unless what?”

 The fear in her eyes made the
hair prickle at the back of his neck. “Maybe,” she said, “maybe
there’s more to what’s been happening than my grandfather’s death.
If he could change reality to match his vision of Utopia, maybe
other people have that ability, too.”   

Rayna didn’t have to say which people
she meant, which notion of the perfect world was making her shiver.
Keith knew the answers all too well. He squeezed his eyes shut and
tried to ignore the image that had sprung forth in his mind—the
image of Henry Tauber.

 

 


 Chapter 20: The Great Debate

 The debate was scheduled for
noon on Monday, Nov. 22, at the historic open-speech area of
downtown’s John Martin Roberts Park. Initially, only a small
audience was expected, as holovision coverage made public debates
easily accessible to those who preferred the comforts of home. It
was quite a shock, then, when the Police Department announced, on
the Friday before the big event, that because of unexpected
interest in the Milgrom-Rensselaer confrontation, tickets would be
carefully inspected, and only holders of valid ones would be
admitted to the open-speech area. Just thinking about the police
announcement chilled Rayna’s backbone with vague
foreboding.

A light breeze jostled branches and
flapped the bunting on the platform in the center of the
open-speech area. Fourteen students had joined her on the field
trip. Not too bad, she thought. All but eight of the students in
her class on contemporary American concerns. That’s a clear
majority for freedom of speech.

Heeding advice from a friend in the
Park Service, she had insisted on arriving an hour early. Even
shortly after 11 a.m., however, most of the 150 seats in the
semicircular rows around the speaker’s platform were already taken.
Unable to find 15 seats together, she grouped 12 students into
threesomes. The remaining pupils would sit with her. As they
awaited the start of the program, she reassured herself that all
was well by  making the rounds from one group to another
before she finally returned to her own seat, a few rows from the
back of the ticket-holders’ area.

The sun was nearing its zenith when
the official entourage left the recreation building—about 200 yards
distant—and began making its way to the concrete-and-woodstone
platform. The park’s open-speech center was one of the first
undertakings of Project New Start’s Youth Corps, established in the
aftermath of the 1971 riots. A very fitting place for a historic
debate, Rayna mused, pretending not to notice the nervous flutter
in her stomach.

 The area behind them was dense
with spectators now, as knots of people clustered in back of the
rope barricades the police had erected to separate the seated
ticket-holders from any curious onlookers who might wander by.
Rayna realized, however, that the throng she’d seen develop over
the past hour had to include more than the merely
curious.

A buzz, growing to a steady rumble,
oozed from the crowd as the speakers neared the platform. Rayna
strained to see as the contingent of three men and two women
mounted the steps to the stage. All but one, that is. Althea
Milgrom couldn’t use the steps. Instead, she directed her powered
wheelchair up a gently sloped ramp and took her place on the left
side of the podium. Imposing in his navy-and-red Merchant Fleet
uniform, Adm. Ethan O. Rensselaer sat on the opposite side of a
woodstone lectern.

“She’s a funny-looking old bird,” said
Damon Taylor, one of the students with Rayna. “Why’s she using that
chair?  She lose her MediNet card or something?”

 ”They can’t help her any more,
dummy!” said the dark-haired girl seated next to Damon. “Don’t you
know who that is?”  As usual, Ginny Winokis skipped the
niceties. “For Pete’s sake!  It’s Althea Milgrom!”

Damon’s face turned a deep crimson.
“Oh,” he muttered.

Rayna’s classes had been discussing
Milgrom and Rensselaer for days. The students knew about
Rensselaer’s years of service in the Asteroid Belt. They knew he’d
been honored for his courage and ingenuity in helping to establish
life domes on some of the most inhospitable of the colonized
asteroids. And, of course, they all knew about the accolades heaped
upon him for his handling of the Nitinol crisis.

The students also knew that, despite
the miracles of modern medicine, Althea Milgrom still needed her
wheelchair. The chair was a token of the multiple sclerosis that
plagued her from the age of 24. A vaccine developed 14 years later
led to treatment that halted progression of her MS, and other
treatments had managed to turn back some of her symptoms, but by
that time, her condition was too advanced to be fully
reversible.

Milgrom discovered that she had a
special aptitude for computers, and she worked hard to develop and
apply it. Five years ago, at age 62, she was appointed to head the
Consolidated Data Network—a job she had filled admirably and
without incident until she began to speak out about the Nitinol
controversy.

A tall, stout man dressed in a
loose-fitting gray business tunic and black trousers whispered to
the others on the stage and then approached the lectern.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “I’m
Franklin Wentworth, chairman of the Los Angeles Public Issues
Society. Our organization is dedicated to the proposition that full
and open discussion of controversial public policy questions is the
hallmark of our democracy.”

He stopped talking and scanned the
audience—rather nervously, Rayna thought. She unfastened her
cardigan, enjoying the unexpectedly balmy climate. Must be close
to 75, she thought as Wentworth introduced the speakers and
others on the dais. And the weather man said it wouldn’t get
past the mid 60s today!  She inhaled deeply. It felt good
to be here. There was nothing quite like seeing one of these
debates live.
It’s not just what you hear or see. It’s knowing that what’s
around you is more than a holographic projection—knowing that it’s
real!

A sudden bump jarred her out of her
reverie. “Stop fidgeting, Damon,” she urged as her student
contorted his body for a better view of the stage. He stopped
squirming but looked puzzled.

“What is it?” she
whispered.

“I was just trying to see where they
set up the sound-envelope generator.”

Rayna sighed and patted Damon on the
shoulder. “Save your investigation of the sound equipment for some
other time. We’re here for the debate.”

He scowled but settled down. Rayna
couldn’t help smiling. Lately, Damon had lost the enthusiasm and
creative energy she remembered from last year. At least, now he was
actively interested in something.

And the sound system here was a marvel
of acoustical engineering, a new design especially suited to
outdoor performances. It was based on a special field, a “sound
envelope,” within which the sound from the stage was modulated so
that it could be heard at normal, conversational volume. Outside
the field, sounds remained unaltered—and thus, often
unheard.

Rayna pulled her sweater close about
her throat. True, the sound-envelope generator was a wonderful
innovation, but using it today?  Presumably, the rope barriers
indicated the limits of the sound envelope. All those people beyond
the ropes would be cut off from the sound as effectively as if they
were outside a building looking in. Yet only a few cords of twisted
fibers separated them from the speakers and ticketed
guests—including Rayna and her students.

“As you know,” Wentworth was saying,
“Earth’s energy systems were recently dealt a serious blow by the
diversion of a shipment of Nitinol wire and by colonial demands for
triple payment.”

Was that an unhappy protest from the
crowd behind her?  Rayna twisted around for a look. The people
behind the ropes made her nervous.

“Both of today’s guests are very well
informed about the situation,” Wentworth announced, “but they have
come to quite different conclusions about what to do.”

“We know all about Milgrom’s
conclusions!” a voice called out. “She wants to sell us out to the
rock farmers!”

Although the comment was loud and
clear to Rayna, Wentworth either didn’t hear, or else he chose to
ignore it.

“And now,” the moderator continued,
“it is my pleasure to present our speakers. They have agreed that
Adm. Rensselaer will make his presentation first.”

Rensselaer slowly rose to his full
height, walked to the lectern, and shook hands with Wentworth, who
then joined the others seated at the rear of the stage.

Rensselaer recited the standard
thank-you’s to Wentworth and his organization, then slowly
scrutinized the audience with an almost hypnotic gaze. Rayna’s
flesh erupted into goose bumps. I could swear he’s looking
directly at me. Of course, that was just her imagination. Good
eye contact was a basic public-speaking technique. Still, she had
never before encountered anyone who did it quite so
effectively.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Rensselaer
said in a commanding baritone, “energy is the lifeblood of our
planet. Without it, most of the advances of the modern world would
have been impossible. Without it, most of the things we now accept
as commonplace would be useless.”  Again, the turn of the
head, the establishment of eye contact with a new section of the
audience. “Energy is of vital importance in every facet of our
lives, from transportation, to medicine, to agriculture. Yes, even
to production of the very food we put into the mouths of our
children.”

 Rayna heard a groan to her right
and quickly shot Ginny a stern look, but the teacher couldn’t help
being pleased by her student’s recognition of Rensselaer’s brand of
old-fashioned political posturing.

“Decades ago,” the admiral was saying,
“Earth established colonies in the Asteroid Belt. Among the raw
materials we found on the asteroids were rich deposits of nickel
and titanium, the elements needed to produce the Nitinol we must
use to meet most of our present energy needs. By mutual consent, we
developed healthy trade relations with those colonies.”

Rayna craned her neck until she
finally spotted her other students in the audience. The separation
couldn’t be helped, but it made her uneasy to be so far from some
of her charges.

“I am proud to say that I was
instrumental in helping to establish some of those colonies,” said
Rensselaer, “but I’m not proud of what the colonists are doing
today. By holding our Nitinol supplies for ransom, they have
committed nothing less than an act of war!”

Rayna bent her head and closed her
eyes. Rensselaer’s position on the Nitinol question was well-known
and shared by many throughout the world, but that didn’t make her
like it any better. The speech continued in the same, familiar
vein:  The colonists had hijacked property bound for Earth, in
clear violation of the laws of interplanetary trade. They had been
unresponsive or threatening in their communications with Earth.
They demanded a price increase that would bankrupt some nations and
cause severe economic repercussions all over the world.

As he spoke, he grew more animated and
his language became simpler. Simple words for simple solutions,
Rayna thought.

“I say it’s time for action!” he said,
index finger stabbing the air. “We have the power to starve the
colonies into submission!”

While the resultant buzz remained
low-key, the number of nodding heads around her tightened Rayna’s
colon, and a backward glance confirmed that many of those behind
the ropes were all for Rensselaer’s point of view:  She could
see placards—even one holographic sign—bearing anti-colony slogans,
and some in the crowd appeared to be yelling or cheering, despite
the fact that they could hear little if any of what Rensselaer had
to say.

Damon nudged Rayna:  “I thought
the colonies made their own food.”

Rayna nodded. “Yes, but they need
supplies from Earth to keep producing it.” 

Once again, she searched the audience
until she located her other students. She had instructed them to
meet her after the debate at the Trans-Mat center on the north side
of the park, but she didn’t like the way things were going at all,
and....  None of that, now. Stop worrying. Everything’s going
to work out just fine.

“If the colonies still won’t listen to
reason,” Rensselaer continued with a hushed earnestness that seemed
all the more powerful for its lack of volume, “if they still insist
on robbing us of our Nitinol supplies, then we have no
choice:  We’ll have to resort to force.”

The admiral’s face was grave as his
eagle-eyes examined the audience. It’s almost as if he’s
measuring every one of us for a soldier’s uniform, Rayna
thought, an icy chill  once more ascending her
spine.

“I believe in this planet,” he said,
voice heavy with emotion. “I believe in free trade with the
colonies. But I don’t believe in submitting to a cowardly enemy who
threatens our very way of life!  If that means full-scale war,
then so be it!”

With a curt nod to Wentworth, the
admiral pivoted smartly and returned to his seat as a loud cheer,
audible despite the barrier formed by the sound envelope, erupted
from behind the ropes.

“My folks really like Rensselaer,”
Damon said as Wentworth waited for the audience to finish
applauding. “That’s why they let me come here today.”

“My parents like him, too,” said
Ginny, “but he makes me kind of nervous. Did you see how he
limps?”

“How come his limp bothers you, but
you don’t seem to mind her being a cripple?  The admiral’s a
hero. but that Milgrom creep, she’s just a sickie.”

“Damon, you’re the
biggest—”

“Now, cut it out, you two!” Rayna
ordered. “This is neither the time nor the place for that sort of
thing. Besides...” she tried to ignore the churning sensation in
her belly “...I need your help. I want you to help me keep track of
the others. This is a big crowd—a lot bigger than anyone
expected—and I’d feel much better if we could all get away from
here and back to school as soon as the speeches are
over.”

Ginny and Damon glared at each other
for several long seconds before agreeing to cooperate. When they
turned their frowning faces back toward the podium, Rayna knew they
were inspired more by their anger at one another than by any
interest in Wentworth’s introductory remarks about Althea
Milgrom.

Wentworth pressed a button on the side
of the lectern, which slowly descended to the proper height for
someone who was sitting down. Milgrom then glided up and began to
speak. Moments later, however, she stopped, looked over the left
arm of her wheelchair and reached down toward the bottom of her
seat.

“Please bear with me,” she said
against a hardly audible electronic hum. In a smooth motion, the
chair brought her to a standing position behind the lowered
lectern.

“Ah,” she said, patting the strap that
secured her to the now-vertical support that, moments before, had
looked like a standard wheelchair, “that’s better. An adjustable
lectern is fine, but today I think I prefer rising to the
occasion!”

Despite the murmur that rippled
through the “official” audience, Rayna was sure she detected
catcalls and derisive shouts from behind the ropes, the uninvited
jeers muffled by interference from the electronic boundary of the
sound envelope.

“First,” Milgrom said, “I want to
assure you that, like Adm. Rensselaer, I consider the present
situation extremely serious. Where the admiral and I part company
is on the question of what to do about it.”

“You part company with most of the
rest of the world on that, too, lady,” Damon said to himself, not
bothering to speak in a whisper.

“You may be right, young man,” Milgrom
said without rancor, “but being different isn’t the same thing as
being wrong.”  Damon’s eyes grew round as he realized the
speaker was addressing him. “Don’t forget,” she added, “this sound
envelope is multi-directional:  You can hear me without my
having to shout, but, as you just found out, I can hear you,
too.”

Damon watched his shoes scuff the
ground as Milgrom continued.

  “The admiral says, we need
energy in order to use most of our modern technology. He’s right.
But I assure you, energy is not the only vital need in our
society. Information and its partner, communication, are equally—if
not more—important. I see it every day. After all, the CDN is the
central nervous system of our information and communication
network, not only on Earth but also in the colonies.”

While those in the ticket-holding
audience listened politely, the catcalls and booing from behind the
rope barrier continued. It wasn’t Milgrom’s words that prompted the
heckling, though. Rayna was sure that most of those behind the
barrier couldn’t hear her. No, the problem was that Milgrom stood
for conciliation in a world that wanted action—any
action.

“I believe in communication,” Milgrom
said. “Maybe that’s because there was a time when about the only
thing I could do was communicate. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t use
my hands. I couldn’t even talk. So communication wasn’t exactly
simple. I used to signal in Morse Code by blinking my eyes, and I
could only do that for a little while at a time, because it would
exhaust me.”

She shook her head slowly from side to
side. “No matter how hard it was, though, it was always worth the
effort. You see, it was communication that kept me human, and it
was my desire to join with the rest of humanity in the business of
living that made me stubborn enough to hold on until the scientists
could reverse the worst of my symptoms.”

The hostility behind the rope
notwithstanding, the audience within the sound envelope was hushed
with respect.

“Now, then,” said Milgrom, “as head of
the CDN, it’s my job to make sure that the physical lines of
communication remain open. I think it’s the job of our political
and economic leaders to make sure the human lines of communication
stay open as well.” 

She hesitated for a moment, eyes
traversing the audience in small, discreet leaps from one face to
another. “That’s why I continue to believe that we must contact the
colonies again—especially since my preliminary examination of CDN
transmission records suggests there may have been some irregularity
involved in the earlier messages.”

Rayna’s jaw dropped. Irregularities in
communication with the colonies?  Could that have anything to
do with Tauber and company?  Keith had been pretty
closed-mouthed concerning the details of what Tauber was doing, but
he did mention something about the CDN. Could Milgrom have
uncovered the thread that would unravel Tauber’s plan?

Rayna was still thinking about the
possibilities when a commotion erupted behind her. The bared teeth
and shaking fists in the unofficial crowd made her gasp. When she
turned back to the stage, a skinny teenager in a Park Service
uniform was whispering something to Wentworth. The moderator’s face
blanched, and he rushed to where Milgrom stood, waiting for the
disturbance to subside. Though he was addressing the CDN director,
not the audience, the sound envelope transmitted his words
distinctly:  “Sorry, Mrs. Milgrom, but I really don’t think
you should continue under the circumstances. We just got word that
the missing Nitinol has been destroyed.”

Rayna fought down a spike of nausea.
An angry roar spread through the audience, despite Wentworth’s
attempt to restore calm. As Milgrom adjusted her wheelchair to its
normal position, someone shouted something that Rayna couldn’t make
out in the growing din. Milgrom heard  it, though. She flushed
and started to answer, but before she could respond, the throng
behind the rope broke through.

Rayna pushed Ginny and Damon away from
the mob and directed them toward the Trans-Mat center. With dry
mouth and racing pulse, she combed the crowd for her other
students. Shoving and squeezing through a crush of humanity, she
managed to locate all but the last trio—the three who had found
seats in the first row.

Tim, Lyna and Jason were near the
stage when she spotted them. For the moment, at least, they were in
the clear. Good kids. They’re  heading for the Trans-Mat
center. She held her breath and hurried toward them, but as she
passed the stage-access ramp, a menacing voice behind her called
out:  “There’s the traitor!”  As she glanced back, a
Goliath brandishing a makeshift club crashed into her.

“Outta the way,” he shouted, “unless
you wanna get some of what she’s got coming!”

That’s when Rayna saw Althea Milgrom
at the foot of the ramp, struggling unsuccessfully to coax her
wheelchair along the path to the recreation building. A policeman
had spotted Milgrom, too, and was trying to get through the mob,
but he was several yards away. Meanwhile, the club-wielder had
turned from Rayna to the CDN director. A few more feet, and Goliath
would be within striking range. Instinctively, Rayna grabbed his
right forearm, dropped to the ground and rolled. Off balance, he
stumbled and fell.

An instant later, he jumped to his
feet, eyes ablaze, and turned on Rayna. “Bitch!” he yelled, waving
the club over her head. She had to do something. Fast. But her mind
was a blank. The moment was frozen, and her reason with it. All she
knew was that the back of her head hurt. The sounds of the crowd
melted into one another, as if the world were drifting
away.

“I believe your quarrel is with me,
sir,” Althea Milgrom’s dignified voice cut through the mental
fog.

As the assailant turned to face
Milgrom, Ethan Rensselaer seized the would-be attacker’s arms and
wrenched them behind his back.

“Are you all right?” Milgrom asked,
having maneuvered her wheelchair to where the dazed Rayna lay.
Rayna looked up into Milgrom’s concerned brown eyes and grasped an
arm of the chair in an effort to pull herself to a sitting
position. A wheel began to rotate, and Milgrom quickly engaged the
brake.

“Oh,” said Rayna, “I’ll be fine. I
just need....”

Furrowing her brow, Rayna leaned
against the side of the wheelchair and reached back to touch the
sore spot on her head. She squinted in a vain attempt to clear her
suddenly cloudy vision, then abandoned the effort and permitted the
cloud to engulf her as she slid to the ground.


Chapter 21: Bed Rest

 “It most certainly was something,”
Althea Milgrom insisted, her dark eyes gleaming. “You saved my
life!” 

Rayna turned her head slightly on the
pillow of her hospital bed and lowered her eyelids.

“We both know it’s true, Miss Kingman.
The man would have killed me. And you stopped him. So, once
again, I thank you.”  She cut off Rayna’s response with an
upturned hand. “Now you say, ‘you’re welcome,’ and leave it at
that. No more denials.”

Rayna studied her visitor for a
moment, then laughed at herself. “I guess if you put it like that,
I’ll just have to say you’re more than welcome.”

“That’s better. Now, tell me about
those students of yours. Did they make it home all
right?”

“They’re fine,” Rayna said. “When I
didn’t show up at the park’s Trans-Mat center, as we’d arranged,
they had the good sense to go back to school and have the principal
track me down.”

“Hmmmm, yes, it’s a good thing they
didn’t go into that mob looking for you. There were 30 or 40
casualties, I understand—several of them very serious.” 
Milgrom shook her head. “I told them I didn’t like the idea of
keeping people out of the open-speech area like that. The ones
behind the ropes couldn’t hear what anyone was saying; so 
there was no way to defuse things once word got around about the
Nitinol being destroyed.”

“You think it would have made a
difference if they could have heard?”

Milgrom hesitated before answering. “I
want to say, ‘of course!’ but the truth is, I don’t know. I
do know that the ropes and the sound barrier didn’t help
matters.”

“When I got the tickets,” Rayna said,
“they told me they had to set things up that way because of the
sound generator’s limited range. They wanted ticket-holders to have
first priority when it came to getting seats inside the
envelope.”

Milgrom raised her eyebrows and cocked
her head. “Yes, I suppose that seemed the best way to handle it at
the time.”  She took a long, slow breath, then released the
air through pursed lips and flashed a smile, her face glowing with
a warmth that touched something very deep within Rayna. “I’m just
glad you felt well enough to see me today, Miss Kingman. A
concussion can be very serious, and they say your head hit the
ground pretty hard. Now tell me the truth:  How are you
feeling?”

“Oh, I’m doing fine, and....” 
The skeptical look in Milgrom’s eye stopped Rayna before she could
complete a sentence. “Well, to be perfectly honest,” she resumed,
“I feel rotten. I’ve been here two days, and I keep getting these
headaches, and they won’t give me anything for the pain. It’s
wearing me out.”

Milgrom gestured sympathetically.
“They have to be very careful when there’s any chance of serious
brain injury. They don’t want anything to mask the
symptoms.”

Rayna grunted. “Not much consolation
when you hurt.”

“No, indeed.”  Milgrom gazed at
her for a few seconds. “You’re in pain right now, aren’t
you?”  Rayna closed her eyes, her fingers curling tightly into
fists. That was answer enough for Milgrom, who reached out and
covered Rayna’s left hand with her own. “I’m so sorry,” she
said.

“It’s all right. I can handle it. I
know it’s just temporary. They’re giving me some new medication
that they say will have me back to normal in another day or two. In
fact, I just read a CDN medical bulletin about all the success
they’ve been having with the drug. But you do have to put up
with recurrent headaches for a while. I think my biggest problem is
that I hate being laid up like this. It makes you feel
so—vulnerable.”

Milgrom smiled a bittersweet smile. “I
know what you mean. When my MS was at its worst, just before they
discovered the vaccine, I was almost completely bedridden. It made
me crazy. If it hadn’t been for a newspaperman I met when I was
still working for Computer Applications, I probably would have
given up altogether.”

Rayna massaged her temples gently.
“Oh?”

“Yes,” said Milgrom, “he was quite a
friend just when I needed one the most. Worked right here in Los
Angeles. San Fernando Valley, actually. Name of Alan
Frederick....  Why, Miss Kingman, what’s the matter?” 
Rayna’s heart was in her  throat as she stared at her visitor.
“I’ll get a nurse,” Milgrom said, heading her wheelchair toward the
door.

“No, no,” Rayna croaked. “I can call a
nurse myself if I need one, but I don’t.”  She attempted a
smile of reassurance. “I’m all right. It’s just that—well, you
caught me by surprise when you mentioned Al Frederick.”

“You knew him?”

Rayna grunted. “I guess you could say
that.”  She paused and  took a deep breath. “I’m his
granddaughter.”

Milgrom returned to Rayna’s bedside.
“Really!” she said. “His granddaughter!  How wonderful!” 
She smiled wistfully. “I honestly think your grandfather saved my
life just as surely as you did. Seems I owe quite a debt to your
family!”  Rayna waved a hand at Milgrom, who seemed to be lost
in her own thoughts. “I used to love talking with him. He was
interested in just about everything, and I think we talked about it
all at one time or another, from the state of the world to the
state of my MS.”  She laughed at some private memory. “After
we finally got him over his beginner’s jitters, he even got to
enjoy talking about computers and technology.”

Rayna struggled to concentrate on her
visitor’s words, despite the throbbing inside her skull.

“Of course, Al never believed in the
kind of sterile, computer-run society that some people were
predicting in those days,” Milgrom continued. “Definitely
not!  He always insisted that computers and robots should be
used to enhance  human creativity and opportunities for
individual growth—not replace them.”

Rayna mumbled some vague, indistinct
response.

“That man had real vision, Miss
Kingman.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well...” Milgrom put a finger to her
lower lip, “...like his ideas about the role of human beings in a
computerized society—about the importance of keeping the human
spirit human, even when technology made it tempting to treat people
and robots like interchangeable labor units. A world that has a
meaningful place for everyone—that’s what he believed
in.”

A sudden stab of pain made Rayna
wince, and her guest drew in a sharp breath.

“How thoughtless of me!” said Milgrom.
“You’re feeling miserable, and I’m just babbling on and on.” 
She released the brakes on her wheelchair. “I’d better go and let
you get some rest.”

“No, please,” Rayna said, grabbing
Milgrom’s hand. “My head will hurt whether you’re here or not, and
I’ve done almost nothing but rest for two days. Please stay a
little longer.”

Milgrom looked at her
uncertainly.

“Please,” Rayna reiterated. “Tell me
more about how you met my grandfather.”

“Well, if you’re sure about this….”
Milgrom examined Rayna carefully, her eyes remaining watchful and
concerned as she resumed speaking.

“I was 24 when I first met him 
back in ’78. I was new at Computer Applications, and the company
had just installed a computer system at the old Valley Star.
You’ve heard of the paper?”

Rayna started to nod, then stopped
abruptly as a painful pressure reminded her to limit her head
movements. “I’ve heard of it,” she said.

“Then you probably know your
grandfather worked on the copy desk there. He wasn’t too happy
about switching over to a computer system.”  Milgrom grinned.
“He kept arguing that copy pencils were still the best way to edit.
Insisted he wouldn’t use a computer terminal until you could put
one behind your ear.”

“That sounds like him,” Rayna
agreed.

“My job was to teach the staff how to
use the new equipment. Al Frederick was my most reluctant student,
but he turned out to be my biggest success story. Once he learned
the system, he became the liaison between the Star and
Computer Applications.”

Milgrom stopped. “Are you sure you’re
all right?  You look very pale.”

“It’s just this headache,” Rayna
explained. “The headaches can get pretty bad for a while, but then
they ease off on their own. It’ll be fine. Please go
on.”

Milgrom sighed, hesitating despite
Rayna’s assurances.

“You sound as if you knew my
grandfather very well,” Rayna prodded.

“Not really,” Milgrom answered after a
moment’s hesitation. “He used to talk a lot about the world in
general but very little about himself. He always said I was a good
audience, though.”

“Did you see each other much after you
finished training the Star staff?”

“Actually, we didn’t see each other at
all for a long time. My MS was diagnosed a few months later, and I
was off work for quite a while after that.”

“That must have been hard for you,”
she said. “Did they send you to the employment service for
retraining when you got back on your feet?”

Milgrom laughed. “Well, I wasn’t very
steady on my feet when I got back, but no, they never sent
me to the employment service. No need. Turns out, I was in the
perfect profession.”

“What do you mean?”

“This damn disease affected almost
every part of my body at one time or another,” said Milgrom.
“Things never seemed to stay the same for long. For some people,
that might make it impossible to stay in the same line of work, but
so many things are computer-related that Computer Applications was
able to transfer me from one kind of job to another, depending on
my physical condition. If I needed more training or special
equipment, they gave it to me.” She shook her head appreciatively.
“They really were wonderful.

“Today,” she continued, “we take it
for granted that people with disabilities can get retraining when
they need it, just like everybody else. But not back then. The
employment service programs were still being developed, and most
people like me had a terrible time finding and keeping decent jobs.
The world seemed to pity us or treat us like superheroes just for
trying to live a normal life. Even worse, they ignored us or
treated us like infants. I remember going to a restaurant once with
your grandfather. When the waitress came to take our order she
asked him—not me—what I wanted to eat!”

Rayna closed her eyes and tried to
focus on the conversation instead of the ache in her
head.

“As it turns out, all the training and
experience I got at Computer Applications helped prepare me for
what I’m doing now. After all,” said Milgrom, “running the CDN is
really the biggest computer job in the world.”

Rayna opened her eyes again. “So when
did you see my grandfather again?”

“Well, let’s see now. About six or
seven years after we installed the Star’s computer system, their
management decided to upgrade. Al was still the liaison to Computer
Applications, and so he was the one who made all the arrangements
from the newspaper’s side.”

“And you were the one Computer
Applications put in charge?”

“Not in charge,” Milgrom said, “but Al
did ask for me to teach the new system. All this happened when I
was between attacks. I was already using a wheelchair, but I’d been
stable for about two years. I was checked out on the new system,
and I was completely qualified to instruct the Star staff
again, just as I had originally. Except for one thing, that
is.”

Rayna arched her eyebrows. “And that
was?”

“Stairs. The Valley Star
offices were in an old two-story building that was remodeled around
1981, more for appearance than function. The way things were
rearranged, most of the computer equipment wound up on the second
floor, and there wasn’t any elevator.”

Rayna frowned.

“You look irritated,” said Milgrom.
“Just think how I felt. I’d worked very hard to get where I
was. I was intelligent, highly qualified, and damn good at my job,
but I couldn’t do that job just because some architect or builder
or business manager had decided that a slick new look was
necessary, but an elevator was a luxury!  It wasn’t the first
time I’d run into that sort of thing, of course, but it always made
me so angry.  I wasn’t always exactly polite about telling
people so, either. But in those days, you had to yell if you wanted
to be heard.”

Rayna could hardly picture this
good-natured woman with the fashionably silver-streaked, slate-gray
hair as an angry young rebel. On the other hand, she thought, maybe
it was a rebel spirit that drove Milgrom to speak out about the
Nitinol crisis.

“I think your grandfather was almost
as angry about the stair problem as I was.”

 “I’m not surprised. The Star
should have put in an elevator.”

“That’s what your grandfather said.
They did it, too, but not for a few years. You know, I see a lot of
Al Frederick in you.”  Milgrom blinked and inhaled deeply.
“Anyway, I saw Al from time to time after that. At least I could
still service the Valley Star account as long as they didn’t need
me upstairs, and he made a point of asking for me. We got together
socially on occasion, too. And whenever I had a problem, it seemed
he was there to encourage me. It’s been at least 10 years since I
saw him last, though.”

Milgrom gazed across the room, looking
at nothing in particular. “He was an unusual man, Miss Kingman.
Once, when I was in the hospital with an especially bad attack, he
came to visit. I remember because he was particularly philosophical
that day. He told me he’d figured out the root of the world’s
problems.”

“Yes, I remember,” Rayna said. “He
used to tell me the same thing. He blamed nearly everything on
fear. One day I told him I thought greed and anger might have
something to do with it, but he said no. He agreed that guilt might
complicate the picture a little, but he insisted that fear was the
main culprit. He said most problems would disappear if you could
just get people to stop being afraid all the time.”

Milgrom nodded. “All I know is that he
sure helped me get over my fears that day.”

“You said you haven’t seen him for 10
years?”

“That’s right,” said Milgrom. “I could
sure use his moral support these days, too. How is he?”

Rayna blinked and massaged her
temples. The pain, which she had almost succeeded in ignoring, was
now demanding her attention, pounding insistently against the
inside of her cranium. “He died in April.”

The director of the CDN stiffened in
her chair, and her eyes grew moist. She sniffed a few times, then
swallowed in an obvious effort to regain her composure.

“You must have been very fond of him,”
Rayna said. “I didn’t realize—”

Milgrom raised a hand and shook her
head. “It’s all right,” she said. “I didn’t realize it myself until
just now. As I told you, I didn’t know him terribly well, but he
was very important to me at a critical time in my life. Almost a
father figure. The funny thing is, I don’t know if he ever realized
what a difference he made.”

Rayna closed her eyes. He knew he
made a difference, she thought, but not the kind you’re
talking about.

A signal from the communicator at
Rayna’s bedside halted any further discussion. Rayna covered her
face with her hands, then swept her hair back before accepting the
call. The visage of a young hospital volunteer formed on the large,
flat screen mounted on the wall across from the bed.

“Yes,” Rayna said, “what is
it?”

“There’s an urgent message for you,
Miss Kingman. From a Mr. Carlson at the Brandemar Learning Center.
He said to tell you he’s very sorry. He said he tried everything he
could think of, but no one would listen. He said you’d know what he
meant.”

Milgrom looked inquiringly at Rayna,
who was shaking her head in confusion.

“Oh, and there’s another message, too,
Miss Kingman. A visi-gram. Came in about an hour ago. It’s from the
Board of Education. You have quite a few get-well messages, too. Do
you want them now?”

Rayna waved her right hand in a
gesture of dismissal. “No, thanks,” she said, an emptiness gripping
her chest, “but I’d better take a look at that visi-gram
now.”

“Certainly, Miss Kingman. Activating
transmission.”

Milgrom and Rayna watched in silence
as the volunteer’s image blinked off the screen, to be replaced by
the likeness of Elinor Sinclair, president of the Los Angeles Board
of Education.

“My dear Miss Kingman,” Sinclair
began, a carefully drawn look of concern on her face, “the members
of the Los Angeles Board of Education have asked me to convey their
sincerest regrets over your injuries and their best wishes for your
speedy recovery.” 

Rayna examined the impeccably groomed,
golden-haired woman behind the antique wood desk and wondered what
it was about the school-board president’s manner that seemed to add
an unspoken “but” to the end of the get-well message.

“Under the circumstances, of course,
we don’t want to risk your health by a premature return to the
classroom. We urge you to take as much time as may be necessary for
a full and complete recovery.”

Rayna’s heartbeat grew louder with
each word.

“In fact,” Sinclair said, her
expression calculated to convey just the right note of
friendliness, “we think you might be well-advised to take the
remainder of the school year off.”

As Rayna watched, her fingers tensed
and curled and pulled themselves into fists.

“We have decided,” Sinclair continued,
“that no formal disciplinary action will be instituted for the poor
judgment you displayed by taking students to the scene of a
potential riot. However, we trust you understand that we think it
unwise for you to return to your duties at the Brandemar Learning
Center until further notice.”

Anger clamped Rayna’s jaws together,
stoking the pain in her head. Sinclair inhaled deeply and affected
an insincere smile.

“Once again, Miss Kingman, we wish you
a speedy recovery. On behalf of the students, parents and staff of
the Brandemar Learning Center and the entire Los Angeles Schools
Consortium, we thank you for your past services, and we wish you
well in your future endeavors.”

Rayna’s nails were digging into her
palms by the time Sinclair disappeared from the screen. Suddenly,
she began to laugh. It began as a simple chuckle, but it gathered
momentum, like a snowball rolling down a mountain slope, until it
became a nearly hysterical shriek. Then, as quickly as it started,
the laughter died.

“They did it,” Rayna said to no one in
particular. “Elinor Sinclair can dress it up in fancy clothes and
put on a show, but the simple truth is, the Board of Education just
told me I’m an irresponsible and unfit teacher.”  Her temples
pulsed in fury as a single tear escaped the corner of her
eye.

She turned to Milgrom and smiled
bitterly:  “They just fired me.”

 


 Chapter 22: Celebration

 “To the future!” a beaming
Tauber toasted.

Keith quickly downed his glass of
whiskey, but his mood remained sour. He drank not in celebration
but in a desperate hope that the liquor’s fire could blot out the
chill that ran through him whenever he thought about his last
meeting with Rayna. Picturing her lying in that hospital bed, he
raged first at the monster who put her there and then at
himself.

It should have been me, he
thought. I’m supposed to be the one taking the
risks.

“How about another one?” Tauber
suggested, holding out the Spacefarer’s bottle. “Things are looking
good....  Oh, I see how it is. You’re still worried about your
girlfriend.”

Keith looked at Tauber, then slid his
glass across the table for a refill. With a curt nod, he gulped the
second drink as quickly as he had the first.

“She’ll be all right, Daniels. Didn’t
the doctors tell you that?”

Keith stared into his empty glass.
“That’s what they said,” he agreed.

“Well, then....  Help me
celebrate!  I don’t know how that rumor about the Nitinol
being destroyed got started, but I wish I could claim the credit.
I’ve never seen people so mad!”

Keith glared. “You mean like the creep
who went after Althea Milgrom and tried to clobber
Rayna?”

 “Oh, come on, Daniels!  You
know I didn’t want that to happen. Hell, if anything happened to
Milgrom now, we’d have to find a new goat. We need her as a
lightning rod—at least for a while.”  Keith’s stomach rose as
he recognized the sinister glint in Tauber’s eye. Just what was he
up to now?  “But thanks to your girlfriend, nothing did
happen. So stop worrying!” 

Keith took a deep breath. Maybe Tauber
was right. Maybe Tauber was right about a lot of things.
Maybe.... 

He shook his head suddenly.

“What’s the matter?  Let’s have
it, Daniels. I feel too good right now to let you—or anybody
else—spoil things.”

“What’s there to feel good
about?”

Tauber grinned. “Just about
everything, I’d say. It’s all going just the way I planned. Except
for this rumor about blowing up the Nitinol.”  A shadow of
concern darkened the ex-merchanter’s face but disappeared almost as
soon as Keith noticed it.

“I have to admit, things sure have
changed over the past few months.”

“Damn right,” said Tauber , “and
they’ll change a lot more before I’m through!”

Keith shook his head doubtfully.
“Listen, Hank, I know you’re a bright guy. But it takes more than
one man with brains to pull off what you say you’ve pulled off.
You’d need an awful lot of people on your side—people in important
places.”

 Tauber’s smug laugh took Keith
by surprise, and he shifted about uneasily under the long, silent
gaze that followed.

“You mean you—”

“I mean we have allies, Daniels—lots
of them. People in positions you’d never guess. Did you think all I
had to work with was the likes of Wraggon and Barnard?”

“Well....”

Tauber grunted derisively. “Listen,
pal, I’m not the only guy the Merchant Fleet screwed. There’s a
whole lot of us who worked the Asteroid Belt and got kicked in the
ass for our troubles.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning I—we—have friends out there
who think like we do. Friends with power. Friends who have
important jobs outside the Fleet but who remember enough about what
it was like to want a change. And to know what it takes to make
that change happen.”  Tauber rested a friendly hand on Keith’s
shoulder. “Hell, Daniels, you’re one of our allies yourself. Not a
merchanter with a grudge, of course, but something just as good.
You’re a lawyer representing merchanters with a grudge. You have
any idea what those lawsuits you set in motion are doing to the
court system?”

Keith smiled uncomfortably. In the
past two months, he’d initiated legal actions on behalf of five
merchanters, in addition to laying the groundwork for a massive
class-action suit against the Merchant Fleet and the colonies.
These would be precedent-setting cases—cases that would encourage
additional suits and burden the Fleet and the legal system with
enormous paperwork, even if the cases all were ultimately
dismissed. He wasn’t proud of himself. Although one or two of the
individual cases had some merit, most were merely nuisances. But
Tauber loved it all.

“We’ll string ’em up by their
bureaucratic peckers,” he told Keith happily. “They’ll be so busy
in court they won’t even notice what else is going on.”  He
gave Keith’s shoulder a friendly pat, letting his hand linger for a
moment. As Keith’s eyes met his, Tauber’s face grew pale, and he
snatched his hand away as if he’d been scorched.

For all practical purposes, Keith was
now the legal adviser to Operation Strong Man. More than that,
Tauber seemed to regard the attorney as his personal
confidant.

Rayna knew little of this. Keith had
told her only about gaining Tauber’s confidence. The lawsuits
hadn’t progressed far enough to be reported by any of the news
watch services yet, though it was just a matter of time before that
happened. Keith’s throat grew dry as he thought again about Rayna.
Sitting here in Tauber’s apartment, toasting the success of
Tauber’s plans with Tauber’s whiskey, Keith felt acutely disloyal
to the woman in that hospital bed. Yet, when he was with Rayna, he
couldn’t help feeling a pang of disloyalty to Tauber. He clenched
his jaw and rubbed the back of his neck.

  This isn’t the way
it was supposed to be. I was just going to get friendly with
Tauber, and....  And what?  And expose the wrongdoers,
just like the heroes in those old holotapes I used to watch when I
was a kid?  Well, I guess it’s about time I learned that real
life isn’t a holotape. In the holotapes, the heroes never got
confused about which side they were on.

“You have any cherry licorice?” he
asked.

Tauber laughed. “When you gonna give
up that stuff?” he responded. “You know, you’re a big boy now,
and—”

Tauber’s discourse was cut off by the
doorbell. He rose grudgingly and cued the viewer to reveal his
guest, then stared at the image as the bell rang again, a sense of
urgency somehow coming through in the measured, computer-simulated
tones.

“Jesus, Ethan, what are you doing
here?” Tauber finally said as he opened the door and pulled a
wary-looking Ethan Rensselaer into the apartment. Dressed in
nondescript civilian clothes, the Merchant Fleet admiral obviously
didn’t want to be recognized.

“What am I doing here?” Rensselaer
repeated, looking like a bomb about to explode. “What are
you doing here, Hank?  I thought you had things under
control!”

“What are you talking
about?”

Rensselaer lit an Astobac cigarette
and began pacing the room, his limp more pronounced than Keith had
ever observed in the admiral’s HV appearances. Rensselaer! 
I suspected something, but I never figured Tauber’s connections
went this far!

“I’m talking about the fact that one
of your people tried to attack Althea Milgrom right in front of
me,” the admiral growled.

“Wait a minute, Ethan. That
wasn’t—”

“I’m talking about the fact that I had
to use my security cuff to restrain the guy or else he would have
brained her. He would have turned the most beatable Senate opponent
I could possibly have into some kind of martyr!”

Tauber began to object, but Rensselaer
didn’t even slow down.

“I’m talking about the
fact that he was so out of control, he might have brained me by
accident. But mostly, Hank, I’m talking about the fact that the
Nitinol shipment was destroyed!  It’s one thing to tell the
masses that, but to really—”

“Hold it,” Tauber commanded. “What’s
that about the Nitinol?”

“You heard me. Look Tauber, it’s one
thing to say the Nitinol’s been destroyed, to start a rumor,
but it’s something else again to really do it!  You know we’re
going to need that stuff ourselves!”

Keith could feel the pulse throbbing
in his own throat as he watched the other two men. Tauber’s face
was a pasty white, and his narrowed eyes dared Rensselaer to
challenge his authority.

“What makes you think the Nitinol’s
really gone?” Tauber wanted to know.

The admiral reached into his tunic and
withdrew some folded papers from an inside pocket. “Take a look at
these.”  He handed the papers to Tauber. “Printouts from the
environmental control system your people set up to monitor the
storage facility on that asteroid in Z-7.”

As Tauber studied the papers, the
veins in his temples began to throb.

“After the debate, I got worried,”
Rensselaer said. “I decided to check on the Nitinol, just in case.
So I used our special security codes to get a readout.”  He
jerked his head in the direction of the papers. That’s 
what I found!”

“Damn!” Tauber erupted. “It’s that
rustbrain Wraggon!  I’m sure of it!”

Tauber handed the papers back to
Rensselaer, spun around and crossed the room, his every move
followed in silence by two pairs of eyes. When at last he turned to
face the others, he was once more the composed, unflappable Tauber
that Keith had come to know and—despite himself—respect.

The former Fleet lieutenant smiled
bitterly. “Wraggon hinted that he did something extra to the robots
he sent back to R-4 Sector.”

“I don’t care an Astie’s tit what he
did to the robots,” said Rensselaer. “I want to know what happened
to the Nitinol!”

“But that’s the point,” Tauber
continued, his voice becoming progressively deeper and quieter. “He
instructed the robots to install a remote destruct device in the
storage dome.”

 He waited for the significance
to sink in. “Then, when the bastard decided the time was right, he
used his own private access code to trigger an
explosion!”

Watching Rensselaer and Tauber
exchange ominous glances, Keith felt his skin go cold and his knees
become weak.

  “Maybe it was a mistake,” he
found himself blurting out. “You can’t really be sure of all that
just from a few printouts, can you?  I mean, maybe you should
talk to him, and—”

A stern look from Tauber cut him off
in mid-sentence. “Ethan,” Tauber said a moment later, “I’m afraid
I’ve been very rude. You two haven’t met, have you?  This is
Keith Daniels. Our lawyer. He’s the one I told you about. The one
who’s handling the lawsuits.”

Rensselaer ran his fingers through his
hair and stroked his mustache before extending his hand—more out of
forced politeness than interest, Keith thought.

“Good to meet you, Daniels.... 
Now what about the Nitinol, Hank?  And what about this Wraggon
idiot?  I’m out there on the firing line. I don’t want any
more surprises.”

Tauber gave Rensselaer a steady look
that seemed to last forever. “Don’t worry about Wraggon,” he told
the admiral. “Charlie won’t be causing us any more problems. As for
the Nitinol....  Well, give me a little time. If things went
too easy, it wouldn’t be worth the struggle, now would
it?”

“Easy’s just fine with me,” Rensselaer
grumbled.

Tauber smiled tightly. “Like I said,
Ethan, don’t  worry. Every disaster’s really an opportunity
just waiting to happen. Isn’t that what they say in
Fleet?”

Rensselaer grimaced. “That’s what the
desk pilots tell the boys with their asses on the line, but let
me tell you, I’ve been there, and it still adds up to a bum
leg as far as I’m concerned. Don’t go pulling crap like that on me.
I didn’t decide to work with you just so I could listen to a new
bunch of bromide pushers.”

Tauber patted the admiral congenially
on the shoulder. “I know that, Ethan. You joined forces with me
because you figured I could make you President. And you were
right.”  His expression suddenly turned hard, and his fingers
dug into the flesh near the older man’s neck. “Now just go about
your business as planned until you hear from me again. And make
sure you destroy those printouts the usual way.”

Rensselaer nodded silently, and Tauber
released him. Rubbing his neck and shoulder, the admiral turned to
leave. “Keep up the good work with the lawsuits, Daniels,” he said.
Though there was no overt act of deference, Keith could sense the
salute in Rensselaer’s manner toward his former junior
officer.

***

“Astie turds!” Tauber said as the
apartment door slid shut behind Rensselaer.

“Uh, maybe I’d better—”

“No, no, Daniels,” Tauber said, fixing
Keith with an odd look. “Stick around for a while. You’re the one
guy I can talk to, and—”  Tauber suddenly snapped his mouth
shut and stiffened into a military posture. “I’ll only be a
minute.”  He indicated the firm cushion of his dingy, brown
couch, “Sit down.”

Keith swallowed and reluctantly took
the offered seat. He didn’t like it when Tauber started getting too
friendly. It made him ill at ease—and all the more conscious of his
conflicting loyalties.

“Sounds as if there’s some trouble,”
Keith commented as Tauber darted back and forth, inserting a disk
into a free-standing, off-line computer on the other side of the
room.

“Yeah,” Tauber droned, “but it’s
nothing I can’t handle. Just need to make some notes here, and I’ll
take care of the rest later. Got to tell some people to revise
their plans. Got to take care of Wraggon, too.”

Keith shifted uncomfortably in his
seat. “Maybe Wraggon had a good reason for doing what he did. Maybe
you should talk to him before you do anything else.”

Tauber stopped tapping the keyboard
and turned to Keith. “You’re beginning to remind me of an old
friend of mine, Daniels.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Merchanter pal name of Derek
Marsden. Used to be my best friend—till he had an accident out in
Beta Colony and went soft on me.”

Keith pressed his lips together and
lifted an intricately carved chess piece from the board on the
block-like table next to the couch. The set reminded him of a 
finely crafted army of toy soldiers. Each one was complete and
unique and finished down to the smallest detail.

“You play?” Tauber asked as,
temporarily finished with his other business, he pulled up a chair
and seated himself on the other side of the chess table. “Most
people these days use holographic sets,” he said without waiting
for Keith’s response, “but I like a chessman I can
feel.” 

He picked up a king. “This set’s made
of zero-gee tempered creatinum. Got it on my last trip to the
colonies,” he said. “Snuck it aboard ship.”  His voice dropped
to a conspiratorial hush. “Not supposed to carry any ‘extraneous
material’ on board, you know.”  He winked.

“It’s a beautiful set,” Keith agreed.
“I used to play a little. Haven’t for a long time, though. I was
never very good, I’m afraid. Never could think enough moves ahead
to do very well.”

Tauber’s mouth curved into what, for
most men, would have been a friendly smile. On Tauber, it was more
of a sneer. “Chess is more than a game, Daniels. It’s life. You
know?”

Keith looked at him
questioningly.

“Take Operation Strong Man. We have
our kings and queens and knights and bishops and rooks. And
pawns.”  He smiled again. “We have lots of pawns.”

“And what are you, Hank?”

“Me?  Hell, Daniels, I’m nobody’s
chessman. I’m the guy who moves the pieces!”


 Chapter 23: Something in the Wind

“Thanks for bringing me back.” 
Rayna greeted the familiar surroundings of home like an old friend
as she and Keith crossed the threshold into her apartment. “Even
with all the modern  conveniences, a week in the hospital’s no
fun.” 

One sniff confirmed what she had
suspected. “Smells like the inside of a cheap permastore crate in
here!”  She activated the mechanism to clear the opaqued glass
of the patio door, then directed the door to slide open, welcoming
the fresh air with a stretch and a lung-cleansing
breath.

“You sure you want that open? 
It’s a little chilly today.”

Rayna couldn’t help laughing. “I had a
concussion, Keith, not pneumonia.”  Touched by his worried
expression, she took his hand and kissed it. “Honestly, I’m all
right. No headaches for the last 48 hours, and all the tests show
my brain is perfectly normal.”

Keith frowned, but his eyes had that
familiar, devilish twinkle. “Normal?” he repeated gravely. “Well, I
don’t know about that.”  The sentence ended with a grunt as
Rayna jabbed him in the solar plexus. He grinned and hugged
her.

“So,” he began, flopping down onto the
sofa, “what are you going to do now?”

“Oh, I guess I’ll just take it easy.
Maybe there’s a concert or a good play on HV tonight. Want to stay
for dinner?”

 “Can’t. Got an appointment with
a client. Besides, that’s not exactly what I meant. What’re you
going to do about living expenses now that you’re out of a
job?”

Rayna pursed her lips unhappily. “Oh,”
she sighed. She gazed out the patio door, noting the lengthening
shadows cast by the low afternoon sun. “The school board wants to
avoid any possible controversy over my—” she cleared her throat
theatrically “—over my sudden departure. So they’ve got me on
medical leave for the rest of the academic year. I keep drawing my
teacher’s salary, and they avoid a scandal.”

“What about your health-care
expenses?”

“No problem there, either. I’m still
covered by MediNet. Last I heard, they didn’t cut off your medical
benefits for taking an unpopular political stand.”

Keith ignored the bitterness. “That’s
great. Then you don’t have any financial problems for the
moment.”  She nodded grudgingly and sat down next to him. What
was wrong with him?  Didn’t he realize what had
happened?  Here she was, her career ruined by a bunch of
small-minded bureaucrats, and he figured everything was just fine
as long as she could pay her bills!  What she wanted from him
was a little righteous indignation!  What she wanted
was....  What she wanted....  

“Mmmmm—that’s nice,” she purred as his
fingers began kneading her shoulders.

“You’re all tense,” he said after a
while. “Last time your neck muscles were this tight was the day
Arthur called  and told us he was getting close to finding out
who your real parents were.”

 Rayna remembered. “Tense” was a
vast understatement. “It’s funny. You know how upset I was about
the whole adoption thing. But I think part of me was actually happy
when I found out.”  She leaned forward and cocked her head to
one side, examining the holographic seascape across the
room.

The holopainting held a special magic
for her. Holography, computer technology and art merged to create a
picture-window view of an active yet somehow calming sea, bathed in
sunlight and set against an azure sky. With the twist of a dial,
Rayna could alter the time of day in the scene. Left alone, the
picture would automatically reveal the passing of the hours. By
nighttime, the moon would replace the sun:  Silver patches of
reflected moonlight would play hide-and-seek in the gently moving
water, and waves would break along the shore, displaying a
phosphorescent glow as they arched onto the beach.

The seascape gave her urban apartment
a beach-house view. Yet, on the other side of the glass was not the
ocean but merely a wall separating two rooms. The scene was
comforting, reassuring—as long as she didn’t think about it too
much, as long as she refused to see it as a techno-artistic
construct rather than a window on the real thing. Sometimes, she told herself,
you just need to
forget about the realities and enjoy the
illusions.

She shook her head and leaned back
again. “I guess I’ve always felt sort of incomplete. As if there
was a piece of me that was—well, not exactly missing, maybe, but
something I didn’t know about. Something I ought to know about.”  She
looked at him. “Even though I was shocked about the adoption, I
guess I was hoping the records would fill in the
blanks.”

“Well?  Have they?”

Rayna raised her eyebrows. “Yes and
no. I have a lot more of the details, but the total picture is as
big a puzzle as ever. I still don’t really know who I am. I get the
feeling that I have all the information now, but I just can’t seem
to put it together.”

“Not many of us ever do,” said Keith.
“But, then, maybe understanding ourselves is too much to hope for.
Maybe we should just try to be happy. I’ll tell you this
much:  The fact that you’re on the mend sure makes me
happy.”

“Happy?”  She looked at him for a
moment, searching for the right words to express the dread inside
her. “I appreciate your concern for me, but how can anyone
really  be happy these days?”  She stood, took a few
steps, and then did an about-face. “Everything’s a mess. Look
around. Everybody’s angry and afraid. And you know what happens
when people get that way.”

His eyes were strangely
expressionless, his mouth firmly set. “I’m not sure what you’re
getting at.”

“People who are angry and afraid hurt
each other, Keith. They strike out blindly, and they hurt each
other. Like at the debate.”  She studied his face, hunting for
a sign of recognition, for some indication that he shared her
concern. “I-I think we’re headed for war with the
colonies.” 

He pressed his lips together. It was
his turn to look away.

“They’re already talking about
converting civilian aerospace plants back into weapons factories,”
Rayna added. “Even if we manage to avoid interplanetary war, it
looks as though we’re in for a lot of trouble right here on Earth.
The Middle East is just an explosion waiting to happen.”

Keith shifted restlessly on the sofa,
muscles twitching at his temples.

“I thought we could make a
difference,” she said, “that we could stop it somehow.
But—”

“What did you expect?” he exploded,
jumping to his feet. “The two of us can’t change the world. We’re
not gods, you know!”  Rayna gaped at him. “Maybe you want me
to be like your grandfather and wish it all better. Well, I can’t
do that!”

“I know,” she said, her body vibrating
with every heartbeat. This wasn’t like Keith at all. She wasn’t
sure whether to say something soothing or to object to his sudden
attack. She decided on the former course. “I didn’t mean.... 
I just meant we should be able to do something.”

“Like what?” he challenged, returning
to the sofa.

She raised her hands uncertainly, then
sat down in the old-fashioned armchair next to where she’d been
standing. “I was hoping you could tell me. You’ve spent a lot of
time with Henry Tauber. Haven’t you learned something that might
help?  Anything at all?”

“Nothing I can really—”

“Wait a minute!” she interrupted,
sitting bolt upright. “I just remembered!”

Keith pulled a stick of cherry
licorice from the pocket of his tunic, unwrapped it and took a
bite.

“Did you see the broadcast of the
debate, Keith?  I mean, did you hear
it?  Did you really listen?”

“Yeah, I watched on HV. So?” 
Clamping his stick of licorice between his teeth, he removed
another from his pocket and offered it to Rayna, but she shook her
head and pursued her own line of thought.

“Althea Milgrom said the reason she
wanted President Aragon to contact the colonies again was that it
looked like there might be...‘some irregularity’ is the way she put
it, I think...some irregularity in the communications between Earth
and the colonies!”

Rayna awaited a response but Keith
simply continued to eat his licorice.

“Well?” she said. “Don’t you
see?”

Keith hiked his shoulders. “See
what?  So Milgrom thinks she found some problem in the
communications. She’ll never figure out what’s going
on.”

Rayna stared at him. He sounded as if
he didn’t want Milgrom to figure it out!  What was
happening to him?  His expression offered no clue. His face
was a mask—a frighteningly distant, noncommittal mask.

“But if we contact her, tell her what
we know about Tauber—”

“No!” Keith shouted, springing from
the sofa. “We can’t do that!”

“Why not, for heaven’s sake? 
Althea Milgrom’s the one person who may be able to help, to put a
stop to all this. She has the resources of the entire CDN to call
on.”

Blue veins throbbed at Keith’s
temples, standing out in sharp relief against the surface of his
skin. He scowled and sank back onto the sofa. “You don’t
understand, Ray. Tauber has connections that go much higher and
much deeper than we ever thought. If we contact Milgrom, he’ll get
suspicious. I don’t want to risk messing up the relationship I’ve
got with him.”

Rayna looked at him hard. “And what
kind of relationship is that?”

Keith hesitated, averting his eyes
when he finally spoke. “Tauber trusts me. He tells me things he
doesn’t tell anyone else.”

“But—”

“Please, Ray, listen to me. Just leave
things alone for a while. Let me try for more
information.”

“But what good does information do us
if we don’t act on it?  We have to tell someone sometime or
else we’ll just be observers along for the ride. And I don’t like
where this ride is going.”

 Keith laughed bitterly. “Boy,
when you recover, you really recover, don’t you?  Less than
three hours out of the hospital, and here you are, the general
sounding the call of battle!  Maybe you ought to be the one
talking to Tauber. You could exchange ideas on how to control
people and make them say ‘yes’ to whatever you
want.” 

Rayna felt the blood drain from her
face. “Just leave things alone for a while!” Keith
insisted.

He was upset, Rayna told herself. He
had to be upset. This simply wasn’t like him.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” she
said, “but please understand, I can’t just sit around and watch my
friends get fired because of who their relatives are or because of
their political beliefs. I can’t stand by while the Earth-Firsters
drive us to war, or listen quietly while they brand anyone who
disagrees with them as a ‘dirty Astie.’”  She gazed hopefully
at Keith. “I thought we both felt that way.”

Keith started to speak, then changed
his mind and tore off another hunk of cherry licorice. “Sorry,” he
said after a while, his eyes glazed and distant, “but I just can’t
go to Milgrom.”  He hesitated before continuing. “Tauber
doesn’t completely trust anybody. I’m on his good side for now, but
that’s no guarantee things’ll stay that way. He’s a very dangerous
man.”  Keith’s eyes probed hers. “I think he’s going to have
Wraggon killed.”  Briefly, he described what he’d learned in
his last meeting with Tauber—up to and including Rensselaer’s
involvement in the plot.

“Good God!  This thing keeps
getting bigger and bigger. But that’s all the more reason to
contact Althea Milgrom. At this point, we need some outside
help.”

Keith leaned forward and shook his
head emphatically. “No!”

“Keith, I....”

“I said no!” 

Rayna looked at him steadily. “You’re
shouting,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

He shifted his rear on the sofa. “I
can’t contact Althea Milgrom,” he said in simple, carefully
measured syllables. “I won’t!  And I don’t think you should,
either. Tauber knows how close we are.”

Rayna wanted to go to him then, to
embrace him, to remind him just how close they were, but
something in his manner stopped her. A coldness crept through her
as she continued to watch him and consider her next
move.

“As it happens, Keith, I have a
perfectly logical pretext for seeing Mrs. Milgrom again. She
insisted that I come to CDN headquarters after I got out of the
hospital. She wanted to give me a special tour of the facilities.
You could tell Tauber that, couldn’t you?” 

“I could,” Keith agreed
reluctantly.

“And he’d believe
you?” 

“Maybe. But I don’t want you to do
it.”

Rayna closed her eyes briefly. “Maybe
we’d better talk about something else.”

Keith nodded, and Rayna took a deep
breath, sucking in  the air as if a new supply of oxygen might
somehow clear away the growing tension between them.

“I’m looking forward to the next few
days,” she told him. “I think maybe I’ll read over some of Alec
Zorne’s papers and my grandfather’s old journal entries. Who
knows?”  She forced a laugh. “Maybe his powers were
genetic!”

The corners of Keith’s mouth turned up
tentatively but unconvincingly. “Yeah,” he said, “maybe.”  He
stood, obviously preparing to leave. “Well, I think I’ll let you
get some rest. I’ll call tomorrow.”

Rayna followed him to the door. His
goodbye kiss was polite but distant—a testament of ritual, not
affection. Fragments of memory and bits of emotional flotsam merged
in a cloud of murky, half-formed thoughts, and Rayna’s brain ached
as she struggled to produce some appropriate comment. In the end,
she could only watch in doleful silence as Keith left the
apartment.

Closing the door behind him, she
inhaled again and shoved her hands into the pockets of her
loose-fitting jumpdress, her fingers exploring the odds and ends
that she’d transferred from her bed stand before leaving the
hospital. All at once, a fingertip brushed the edge of a calling
card—Althea Milgrom’s calling card.

Rayna shivered and walked to the patio
door, passing her hand through the invisible beam that signaled the
door to close.

Must be getting late, she thought. She looked at her watch:  Quarter
to five. Guess I should eat something. She didn’t feel much like eating, but they’d warned
her about that. Side effect of the medication, they’d said. Ought
to wear off by tomorrow. Right. If that’s the only thing affecting
my appetite. She grunted and reluctantly
ordered something from the Tans-Mat Food Service. Hungry or not,
she knew she had to eat. What I really need, though, is a good
night’s sleep.

She was picking at a light supper when
her CompuNews alarm went off. The sound made her lose what little
interest in food she still had. For a while, she sat, unmoving, as
if mesmerized by the electronic tone. Finally, she realized she
would have to take the computer off alert status if she didn’t want
such alarms disturbing her throughout the night.

Once at the terminal, though, her
curiosity overcame her revulsion at the thought of more bad news,
and she keyed in a display of the latest bulletin—one about another
escalation of trouble in the Middle East. She shook her head in
resignation and took the system off alert. She could always check
the news briefs later, she thought—when she felt up to it. But as
she began to walk away, the heading on another item caught her
eye:

 

MERCHANTER LAWSUITS TIE UP COURT
TIME

 

A SERIES OF LAWSUITS FILED ON
BEHALF OF MEMBERS AND EX-MEMBERS OF THE UNITED EARTH MERCHANT FLEET
IS TYING UP MORE AND MORE COURT TIME, BOTH IN INDIVIDUAL COUNTRIES
AND IN THE WORLD COURT, OFFICIAL RECORDS REVEAL.

“WE JUST WANT TO ESTABLISH A
SYSTEM OF LEGALLY RECOGNIZED RIGHTS FOR MERCHANTERS,” SAID FORMER MERCHANT FLEET LT. HENRY TAUBER,
PLAINTIFF IN THE FIRST OF THESE LAWSUITS. TAUBER’S ATTORNEY, KEITH
G. DANIELS OF LOS ANGELES, HAS FILED SIMILAR ACTIONS IN FIVE OTHER
INDIVIDUAL AND CLASS-ACTION CASES. MORE THAN 100 SIMILAR CASES HAVE
BEEN FILED WORLDWIDE.

SOME OFFICIALS FEAR THAT THESE
CASES MAY INCREASE BAD FEELINGS BETWEEN EARTH AND THE COLONIES IN
THE ASTEROID BELT, SINCE SEVERAL COLONIES HAVE BEEN NAMED AS
DEFENDANTS. TAUBER, HOWEVER, DISMISSED THE CONCERN AS “JUST ANOTHER ASTIE EXCUSE FOR TAKING ADVANTAGE OF
MERCHANTERS.”

 

Rayna blinked in disbelief. The words
floated before her. She read the bulletin three more times and
then, still shaken, put it on audio and listened as a
computer-simulated voice repeated the story. There it was: 
Henry Tauber and Keith Daniels—allies in a lawsuit. And in what
else? she wondered, nervously jamming her hands into her
pockets.

Once again, she felt the edge of
Althea Milgrom’s calling card. Hand still buried inside the pocket,
she rotated the card between thumb and middle finger, her mind
racing. What was Keith up to?  Why hadn’t he told her about
this?  How dare he play fast and loose with her trust! 
How dare he pervert his legal skills in the service of a
madman!  She shook with a churning blend of fury and
despair.

   Maybe he just filed those
lawsuits to increase his credibility with Tauber....  Of
course. That’s it. It’s just part of this undercover game of his.
But if that’s so, why didn’t he tell me about it?  And why is
he so set against my getting in touch with Althea Milgrom? 
She pulled the card from her pocket and examined it. Should she
call?  It must all be part of Keith’s plan. We’re in this
together, Keith and I.  He wouldn’t just.... 

She clamped her teeth together. It was
no good. Maybe Keith was just trying to
ingratiate himself more with Tauber. She hoped so. She couldn’t
bear the thought that he was really part of Tauber’s scheme. She
held the calling card out before her, staring at it, challenging
it, begging it to tell her what to do. She wanted desperately to
believe in Keith, but could she afford to take a chance when the
fate of the entire Earth, not to mention the Asteroid Belt
colonies, might depend on what she did? 

With trembling hand, she slid the
calling card into the “read” slot of her communicator. It wasn’t
until she heard the device’s familiar hum that she began to
consider what she was going to say when the head of the CDN
answered. As it happened, she needn’t have worried, because it
wasn’t Milgrom’s image that appeared on the screen.

“Althea Milgrom’s office,” announced a
man with doughy-looking skin, a hawk-like nose and a face that
seemed at once young and old. “Special Assistant Derek Marsden
speaking.”

“My name is Rayna—”

 ”Oh, Miss Kingman!” Marsden
interrupted, breaking into a genuinely warm smile. “Of
course!  Mrs. Milgrom isn’t here just now. You can try again
tomorrow morning, if you wish. I know she was hoping you’d call.
This is her 24-hour number. She only gives it to special
people.”

“That’s very flattering.”

“I’ve been instructed to arrange a
tour for you at a time when Althea can be here. She wants to show
you around personally.”

“As I said, Mr. Marsden, “that’s very
flattering, but—”

“Nothing to do with flattery, Miss
Kingman. This is gratitude. We’re all grateful. Althea’s a terrific
woman, and every one of us at CDN headquarters wants to shake your
hand!”

Rayna tried not to let her anxiety
show. Now that she’d decided to talk to Milgrom, she felt an acute
urgency about doing just that. She wasn’t interested in compliments
or small talk. “The thing is, I need to talk with her very
soon.”

Marsden appeared to punch a series of
keys and examine a terminal screen adjacent to the communicator
camera.

“Hmmmm,” he said. “How about day after
tomorrow?  Three in the afternoon?”

Rayna frowned. “Is that the best you
can do?  I was hoping to see her tomorrow.”

Marsden checked the schedule
again.

  “I’m sorry, but Althea’s tied
up all day tomorrow. Three the next afternoon is the soonest we can
manage.”

   “Then I guess that will
have to do, Mr. Marsden. Thank you.”

“We’ll look forward to seeing you
then, Miss Kingman.”  He smiled and cut the
connection.

Rayna stared dumbly at the blank
screen for several seconds. It was done now—for better or worse.
Questions and doubts bombarded her in a vicious attack. She made
her way to her bed and lay down. She stared, unseeing, at the
ceiling, tormented by fuzzy-edged thoughts of Keith, of Henry
Tauber, of Althea Milgrom. Light and shadow formed abstract images
to taunt her as her mind tried to make sense of what was happening.
Was it minutes or hours that she remained in that halfway state
between wakefulness and dreaming?  She knew only that her
eyelids had grown heavy, much too heavy to keep open. And so she
surrendered to exhaustion, falling at last into a troubled
sleep.


 Chapter 24: Castles in the Air

 She is walking along a country
road lined with wildflowers of red and yellow and orange. She has
no idea where she is, but she’s sure this is where she wants to be.
The air, crisp and cool against her bare arms, tastes fresh and
clean, conjuring up thoughts of snow-covered mountains. As if cued
by her, hexagons of icy lace begin to drift down out of a clear,
blue sky. She extends her tongue and catches a few snowflakes,
relishing the moment like a six-year-old discovering brightly
wrapped packages on Christmas morning.

I wonder why I haven’t walked here
before, Rayna asks herself as the ground begins to whiten.
Despite the sudden drop in temperature, she feels no chill. She is
warmed by an uncanny sense of well-being.

She approaches a stand of trees. How
she loves the scent of the woods!  Passing the towering
sequoias that guard its perimeter, she makes her way, deep
into a forest wonderland.

Green!  It isn’t a color; it’s a
symphony!  There, in the shadows, it has a bluish-black cast.
Here, before her, leaves like bright emeralds. There, to her right,
foliage of pale jade. She walks onward, the thickening growth
forming a dim cavern as the sun winks at her through the treetops
above.

She comes upon a clearing. A
shimmering beam angles its way through surrounding branches to
illuminate the open ground like a divine spotlight. As she stands
within that circle of brightness, a shiver spreads through her
body. It is a shiver not only of cold but of fear, for she now
realizes that she has lost her way. She crosses the clearing, pulse
loud in her ears. Suddenly, a huge face looms up before
her.

The face hovers, disembodied, and
studies her in heart-stopping silence. It’s a familiar face. An
imposing face. Al Frederick’s face.

Rayna aims her footsteps along a path
to one side of the enormous visage, but as she nears the trees, the
face drifts into position to block her progress. She reorients
herself and starts forward again, but the face anticipates her and
moves into her way once more.

“Stop that!” she yells. “Let me
pass!”

The giant eyes grow soft and warm, and
the mouth twitches briefly into a slight smile. The features dim to
transparency, revealing a carefully prepared route leading out of
the woods. “Follow me,” the face manages to say without words. “I
will show you the way.”

Reluctantly, Rayna forces herself to
pass through the suspended image of Al Frederick and onto the path
beyond. Gradually, the trees along the way thin until she finally
emerges from the wood.

To her great surprise, she finds
herself before Keith’s building. She glances up toward his
third-floor apartment but is distracted by a most unusual
sight:  There, floating above the building on a blanket of
pastel-colored clouds, is a large, ornate palace, its turrets
piercing the firmament like skyrockets.

  Rayna squints against the sun
and tries to study the amazing sight as passersby jostle her on the
street. “Look!” she says, pointing heavenward. “What do you make of
that?”

But the others only stare at her and
continue on their way, some with a pitying shake of the head. It is
then that she realizes that the palace above her is not alone. They
are everywhere—castles ringing the entire Earth. How she knows
this, she isn’t quite sure, but know it she does, just as certainly
as if she were gazing down upon the scene from the celestial
sphere.

And then, all at once, she is, indeed,
looking down—looking down on the very spot she just occupied—for,
gowned as a fairy-tale princess, she now stands at the castle’s
battlements. Next to her, Keith smiles in his royal finery and
waves as if to a throng of adoring subjects. Then he takes her in
his arms and kisses her.

Willingly at first, she kisses him
back. But moments later, his touch grows rough, his manner,
possessive. She pushes him away and stares, horrified, at his face.
His eyes are still blue, but not the warm, expressive blue she has
come to know so well. This is a soulless blue, hard and cold as
steel. Gone, too, are the familiar curls of his light-brown hair,
replaced by a close-cropped military haircut. And part of his right
earlobe is missing.

She gasps and turns from him, looking
about feverishly for some kind of help. The nearest castles must be
miles away, she reasons, and yet she can see the people who stand
at their ramparts as if they were only a few feet distant. To her
right, she notices, are Vince Barnard and another man she doesn’t
recognize.

Rayna’s companion—she realizes it is
no longer Keith—gestures to the next castle. Almost immediately,
soldiers rush out to grab the man with Barnard. After a struggle,
they lift the man up and fling him from the parapet to the Earth
below.

Rayna shrieks and covers her eyes. Yet
her curiosity ultimately forces her to look in sick fascination
while a body with splayed limbs plunges downward into infinity, the
form growing smaller and smaller until it becomes a tiny white dot,
stark against a background of blackness.

Looking up, she catches sight of
another castle. Althea Milgrom stands at the battlements, straight
and strong, with Derek Marsden at her side. Milgrom smiles and
waves to Rayna, who is dumfounded by the presence of the second man
in Milgrom’s castle. Keith!  She glances again at the figure
beside her, now clothed in the uniform of a Merchant Fleet
lieutenant. More confused than ever, she looks back toward Milgrom.
As she watches, a dark shadow falls upon Milgrom’s
castle.

Rayna turns to question the man next
to her, but he is gone. She is perplexed but not especially
disturbed by this development, as her missing companion has made
her increasingly uneasy. Meanwhile, the ominous shadow spreads, and
Rayna searches the sky for its source. From the corner of her eye,
she detects a movement in Barnard’s castle and swivels her head in
that direction. The lieutenant is next to Barnard now, gesturing
wildly as the shadow deepens.

“I have to stop this!” Rayna says
aloud. But what to do?  Her body begins to tremble, and she
squeezes her eyelids shut in a desperate attempt to block the tears
of frustration that she knows will come. Without warning, a
comforting arm encircles her. She opens startled eyes to find Keith
once more beside her.

“It’s up to us,” he tells her. “We
must hold back the shadow.”

“But how...?”

Keith shakes his head
sadly.

“Look!” Rayna shouts. From Milgrom’s
castle, a beacon of light cuts through the gloom. “Maybe they can
help.”

But before Keith or Rayna can act, the
shadow is on them. It is a heavy shadow, thick with power, and
where the edge of it touches Rayna’s skin, it burns with an
unnatural cold too intense to resist.

Then she sees the ship. It is an
immense, living construct that seems to grow larger as she watches,
and as it grows, the shadow grows as well. She can see right
through the massive, evil thing, and there, at the controls, stands
the lieutenant.

Rayna turns to Keith for
encouragement, but he is frozen, imprisoned by the shadow. She
looks toward Milgrom’s castle but can no longer make it out in the
darkness. Meanwhile, the part of the shadow that touches her
continues to grow denser and darker and colder by the
moment.... 

Then, once again, the huge countenance
of Al Frederick appears before her. It traverses the murky cloud,
and as the face crosses the umbra, the darkness thins and
dissipates. At last, the face passes over the ship
itself.

“Follow me,” Al Frederick’s eyes tell
her. Another oversized face appears next to his. It is a female
face—a face with large, hazel eyes and a small, straight nose. It
is Rayna’s face.

“I will show you the way,” Al
Frederick’s image says in her mind. And then the great faces merge.
An instant later, the malevolent ship shatters into a myriad of
tiny black specks, the shards flying harmlessly off into an
infinite void.


Chapter 25: Proving Their
Mettle

Rayna
rubbed her hands together and tried to relax. Milgrom would
definitely be here. They’d assured her of that. The director of the
Consolidated Data Network was tending to the latest CDN crisis
(there seemed to be more of those than ever lately), but she would
be here within the hour.

Rayna knew she could wait at home, of
course. The proliferation of Trans-Mat facilities made that sort of
thing easy enough nowadays. You just waited for your business
appointment at some agreed-upon coordinates, and when they were
ready for you, they’d let you know, and Trans-Mat would get you
there in seconds.

But Rayna preferred it right here in
the small lobby of the CDN’s Los Angeles-based Western
headquarters. Last night had been another rough one, as random
scenes from the previous night’s dream alternated with maddening
periods of insomnia. If she waited for Milgrom at home, she might
fall asleep—asleep and into another nightmare.

She never used to remember her dreams,
but this one was impossible to forget. She wished she could forget
it. It was so...vivid. When she considered it logically, the
content of the dream couldn’t account for its traumatic impact.
Yet, as she closed her eyes and tried to think of other things, the
shimmering image of the castles and the hungry, dark shadow haunted
her with an ominous foreboding.

Ever since she woke from the dream at
four-thirty yesterday morning, body shaking and soaked with
perspiration, she had tried to find some sense in it. That there
was sense to be found, she had no doubt. Dreams were like that.
They told you things you already knew but you didn’t know you
knew.

Maybe the ghost of my dear departed
grandfather is going to save the day in death as he did in life.
She grunted at the notion and sipped coffee from a mug emblazoned
with the CDN’s blue-and-gold emblem. At least I’ve been making good
use of my time.

She’d spent most of the last day and a
half studying Al Frederick’s papers and Alec Zorne’s book. Too bad
old Azey didn’t write more for us ordinary folk, she thought. It
was all so confusing. And yet, while the details of reality-matrix
physics made her mind shudder, something seemed to connect. She
felt, rather than understood, it.

“Miss Kingman!” 

Wheeling into the room, Althea Milgrom
greeted her warmly. “I’m so pleased you could come!  Sorry
about the delay. We have another communication from the colonies,
and I....”  She broke off and rolled her eyes in self-rebuke.
“Excuse me. I promised myself I’d shut all this out of my mind for
a while at least and simply enjoy your company.”

Rayna shook Milgrom’s extended hand.
“What’s the problem with the colonies?”

“Oh, we don’t want to talk about that,
now. Let me double-check the arrangements, and we can start the
tour.”   She began tapping some keys on a retractable
mini-terminal built into her wheelchair.

Rayna reached out and laid a hand over
the CDN director’s busy fingers. “I didn’t really come here for the
tour, Mrs. Milgrom. I have some information that may be of interest
to you.”

Milgrom’s keen eyes studied Rayna in
awkward silence. Then, the older woman led the way into a richly
paneled office, guiding her wheelchair into position behind a small
writing desk.

“Pull up a seat.”

Rayna helped herself to one of two
generously upholstered chairs across from the desk, then gestured
toward the adjacent computer facilities. “Looks like pretty
sophisticated stuff.”

“Ah, yes. My command center, I call
it. Not that I can really control the whole CDN from here. Still,
it’s more than meets the eye.” 

“Oh?”

Milgrom swept the room with an arm.
“Most of the system’s components are behind the walls—not only in
this room but in the lobby and all the other offices throughout the
building. Pseudowalls. We can’t really wall in the electronics. We
need easy access to them.”

“I’d never have guessed.”

“Unless you know what you’re looking
for, the only way to be sure where the real paneling leaves off and
the pseudowalls begin is by touch. Your hand will go right through
a pseudowall, of course. A lot of public buildings use pseudowall
technology now. You’ve probably seen it without realizing it. The
clue is the pseudowall generator tracks on the ceiling.
See?” 

Rayna’s gaze followed Milgrom’s
pointing finger, but it was several seconds before she managed to
identify the thin, recessed slits through which holographic
projectors generated the false wall images.

Milgrom turned to the bank of
equipment on her right and punched up an order for two cups of
coffee. A moment later, two steaming mugs appeared on a small
Trans-Mat receiving platform.

“Here you are,” she said, sliding a
cup across the desk to Rayna. Black with sugar, right?”

Rayna’s eyebrows jumped in surprise.
“Yes, but—”

“How did I know?  You forget, I
am director of the largest database the world has ever
known.”

Suddenly, Rayna felt queasy. “You mean
you keep that kind of information on everybody?”

Milgrom laughed and waved her hand
casually. “No, of course not. The system has plenty of safeguards
to prevent invasion of privacy. Of course, that doesn’t mean much
to Adm. Rensselaer. He’s been making all sorts of unsubstantiated
charges about the CDN—and me—lately.”

“Then, how...?”

“You entered it yourself when you took
that cup of coffee in the lobby.”

Rayna’s heart resumed beating. Milgrom
looked like the last hope for stopping Tauber. She seemed
trustworthy, but....

“Damn!”

Rayna jumped at Milgrom’s outburst.
Wheelchair drawn close to the terminal, the CDN director began
working single-mindedly at the keyboard, pausing on occasion only
to scowl at the screen and then press some more keys. After a
while, she shook her head unhappily.

“I’m sorry, Miss Kingman. I thought I
could manage to get away from this for an hour or so, but things
are happening very fast. I need to give it my complete attention.
We can reschedule your tour, but I’m afraid you’ll have to leave
now.”

Rayna leaned forward, craning her neck
for a better view of Milgrom’s terminal. “No,” she said, “I can’t
do that.”

Milgrom sat in stunned silence for
several seconds before she managed to say, “You don’t understand. I
apologize for being rude, but—”

“You don’t understand,” said
Rayna. “This new crisis—” she jerked her head toward the terminal
“—it’s about the colonies, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and it’s urgent. I don’t have
time to be polite.”

Rayna stood and peered down at the
petite woman in the wheelchair. “Neither do I. I came here because
I have something vital to tell you. I don’t intend to leave
until  I’ve done just that.”  In a softer tone she added,
“Please. It’s important, and it may help.”

Milgrom looked at Rayna through
narrowed eyes, then patted the air. “Sit,” she said, tapping a key
on her console. “Derek?” 

 A section of pseudowall to
Milgrom’s right flashed out of existence to reveal Derek Marsden’s
surprised face peering from a large communicator screen. “Still
checking, Althea,” he began. “I’m pretty sure that—”

“Put the trace on automatic,” his boss
told him. “I need you in here.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said. Apparently, we
have some new information.”  Milgrom glanced at Rayna. “I need
you here now, Derek.”

Marsden shrugged, and the screen went
blank as the pseudowall closed over it. A moment later, the lanky
CDN man walked through a nearby wall.

“So far, I’m still going on hunches,”
he said, but I really think—”  He did a double-take as he
noticed Rayna’s wide-eyed stare. “Oops. Sorry. I keep forgetting
what it looks like to people who aren’t used to pseudowalls.” 
He grinned. “That’s just a door, Miss Kingman. We keep the
pseudowall over it whenever we have meetings. Gives us whatever
privacy we need. The combination of a restrictive sound envelope
and holographic projection does the job better than solid walls
usually do.”

 Instinctively, Rayna searched
the ceiling over the section of wall through which Marsden had
entered until she located the generator tracks.

“Miss Kingman says she has some
important information for us,” Milgrom told him as he pulled the
vacant chair closer to the writing desk.

Rayna felt herself wither under the
gaze of the two CDN officials. Until this moment, she hadn’t given
much thought to exactly what she would say. Her throat was dry, and
her mind was a blank.

“I...uh...I’m not sure where to begin.
You did say at the debate that you were suspicious about recent
communications from the colonies, didn’t you?  The
communications about the Nitinol?”

Milgrom nodded, her expression
noncommittal.

“Well,” Rayna stammered, “I have
reason to believe that those communications were faked by someone
right here on Earth.” 

“Go on.”

Rayna sipped her coffee. How much
should she say?  That knowing look between them...the slight
stiffening of their features...the very lack of any comment on her
revelation—it could all add up to very cautious allies or very
dangerous adversaries. She shunted her fear into a back corner of
her mind. There was no time for that now. They were her only real
hope. Nevertheless, she would play it safe. Until she knew much
more about these two, she wouldn’t mention Keith’s name, or how
she’d gotten her information.

“The messages are part of a bigger
plan of some kind,” Rayna told them at last. “It seems to involve
high-level people all over the world, especially those with ties to
the Merchant Fleet.”

Marsden blanched. “Can you prove
that?”

“I came here hoping the CDN could help
get the proof!  We couldn’t go to the Merchant Fleet, after
all. It looks like even Ethan Rensselaer’s involved.”

“Who’s ‘we?’” Marsden challenged.
“Who’s your source?”

Rayna picked up her cup once more,
then quickly put it back down, trying covertly to steady her
shaking hands. This wasn’t going at all the way she’d expected.
Marsden was interrogating her as if she were a criminal. “I can’t
tell you who I’m working with,” she whispered. “It might endanger
someone I care a great deal about.”

Marsden’s expression was chilly and
unrelenting. “Then why should we believe you?”

Rayna looked from Milgrom to her
assistant and back again. She felt her shoulders sag. Funny. She’d
never considered the possibility that they wouldn’t believe
her.

“I just assumed that—”  She
swallowed, squared her shoulders and stood up. “My mistake. If you
don’t want to listen, I guess there’s nothing more I can do here.
I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

“Wait, Miss Kingman,” Milgrom said.
“Please. Sit down.” 

“Listen, Althea,” Marsden began, “we
need solid information from reliable sources, not just rumors.
Besides, we can’t let just anybody get too close to you. After that
second attack—”

“What?” Rayna croaked. “What second
attack?  You mean something happened after the
debate?”

“Yes. About two weeks ago. A package
addressed to Althea was booby-trapped. Old-fashioned, but
potentially effective. Fortunately, it went off prematurely, and no
one was hurt.”

“And you think that I...?”

“I’m a careful man, Miss Kingman. I’ve
learned the hard way that it pays to be careful. Althea’s a very
special lady, and I—”

“Derek,” said Milgrom, “you worry too
much. Besides, Miss Kingman has already saved my life.
Remember?  If she wanted to hurt me, she could have simply
walked away when that thug tried to club me. Would have saved
herself a nasty bump on the head in the bargain. No, I think we can
trust her. And I think we owe her an explanation, too.”

Marsden was all wary eyes and catlike
alertness, but he finally assented, and Rayna released the breath
she never realized she’d been holding. “I’d really appreciate that
explanation, Mrs. Milgrom.”

“Althea. My name’s Althea.  I
think it’s time for us all to be on a first-name basis.”

Rayna agreed, and Milgrom
continued:  “You’re perfectly correct about the faked
messages, Rayna. We can thank Derek, here, for that discovery, by
the way. He spotted things in the messages that most of us would
never have noticed.”

“It was the codes they used,” Marsden
volunteered, his hostility thawing a bit. “The ‘colonial’ messages
were sent using codes for a different colony than the initial
traces suggested as the true source.”

 Rayna frowned. “I’m not sure
I—”

“It’s like this, Miss Kingman—uh,
Rayna. Normally, we just take it for granted that a message comes
from the person or place it claims to come from. You get a message
that says it’s from Luna, you figure it came from Luna. There’s no
reason to bother correlating the transmission code numbers with the
astronomical data. But this Nitinol ultimatum seemed so outrageous
that we decided to verify its point of origin.”

“Derek’s being modest, Rayna. He was
the only one in the office who thought about checking the origin.
He used a special communications tracer he developed back in his
Merchant Fleet days—”

“You were in the Merchant Fleet?”
Rayna interrupted, wrapping her suddenly cold hands around her
coffee cup.

Marsden nodded. “For a
while.”

 “Yes,” said Milgrom, “Derek had
a terrible accident out in the colonies about three years ago.
Nearly killed him.”

“I don’t hold any grudge against the
colonists, though,” Marsden quickly added. “One drunk nearly cut my
head off, but afterward, the whole colony concentrated its 
resources on saving me. If it wasn’t for those colonists—and the
medical information in the CDN—I’d be dead.”

“And if it weren’t for what Derek
learned while he was in the Fleet, we’d have no evidence whatsoever
to suggest that the colonial ultimatum was anything but
genuine.”

 Rayna suspected that she was
supposed to feel reassured now, but she remained uneasy. Maybe it
was just paranoia. Marsden’s Merchant Fleet connections made her
nervous—made her think of the ominous shadow in her dream. Still,
she already had revealed the essence of what she and Keith knew.
She had to trust someone. If not Marsden, then at least
Milgrom.

“If you have evidence that the
communications were faked, why hasn’t the Secretary-General
reopened negotiations with the colonies?”

“It’s not quite that simple,” Milgrom
answered. “The evidence we have isn’t entirely clear. It can be
interpreted in a number of ways, and the Secretary-General doesn’t
believe in taking chances. Until we can prove things aren’t as they
seem, he feels he has no choice but to base his actions on the
assumption that the messages—and the ultimatums—are
genuine.”

Rayna covered her eyes and shook her
head. “Then, if you can’t get the proof....”

“But we can get the
proof!  In fact, we almost have it now. Right, Derek?” 
Marsden nodded. “You see, Derek needed a new message he could track
as it was coming in. He was able to get the information to set up
his tracer by analyzing the data burst from the ‘colonial’
ultimatum—when they set the Nov. 1 deadline for tripling the price
of Nitinol.”

“Was that when they threatened to
increase the tab even more if we didn’t go along with
them?” 

“Yeah,” Marsden muttered. “They said
that after Nov. 1, they were going to start charging us a daily
storage fee for the Nitinol. The storage fee would be added to the
cost of redeeming the shipment. Pretty clever, actually. The longer
we take to agree to their demands, the higher the price
automatically goes.”

Rayna didn’t think it was so clever.
“I remember when the ultimatum was announced,” she said. “Even some
of my most sensible friends started talking about taking the
shipment back by force. Of course, the fact that no one had a clue
about where the Nitinol was didn’t seem to bother
anybody.”

Marsden shrugged. “What I don’t
understand is why they would have loused up a good thing like that
by destroying the Nitinol. If they really destroyed it.”

“According to my source,” Rayna said
carefully, “the Nitinol’s been destroyed all right, but it looks as
though that wasn’t really part of the plan.”

Marsden looked intrigued and seemed
about to pursue the subject further when Milgrom interrupted. “The
point is that back when we got the first messages about the Nitinol
demands, we still didn’t have any conclusive evidence about 
what was really going on. We had to wait for another
ultimatum.”

“That came this morning,” Marsden put
in.

Rayna could hardly breathe. “That’s
the crisis you were talking about earlier?”

Milgrom nodded. “We have the proof
now. Or at least we will when the trace is complete.”

“The trace is still running,” Marsden
added, “but it looks like an old trick some Merchant Fleet pals and
I used to play around with when we wanted to confuse the computers.
We rerouted the messages, altering the coding along the way, so
that if you didn’t know what was going on, you’d never be able to
follow it to the source.”

“As soon as Derek’s trace is final,
I’ll be able to take a printout to the United Nations and show the
world’s leaders that we’re not really dealing with renegade
colonists.” 

Momentarily, Rayna felt a weight lift
from her, but then Milgrom shook her head. “Unfortunately, it may
be too late to calm the public—especially after the destruction of
the Nitinol. We still have to depend on the colonies for our
Nitinol supplies, and people are awfully angry.”

Yes, Rayna knew how angry people were.
She saw it up close at the debate. “But if you have the
proof....”

 “You don’t understand,” Marsden
said, fixing her with haunted blue-gray eyes. “We can provide them
with the facts, but we can’t make the politicians face those facts.
And we can’t make the public believe them, either.”

    He removed an
Astobac cigarette from a case in his pocket, lit up and took a
puff. As he exhaled, the smoke reacted with the air and broke down
into its component elements, dispersing harmlessly. “It’s much
easier to blame a scapegoat than to face a complicated problem,” he
continued. “And over the last few months, the colonies have become
a handy scapegoat for just about every problem we have here on
Earth.”

Rayna wanted to disagree, but she knew
Marsden was right. “Just what’s the latest threat?” she
asked.

 Milgrom nodded at Marsden. “Go
ahead Derek. You can explain it better than I can.”

Marsden puffed on his cigarette before
speaking. “Do you know what a ZAP miner is?”

The question took Rayna by surprise.
“Why, no. I don’t think I ever—”

“ZAP miners,” he repeated. “The
‘Z-A-P’ stands for Zhang Amplified Packbeam. Zhang was a colonial
engineer. He figured out that mining operations would be most
efficient if preliminary excavation work was done by precision,
computer-targeted, space-mounted lasers, leaving the more detailed
work of actual mineral extraction for robots and colonists using
smaller tools on the asteroid’s surface.”

Rayna wondered why Marsden should
launch into a lesson on colonial mining in the midst of a crisis.
“What does all that have to do with—”

“Bear with me for a minute,” Marsden
said with a wave of his cigarette. “The problem was that laser
beams tended to spread out too much over orbital distances. So
Zhang came up with a new system that packed laser-generated light
waves into dense, red beams that could slice through the hardest
terrain. These days, zappers are very common in the mining
colonies.”

“I still don’t see what all that has
to do with the Nitinol crisis and the faked
communications.”

Marsden took a deep drag on his
cigarette. “The zappers can be programmed to hit any target. Even
on Earth.”

Rayna froze, her coffee cup halfway to
her mouth.

“According to the latest message,”
Milgrom said, “the ‘colonists’ have sent a number of modified ZAP
miners into orbit around Earth, and more are on the way. The
message says they will be used against unnamed targets here if
Earth takes any hostile action against the colonies.”  Milgrom
looked solemnly at Rayna. “They didn’t bother to define what they
meant by ‘hostile.’  It could mean anything from trying to
recapture the Nitinol by force to blockading the R-4
Sector.”

Rayna thought furiously.

 “They’re in Earth orbit now,”
Marsden said. “Must have left R-4 before the Nov. 1 deadline, or
they couldn’t have reached us already. That’s sure to make tensions
worse once the public realizes it.”

“But how did the—?”

“How did the zappers get
through?  That’s an easy one. No one ever thought of ZAP
miners as weapons, or of Earth as being at war. Everyone apparently
figured somebody else had authorized repair or service checkout for
the mining equipment. There was nothing to prevent the zappers from
taking critical positions around the world.”

Rayna felt the dream-shadow closing
in. “But there must be something we can do. Knock them out of the
sky, maybe.”

“Unfortunately,” said Milgrom, “we
can’t knock them all out at once. If we blow one up, another could
still devastate parts of the planet. And we don’t have any idea
which areas are at risk.”

Rayna shook her head. “It must be a
bluff,” she decided.

“All we know for sure,” said Marsden,
“is that there really are ZAP miners surrounding the Earth, and the
only place you’d normally find so many zappers is in a mining
colony. The public would know that, too.”

“Maybe anti-Earth feeling is running
as high in the colonies as anti-colony feeling is here,” Rayna
said.

“Could be,” Marsden replied. “From
what I saw when I was analyzing the messages, our fake colonists
were sending phony messages to R-4 as well as from the Asteroid
Belt. No way of telling just what those messages said in the name
of Earth. Might have been pretty inflammatory. But the message
about the zappers didn’t come from any colony. It originated on
Earth. Then it  was rerouted  through the colonial branch
of the CDN, so that a casual check would confirm the
codes.”

“There’s something else,” said
Milgrom. “Something that may prove just as dangerous as the ZAP
miners themselves.”

Rayna looked at the CDN director
expectantly.

“According to the message—which was
sent to all Earth’s major news services at the same time it was
sent to us—according to the message, the ZAP miners will be
triggered by colonial sympathizers here on Earth.” 

Milgrom didn’t have to explain what
that meant. Distrust was already rampant. With this announcement,
almost everyone would become suspect. One thing was certain: 
It would make peaceful contact with the colonies nearly impossible.
Anyone talking about peace was likely to be branded an ally of the
colonists and a potential mass murderer.

Rayna sank back in her chair, suddenly
drained. “Then there’s nothing we can do. Tauber’s won.”

Marsden’s face went white, and his
cigarette dropped from his hand. “Who did you say?”

“Tauber,” Rayna repeated. “Hank
Tauber, I think. Or Henry Tauber. Something like that. He seems to
be the brains behind the fake messages, the Nitinol diversion,
Rensselaer’s involvement… everything. Apparently he used to be a
lieutenant in some disbanded unit of the Merchant
Fleet.”

 “The Third Circuit, Fourth
Asteroid Belt Run,” Marsden droned. “The Three-C, Four-A. My old
unit.”

Milgrom turned to her assistant. “Did
you know this man, Derek?”

“I knew him. We used to be friends. I
knew he’d gone sour after the accident—he was hurt the same time I
was—but I never figured he would....”  He broke off and gazed
down at the desk top. “I knew him, Althea.”

The three of them sat quietly for
several moments.

“So where does that leave us?” asked
Rayna.

In the ensuing stillness, she could
almost see Milgrom’s mind analyzing the situation—breaking the
problem down into byte-sized pieces and examining each one
separately, then trying to put them all together once
more.

“Where does that leave us?” Milgrom
repeated. “It leaves us with a big job to do, but between Derek’s
communications trace and whatever you can tell us about Tauber and
his activities, we may be onto something.”

Rayna wasn’t convinced. “It all seems
hopeless.”

“Tough, yes, but not hopeless,”
Milgrom said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s
that there’s always hope.”


 Chapter 26: Flies in the Ointment 

Tauber pounded his right fist into his
left palm and angrily cut off the HV reception. In an instant, the
distinguished, gray-haired woman in the wheelchair disappeared from
his living room.

“Bitch!” he called out. “Goddamn
bitch!”

His body shook with fury, his gaze
focused on the spot just vacated by the three-dimensional image of
Althea Milgrom. At this moment he wanted nothing more than to
strangle that damned cripple. He was on the verge of losing
control, and he knew it. And that made him all the
angrier.

Maybe she really doesn’t know
anything, he told himself. Maybe she’s still just trying to placate
the masses, just like she’s been doing since December.

But even as the thought formed, Tauber
knew better. Milgrom had mentioned enough of the details to
demonstrate that this was no case of wishful thinking or calming
invention on her part; she knew about the
messages! 

True, she’d been singing essentially
the same song for the past three months. Nobody believed her, of
course. Oh, he was a little alarmed at first, but when no
confirmation followed from independent technical experts, and
Milgrom became increasingly isolated in her call to reestablish
communications with the colonies, Tauber had stopped worrying and
let himself enjoy the chaos he’d wrought. Her efforts seemed to be
backfiring, and it was all working to Strong Man’s advantage. What
was there to worry about?

 Plenty, it now appeared. Now
Milgrom had convinced the Secretary-General to try some
experimental hyperwave communications system to establish real-time
contact with the colonists. In order to get that die-hard,
cover-your-ass politician to do that, she must have had some pretty
convincing proof!

How could she possibly have figured it
all out?  Only five people were familiar with the
code-switching technique Tauber used to scramble the Earth-colony
transmissions. Jerrald, Kerner and Aldomar were in on Operation
Strong Man and knew how to keep their mouths shut. Zeigler died
last year when a new rocket engine he was testing blew up. And
Derek Marsden might as well be dead. The last Tauber had heard, his
erstwhile friend was struggling through retraining with little hope
of ever finding a decent civilian job.

At the thought of Marsden, Tauber’s
stomach muscles tightened into a knot, but he resolutely ignored
the sensation and walked over to his off-line computer. Tauber had
built the machine himself, making good use of his old Fleet
training. As a free-standing unit that wasn’t tied into the massive
Consolidated Data Network,  it offered some definite
advantages.

No CDN hookup for Baby, Tauber
recalled thinking when he first decided to build the computer. I
won’t bother the CDN, and the CDN won’t bother me.

But the CDN was bothering him.
At least, its director was bothering him. She was bothering him a
lot.

“That bitch!” 

He flipped the power switch to the
“on” position, inserted a disk into the computer’s interactive
optical drive, and called up a report on the status of Operation
Strong Man. All the key people were right where they belonged,
doing just what they were supposed to be doing. Anti-colony
incidents were increasing, and many countries had imposed tight
restrictions on the activities of anyone remotely associated with
the colonies. While there were no legal restrictions here in the
United States, social pressures were just as effective in limiting
Astie support. By now, everybody knew all about the zappers—and
about the fact that somebody on Earth was doing the colonies’ dirty
work for them. Despite her efforts, or more likely, because of
them, Milgrom had become a lightning rod for anti-colony
sentiment.

She has guts, he thought. I’ll give
her that much.

He considered the situation somberly,
his psyche automatically going into the failure-proof, pep-talk
mode he had trained himself to adopt whenever self-doubt plagued
him. None of this will do her any good. Scapegoats are too
handy.

That was the basis of his whole
plan:  Give the people someone to hate—someone to blame all
their problems on—and then provide the leadership that’ll “save”
them from their foe. The technique had worked throughout history.
Only Tauber wouldn’t make the mistake so many others had made. He
wouldn’t turn himself into a target by identifying himself. He
would run the show quietly, from behind the scenes. Let Rensselaer
be the public hero. That was all right with Tauber. As long as
Rensselaer remembered his place. As long as Rensselaer remembered
who made him—and who could break him. As long as he remembered that
today’s hero can be tomorrow’s goat.

We’ll move up the time table.
Everything’s about ready, anyway. It would only have been a matter
of a few weeks more in any case. We just have to make sure we do
the job before they activate the hyperwave system. 

 Tauber narrowed his eyes in
determination and examined some more data. You could cram an awful
lot of information onto one of these new dense-pack optical disks.
He had just about everything he needed right here in just this one
small disk. True, he couldn’t pull other network records, or
cross-reference material from different sources, or access the
international communications system unless he tied back into the
CDN hookup. Still, he’d even managed to get around some of those
limitations by copying CDN records to an optical disk. He patted
the compact gray box that contained the computer’s workings. Baby,
here, gave him computer power without potential CDN oversight—which
was exactly the way he liked it. Power without anyone looking over
his shoulder.

 He instructed the computer to
scroll through the display slowly. After several seconds, he froze
the screen image, a personnel report. Right. It all looked good.
Then his eye reached the last name on the list. Wraggon, Charles
J.

“Fucking asshole!” 

It took brains to program those robots
so they would booby trap the Nitinol warehouse. Tauber knew that.
He also knew that Wraggon was like an unsecured shipboard laser
cannon with a broken safety mechanism. If you can’t repair the
safety or lock down the cannon....  The confrontation had been
inevitable.

***

“I don’t care how clever it was
technically,” Tauber had told Wraggon, “it was a stupid thing to
do!”

Wraggon merely glared at the taller
man.

“We had a future together, you and I,”
said Tauber, “but now you have no future at all. What did you think
you were doing?”

Wraggon ground his teeth together
before answering. “I proved we mean business,” he hissed. “I proved
we wouldn’t wait forever for them to go along with our
demands.”

   “You also got the world
too worked up too fast,” Tauber said coldly. “We’re not ready to
take full advantage of the situation. The zappers aren’t all here
yet. Once the entire system’s in place, we’ll have plenty of
time—and leverage—to turn the screws. But this—”  Tauber shook
his head in obvious disgust. “Starting a rumor about destroying the
Nitinol would’ve been one thing, but really doing the job.... 
Dumb, Wraggon. Plain dumb. I had plans for that
Nitinol.”

Wraggon grunted. “You and your lousy
plans!  We got a great little extortion racket going here. If
we keep the operation small, it could make us all rich. And like my
grandfather always said, if you got the money, you can buy the
power.”

“Is that all you care about,
Wraggon?  The money?”

“Like I said, Tauber, if you got the
money, you can get the power. That’s the whole point, isn’t
it?  But you and your damn ego. You got to do things your own
way. Well, I’m not just your errand boy!”

“I thought you were smart,” Tauber
sighed, “but you’re not. No wonder you’re just a glorified
rust-pusher.”  Wraggon lunged for Tauber but was restrained by
the bearded giant of a man who had brought him to this meeting at a
remote spot overlooking the ocean. “No, Wraggon, you’re not smart
at all. You have no real vision. Too bad. We could have used you.
But now you’re just dead weight—very dead
weight.”

Tauber jerked his head at the bearded
man, turned and walked away. Only a slight hesitation of step and a
momentary clenching of Tauber’s fists acknowledged Wraggon’s scream
as the giant lifted the robotics expert and threw him off the cliff
onto the rocks below.

***

Tauber blinked, and the mental image
of his final moments with Wraggon faded. In its wake was not
remorse but regret. Tauber’s Merchant Fleet experience had trained
him to avoid waste. Wraggon wasn’t much, but he had certain useful
skills. Killing him was like dumping a load of rocket fuel into
space because it’s going unstable:  You know it has to be done
or you could blow yourself up, but you still hate the idea of
losing all that fuel.

 He rubbed his hands together and
returned his attention to the screen. Maybe there was something he
could use against Milgrom in her records, he thought. He’d already
combined available CDN data on Milgrom’s personal, professional and
medical history into a single file on the optical disk. Now he
pressed a series of keys to access it.

How the hell did she figure it
out? he wondered again as he stared at the screen full of
information without really seeing it.

He sighed heavily and rubbed his eyes.
He tried to concentrate on the words before him, but his mind kept
drifting. Not toward anything in particular. It was more like
drifting away from something. Away from that vast emptiness inside
him. He was so close. Milgrom or no Milgrom, in a few more months
he’d have the whole world acting out parts in a play written,
directed and cast by one Henry Tauber. This Milgrom thing was just
a little glitch—an inconvenience, not a major catastrophe. But
Henry Tauber despised glitches. He didn’t like having his timetable
upset.

He gazed up at the ceiling, noticing a
fresh spider web in one corner. Must be lonely being a
spider, he thought absently, sitting there all alone just
waiting, waiting, waiting for a victim to stumble into the web.
He banished the reminder of his own loneliness. If loneliness is
the price of power, then so be it, he mused
bitterly.

He returned his attention to the
screen. He hadn’t  studied Milgrom’s complete file before.
He’d constructed the file just in case it might contain something
useful later on. In her wheelchair, Milgrom seemed the perfect
symbol of a weak society and a vulnerable opponent for Rensselaer
as he climbed the political ladder. She was proving much more
troublesome than expected, however, and it occurred to Tauber that
her file might hold some secret of value. Derek Marsden’s name was
the last thing he’d expected to see, but there it was on a list of
Milgrom’s assistants.

 Tauber stared at the name for
several seconds. Then, slowly, his hands curled into fists, and he
ground his teeth so hard his head began to ache. The memories tore
through his brain like a tornado, tossing his most closely guarded
emotional secrets like balsa wood.

Derek had been his friend. Maybe his
only friend. He remembered the good times, their times together as
two of the five “bad boys” of the Academy. He remembered that awful
day in R-4 when, his own cheek and ear burned by an errant laser
beam, he had cradled the unconscious Marsden in his arms and
screamed for a medic as blood flowed from the wounds in his
friend’s neck. He remembered the softer, gentler Derek Marsden who
emerged after months of treatment in the colonies, too. And he felt
again the stirrings he’d long repressed, the desire to touch that
thin, wiry body—and be touched in return.... 

With a savage sweep of his arm, Tauber
cleared the top of the desk on which the computer rested, sending
papers, manuals and a random assortment of unwashed coffee cups
flying and crashing in all directions.

 The sound of the doorbell was a
welcome interruption to this uncomfortable line of thought. He took
a deep breath, squared his shoulders and cleared the computer
screen, then went to the door.

 Keith Daniels stood in the
corridor outside Tauber’s apartment, a troubled look on his
face.

“Is all this part of your plan, Hank?”
he asked without prolog.

Tauber, once more in complete control
of his emotions, invited Keith inside. “Is what part of the
plan?”

“The zappers. You’re not really going
to—”

“Sit down, Keith, and relax. Of course
they’re part of the plan. And with Althea Milgrom talking about how
the communications have been faked, they may be the most convincing
piece of evidence we have now to keep public attention focused on
the colonies and off of us.”

 Keith shook his head. “I don’t
like it, Hank. Those things are too dangerous. They could take out
a city block at the flick of a switch.”

“That’s the whole idea,” responded
Tauber. “If there’s no danger, there’s no heroes. And we need a
hero to promote for the presidency—or maybe for U.N. secretary
general.”

Keith shook his head. “You’re crazy,
Hank!  I know you want to change the world,
but—” 

The force of Tauber’s backhanded slap
caught Keith in mid-sentence and whipped his head sideways. “Don’t
you ever call me crazy,” Tauber said in low, menacing tones. “Not
ever.”

Keith put his hand to the side of his
face and blinked.

 “The zappers are weapons of last
resort,” said Tauber. “Wraggon programmed the targets according to
my instructions, and I selected those targets very
carefully.”

“Are you sure about that?” Keith
asked, finding his voice again.

“What do you mean?”

“Are you sure Wraggon did what you
told him to do?  He didn’t exactly follow orders when it came
to the Nitinol storage.”

Tauber glanced at the floor, then met
Keith’s frank gaze with an ominous smile. “I guess we’d better find
out.”

Keith studied Tauber nervously but
said nothing.

 ”Althea Milgrom’s become a much
bigger problem than I expected,” Tauber said. “I think she needs to
be taught a lesson. And I can’t think of a better way to discredit
her than a zapper attack.”

Keith went white but once again
remained silent.

“Listen, Keith, don’t you worry about
it. You concentrate on the lawsuits. We’ve got more cases ready to
file now, don’t we?”

Keith nodded.

“Fine. You keep the authorities busy
with the lawsuits, and leave the grand planning of Operation Strong
Man to me. Just stay away from John Martin Roberts Park next
Saturday.”

“The park!  On the busiest day of
the week?  But—” Tauber’s glare cut Keith short, and the
lawyer slumped back in his chair with a sigh of
resignation.

Tauber wasn’t at all pleased. He had
begun to regard Keith as a friend—his first since Derek Marsden.
But like Marsden, Daniels was beginning to show weakness. What was
that old saying about change?  You can’t make an omelet
without breaking eggs. Couldn’t Daniels see that?  What did
the lives of a bunch of nobodies matter when a zapper strike on the
park could put Operation Strong Man back on track?

“When’s Barnard’s ship due back from
the Asteroid Belt?” Keith asked, trying to change the
subject.

The question caught Tauber in mid-.
“What?  Huh?  Oh, yeah. Barnard. Don’t worry about Vince.
He won’t be coming back.”

Keith swallowed hard. “But isn’t his
ship about due to—”

“Yeah, yeah. The ship’s due back next
month. But Vince won’t be on it.”

Keith raised his eyebrows, and Tauber
continued:  “He was already a liability even before they
shipped out. Once he found out about Wraggon, he’d be impossible to
control. In his own bumbling way, Vince could unravel the whole
operation. So I worked things out with two of his shipmates. They
just happened to be old shipmates of mine, too.”

Keith closed his eyes and pressed his
lips together.

 ”What’s the matter, Keith? 
No stomach for the hard decisions?”

Keith held Tauber’s gaze for a moment,
then looked away. He glanced at a clock on Tauber’s wall and jumped
up with an exaggerated sense of urgency.

“Look at the time!  I’ve got to
go, Hank.”  He grinned apologetically. “Appointment with one
of your merchanter friends on a new case.”

 Tauber rose, too, and looked
over his guest with undisguised suspicion.

“A new case?”

“Yeah.”  Keith shifted his weight
from foot to foot. “Uh, let’s see....  Clark?  No—” he
tapped his temple “—Clarkson. Jared Clarkson. Yeah—that’s it. Jared
Clarkson. Merchanter First Class on the R-4 run about two years
ago. Says some colonists tried to poison him with tainted squawker
meat just before the return trip because he refused to smuggle
colonial goods to black-market friends of theirs on
Earth.”

Tauber frowned but said nothing. He
remembered Jared Clarkson. Straight as an arrow. Would he have
filed a lawsuit like this?

Keith looked at Tauber with strange,
almost imploring eyes. He seemed to be debating with himself about
something.

“Listen, Hank, about the zappers, I
really wish you’d—”

“What, Keith?  You wish I’d just
leave ’em floating around the Earth like so much space junk? 
All that firepower, and you don’t want me to use it. Is that
it?”

“It...it’s just that—” Keith
stammered.

“Yeah, Keith, I know. It’s not your
fault. You’ve been conditioned, living in a world where weakness is
king, and manhood is a lost art. But all that’s going to change.
Just trust me.”

Keith bent his head and rubbed the
back of his neck. “Okay,” he said with a sigh and an unconvincing
half-smile. “Guess I’ll have to.”

“Just stay away from the park on
Saturday,” Tauber reminded him, opening the door.

Keith nodded and crossed the
threshold.

 Tauber watched the lawyer’s
receding figure for a few seconds before closing the door, then
returned to the mundane task of picking up the papers that still
lay scattered on the floor near his computer. More and more lately,
Daniels reminded Tauber of Derek Marsden. Not physically, of
course. Daniels was taller and more athletic looking than the thin,
wiry Marsden. And though Daniels didn’t lack a sense of humor, he
lacked Derek’s sense of adventure and wild abandon.

Then why does he remind me of
Derek? Tauber asked himself. And, as quickly as the question
formed in his mind, he knew the answer:  Daniels was beginning
to remind Tauber of the post-accident Derek Marsden.

 Before that terrible day, Derek
had been one of the best, Tauber recalled. Absolutely fearless, the
man would try anything once for fun—twice for spite. The word
“consequences” wasn’t even in his vocabulary. Never had anything
more serious on his mind than proving his mettle and having a good
time. And what ideas he had for good times!  Tauber paused in
the midst of straightening some papers and smiled at the memory of
a particularly clever prank the “bad boy” crew had pulled on the
chief cook in Alpha Colony on their first trip to the Asteroid
Belt.

“Dammit, Derek!” Tauber said aloud.
 

Tauber shook his head and, with a
mighty effort of will, fought off a spreading sadness that
threatened to engulf him.

Keith Daniels wasn’t Derek
Marsden, Tauber reminded himself sternly, but Daniels was becoming
a big question mark. He was doing a good enough job with the
lawsuits, but Tauber suspected the lawyer still wasn’t sold on
Operation Strong Man, despite the fact that he mouthed all the
right slogans. Maybe it’s that girlfriend of his, thought
Tauber, the one who saved Althea Milgrom’s life back in
November.

Tauber put the papers in a neat pile
on his computer desk, then turned the machine off and went to the
terminal with the CDN hookup. He attached a small, gray box to the
keyboard, entered a series of numbers and then flipped a scrambler
switch on the box. A moment later, the face of the bearded giant
appeared on the screen.

“Kronis here,” the giant said
grumpily. “What is it?”

“I’ve got a job for you.”

Kronis looked bored.

“Of course you do,” he said.
“Otherwise you wouldn’t have called.”

Tauber was irritated by the remark,
but he resolved to say nothing about it.

“Yes. Well, you know the lawyer who’s
been handling all the merchanter lawsuits?  Keith
Daniels?”

Kronis bent his big head forward. “I
know him.”

    “I want you and
your men to keep a close watch on him. Keep track of every move he
makes, every communicator call he places or accepts.”

“What’re we looking for here,
Lieutenant?”

“We’re looking for any indication that
he’s trying to give information to the enemies of Operation Strong
Man. And don’t call me ‘lieutenant.’  You were never even in
the Merchant Fleet.”

The strong lines of Kronis’s face
hardened. “It’s not my fault I was too big.”

Tauber nodded impatiently. He had no
desire to go into the story of frustration and anger that brought
Kronis to Operation Strong Man’s attention. He just wanted the man
to do a job.

“Yeah, Kronis, I know. Point is, I
want you to watch Daniels. If he tries to contact any officials
except in line with the lawsuits he’s working on—anyone like Althea
Milgrom, for example—you and your boys grab him and take him to 435
Nottingham St., Apartment 12. Got that?”

“Sure, Tauber—435 Nottingham St.,
Apartment 12. What’s that—some kind of safe house?”

“In a way, Kronis, in a way. At least
it’s a safe house for us. If Daniels makes any suspicious move, I
want him kept under guard at the Nottingham address until further
notice. Got it?”

Kronis nodded.

“Good,” said Tauber. “Then set the
surveillance in motion right away. Oh, and Kronis....”

“Yes?”

“I don’t want him contacting his
girlfriend, either.”

Kronis nodded again. “If he does, we
cut him short and take him to Nottingham.”

“Right.”

“It’ll be taken care of,” Kronis said
simply. “Anything else?”

Tauber shook his head. “That’s it.
I’ll be in touch when I need you again.”  With that, Tauber
cut the connection and disengaged the scrambler.

Now then, Tauber said to
himself as he returned to his off-line computer, I’ve got some
messages to send to a certain zapper.

 


 Chapter 27: A Day at the Park  

Children were romping on the
playground and running across the grass. Couples out for a
leisurely walk on a lovely spring morning were strolling along
tree-bordered paths. A light breeze gave a delicious zest to the
very air. At the open-speech area in the center of the park, three
men and one woman were making the necessary arrangements for this
afternoon’s presentation. It all seemed quite idyllic.

Keith felt out of place in this
picture as he glanced nervously over his shoulder. No sign of them.
Perhaps he had managed to elude them after all. Although they must
have known where he was headed. Then again, maybe not. Maybe Tauber
didn’t want to give them any hint of what he was planning. Maybe
he doesn’t trust them any more than he trusts me.

It was only hours after he left
Tauber’s apartment four days ago that he began to sense he was
being watched. At first, he was inclined to attribute it all to
paranoia—a condition that had become somewhat familiar to him since
his association with Tauber. He was confused, too. He wasn’t quite
sure how he felt about Tauber or Operation Strong Man. The man had
a powerful personality—no question about it. Keith was
simultaneously drawn to and repelled by the Strong Man philosophy.
He had been mulling all this, considering whether to feed his
latest information on Tauber’s plans to Rayna, when the feeling of
being watched first hit him. It wasn’t until several hours later
that his vague suspicions were confirmed:  The same large,
bearded man he’d seen several miles away on leaving Jared
Clarkson’s place had also shown up at Maybo’s Cafe, a lawyer’s
hangout that Keith frequented.

When he arrived home, he found a
message from Rayna inviting him to join her Saturday afternoon at
John Martin Roberts park for a scheduled HV broadcast of an Althea
Milgrom speech. Keith had felt sick then. He might be able to talk
himself into doing nothing about Tauber’s plans as long as they
affected only some anonymous park-goers, but he couldn’t stand by
and let Rayna get hurt—maybe killed.

So he’d placed the call. Or rather,
he’d tried. There had been no answer. With a growing sense of
urgency, he’d rushed out of his apartment and taken the Trans-Mat
to Rayna’s building. It never occurred to him that his pursuers
might simply use the booth’s “repeat” option to follow
him.

They’d kept him locked up in a small,
poorly lit room at the north end of town. It wasn’t until three
o’clock this morning that he had managed to escape, defeating the
electronic door lock while his guards slept. His efforts to contact
Rayna had been unsuccessful so far. She didn’t answer her
communicator, and he didn’t want to lead his former captors to her
door. His efforts to get the police or the park authority to cancel
Milgrom’s speech had merely resulted in frustration and loss of
precious time as he was challenged over and over to produce
evidence of an imminent zapper threat—evidence he didn’t have.
 

And so here he was at the park, eight
hours after his escape, hoping desperately to find Rayna and get
her away from this place before it was too late.

She’s probably not even here
yet, Keith thought. When was Tauber planning his attack? 
Would he trigger the zappers before the speech, or would he wait,
hoping to catch Milgrom herself in the line of fire?  He
massaged his temples. Put yourself in Tauber’s place, Keith
told himself desperately. Think it through the way he
would.

“Mommy!  Mommy!” a small boy’s
voice called out, breaking Keith’s line of thought—which seemed to
be going nowhere in any event. “Lookit my balloon!”

Without thinking, Keith glanced in the
direction the boy was pointing. A bright red, helium-filled balloon
was climbing skyward, to the mixed excitement and consternation of
its former owner.

“Oh, Stevie!” the mother said sternly.
“I told you to hold onto the string!”

Suddenly, and for no apparent reason,
the balloon seemed to burst. Stevie exploded into tears as his
mother tried to comfort him.

“It was just a balloon, Stevie,” she
told him. But the boy cried all the louder. “My balloon!” he
said. “Want my balloon!”

The rest of their words were lost in
the distance as mother guided son off to see the other sights of
the park. Keith was about to turn and resume his search for Rayna
when he caught sight of a tall, bearded  man coming up the
walk from the Trans-Mat center. Quickly, he ducked behind a nearby
tree, his heart pounding madly. He licked his lips, suddenly
conscious that his mouth had gone dry, and he struggled to keep his
shallow breathing even. He felt keenly on edge, like an athlete
measuring, watching, waiting for just the right moment to make the
crucial leap that would take him over the hurdle.  

***

Tauber’s 11th-floor hotel room
afforded him a perfect view of John Martin Roberts Park—close
enough to watch the fun but far enough away to be safe. Now if
these zappers had been the earlier models, it might be a different
story. The targeting mechanisms in those things were so unreliable
that a number of life domes had been badly damaged by strikes
intended for targets several kilometers away. The Z-48 model,
though, had proved itself over and over. It was accurate to within
30 centimeters from standard Earth orbit.

The simulation Tauber had run on his
off-line computer at home verified the result:  He would be
safe here, and he would be able to observe the carnage personally.
He took a deep breath, but it wasn’t air he was inhaling. It was
the intoxicating scent of power.

There had been a chance that Daniels’
suspicions might be right:  Wraggon could have had his
robots mess up the zappers’ basic programming, either by directing
the zappers to hit unauthorized targets or else by locking out new
instructions from Earth. That’s why, after using his off-line
computer to encode the signal in a way that would appear
meaningless to anyone monitoring CDN transmissions, Tauber had sent
override instructions through his CDN-linked communicator. If the
new instructions were locked out, there would be some sort of error
message. But no such message appeared on his terminal. So now all
he had to do was use the hotel communicator to send the trigger
code to a zap miner drifting far above him in synchronous orbit
over Los Angeles.

Tauber smiled and looked at his watch.
Almost noon. Only two more hours until the big moment. The moment
that would put an end to the political aspirations of Althea
Milgrom and put Operation Strong Man in charge for good. For an
instant, he forgot his earlier musings on the advantages of being
the power behind the scenes, and he saw himself standing before a
wildly cheering throng. Maybe I won’t let Rensselaer have all
the glory after all, he thought.

Rensselaer was at the United Nations
today. He was scheduled to report to the General Assembly on the
latest developments in dealing with the colonies. That would fit in
well, too. Just as Rensselaer was telling them how serious the
situation is, Milgrom would be trying to say the communications
with the colonies have been fakes. But no one will be able to claim
that this zapper attack is a fake. The park will look like an
abandoned rock quarry by time this is over, Tauber chuckled to
himself. Milgrom won’t have a prayer of convincing anyone that
the colonies weren’t behind this—especially since she’ll probably
be dead.

Tauber went to the window overlooking
the park, opened the sash and leaned forward over the ledge.
Look at them all, he mused, surveying the tiny figures
below. A colony of ants. No. Not ants. Ants work together
collectively. Ants have a common purpose. No, they’re not ants.
They’re just grains of sand. And this is my
beach!

***

Rayna stood at the window in the
park’s recreation building and heaved a sigh.

“What is it, Rayna?” Althea Milgrom
asked, a half-finished cup of coffee on the table before her. “You
seem particularly on edge today.”

Rayna turned to face Milgrom and
lifted her hands in a gesture of confusion. “I really don’t know
what it is, Althea. I should be feeling great. For most of the past
year, I’ve felt like a helpless captive on a doomed, runaway train.
Thanks to you and Derek, I’m beginning to have some real hope
again. But....”  She shook her head, unable to complete the
sentence.

“Are you worried about that friend of
yours?”

Rayna’s heart did jumping jacks in her
chest as she joined Milgrom at the table.

“That’s it, isn’t it,
dear?”

Rayna smiled half-heartedly. “Maybe
you’re right. Things have been—well, let’s say things have been
strained between Keith and me since I first came to you back in
December. I kept hoping he’d come around—that he’d realize we had
to work with you to stop Tauber.”

“Tauber can have a pretty powerful
effect on people. Take it from me.”  Derek Marsden’s face was
creased into an unusually thoughtful expression. Rayna looked at
him with frank curiosity. Marsden had said little about his
relationship with Tauber, but what he had revealed suggested that
the two men had once been quite close.

“Hank always had a way getting other
people to do what he wanted them to do,” Marsden said.

If Marsden was trying to reassure her,
it wasn’t working, thought Rayna. Was Keith now one of those doing
what Tauber wanted them to do?  The thought—one she’d been
struggling mightily not to think—depressed her
thoroughly.

It wasn’t the first time she’d
considered the possibility that she was losing Keith to Tauber’s
sinister influence. She’d tried to reason with him, cajole him,
even seduce him away from what she now saw as Tauber’s insidious
clutches. There were moments when she thought she was winning, when
the old Keith seemed to be back. But then he’d see Tauber again,
and once again the strength that was part of his character was
distorted into a cruel parody of itself—twisted into a cold,
indifferent sharpness that chilled Rayna even as she thought about
it.

One evening a few weeks ago, after a
particularly upsetting meeting with Keith, she’d even resolved to
try her grandfather’s psychic techniques, as described in his
papers and Alec Zorne’s laboratory notes. But all she’d gotten for
her trouble was a severe headache and the sense that she was
behaving like a jackass.

“Why don’t you just have another cup
of coffee and try to relax,” Milgrom suggested. “We have another
hour and a half before we have to face the lions out
there.”

The corners of Rayna’s mouth curved
upward slightly. “If I have much more coffee, I think I’ll explode.
Mind if I take a little walk around the park?”

“Actually, that sounds like a
wonderful idea!” Milgrom said. “You stayed up half the night with
me working on this. Didn’t even get home to sleep in your own bed.
You’re certainly entitled to a break.”  She chuckled warmly.
“If I could wander around here without being recognized, I think
I’d join you. But then, I still have some finishing touches to put
on this speech. Maybe you should join Rayna, Derek.”

Marsden shook his head. “No way,
Althea. I’m not leaving you alone after what happened here last
time.”

Milgrom reached for Marsden’s hand and
patted it tenderly. “Don’t be silly,” she insisted. “There are
security guards at the doors and around the open-speech area. I’ll
be just fine.”

Marsden looked hard at Milgrom. “Are
you sure, Althea?”

“Go!” she commanded with a warm
laugh.

Marsden brushed back an errant
forelock of straight, blond hair but made no move toward the door.
Milgrom smiled  at him and nodded. “All right,” he said
finally. “Let’s go, Rayna.”

Rayna glanced from Marsden to Milgrom
and back again. Then she followed Marsden out into the
park.

“You care a great deal about her,
don’t you?” Rayna said after awhile as they walked up the path
toward the open-speech area.

Marsden took out an Astobac cigarette
and lit up. “She saved my life. Oh, not physically. The medics out
in Beta Colony did that. But I was a mess emotionally when I got
back Earthside.”

Rayna watched him with interest and
waited for him to continue.

“I went through the retraining
programs and wound up with all the technical qualifications I
needed to make it in a civilian job. But every time I went out on a
job interview, I’d look at my face in the mirror, and I’d see this
doughy pseudoskin they gave me and the scars on my neck,
and....”

He shook his head and took another
drag on his cigarette. “Anyway, the day Althea interviewed me, she
seemed to recognize what I was going through. She helped me relax,
and then she gave me a job. She’s been more than my boss. She’s
been my friend.”

Rayna nodded, and they walked on in
silence. She led them along a flower-bordered trail toward a small
botanical garden at the east end of the park.

 “She’ll make a great senator,”
Rayna said, more to break the silence than for any other
reason.

“Yes,” Marsden agreed, “but she’s not
really a politician. She only ran because somebody had to speak up
against Rensselaer. He’s so damned smooth. He can make the most
outrageous actions sound reasonable and justified. Noble, even. He
appeals to the worst instincts in people and gives them the
justification they need for acting on those instincts.”

He dropped his cigarette butt and
crushed it with his heel. The action released molecular bonds in
the Astobac and freed the elements to recycle, clean and refresh
the soil and air.

“You figure Rensselaer’s working with
Tauber?” Rayna asked him as he lit another cigarette.

Marsden nodded. “I’m sure of it. He’s
just Hank’s type—ambitious, amoral and slick.”

Rayna stopped and looked into
Marsden’s haunted blue-gray eyes. “There’s something I don’t
understand, Derek. You seem like a decent sort of guy. How could
you and Tauber have been friends?”

Marsden looked at his shoes. “Hank
wasn’t always like this. Oh, he always had this passion for proving
his manhood. Back at the Academy, the big game was to beat the
system. That seemed fair enough. Everybody likes to beat the
system—especially when the system is a relic of the old military
academies, where discipline’s the name of the game.”

“But there was more to it, I
gather.”

Marsden nodded somberly. “About a year
ago, I heard that Hank’s little tricks started turning mean. He
especially had it in for any of the rock farmers—the colonists, I
mean—he had it in for the colonists who were what he called
‘soft.’”

Rayna nodded. That was consistent with
what Keith had told her about the whole thrust of Operation Strong
Man.

“Hank used to say they were all just a
bunch of fags, so why not have some fun with them. I even went
along with him for awhile, I’m ashamed to say. But one of those
‘fags’ was the chief medic who saved my life.”

He paused to puff on his cigarette for
a few moments. “There’s nothing like hearing Death knock at your
door to make you take another look at your values. I did. And Hank
never forgave me for it.”

They continued to walk and talk for
the next half hour, occasionally pausing to appreciate the flora in
the botanical garden. The setting reminded her of another walk, a
walk she’d taken with Keith. She hadn’t heard from him in days,
despite her invitation to join her this afternoon, and she was
concerned. Still, there was nothing she could do about it now. She
decided to visit him this evening and talk things out.

She and Marsden headed back toward the
recreation building. As they passed a group of trees along the way,
Rayna thought she heard someone calling her name in an urgent
whisper, but she couldn’t be certain. Marsden had heard nothing,
and when she looked around for a familiar face, the only person she
saw nearby was an exceptionally large man with a thick, black
beard. The man disturbed her for some reason. He seemed to watch
her every move. She shifted positions so that Marsden was between
her and the stranger.

Althea Milgrom met her two friends at
the door of the recreation building.

“You can watch me from here for a
minute,” she said to the guard as she wheeled out of the building
to greet Rayna and Marsden. “Whether I’m recognized or not, I need
a breath of fresh air!”

***

From his hotel room across the street,
Tauber was keeping close tabs on the activity at the park. He was
glad he’d thought to pack his telescope. Through it, he could see
exactly when Milgrom and her party were in the ideal position for
the attack.

He had punched the appropriate codes
into the communicator’s keyboard and stored them for remote
activation. A mere press of the button in his hand would direct the
communicator to send the codes to their destination, zap miner
NG-6/3CDA.

People were beginning to take seats in
the open speech area now, although the speech wasn’t scheduled to
begin for some time yet. No question about it, Tauber
admitted grudgingly, Milgrom’s gaining a following. Most of
the park-goers, though, were simply enjoying the day. Well, it
would be a day none of them would ever forget. None of those who
survived, that is.

He took another look through the
telescope and frowned as he spotted Kronis, who was obviously
searching for someone.

Stupid bastard! thought Tauber.
Do I have to do everything myself?  The fact that
Daniels had escaped from his make-shift prison would not, at this
point, have much practical effect, Tauber realized. Still, he was
disappointed. Not only in Kronis, but, more importantly, in
Daniels. That’s what you get for thinking you can trust
anyone, he chastised himself. Didn’t you learn anything when
Derek Marsden turned out to be just another faggot?

As the name formed in his thoughts,
Tauber caught a glimpse of Marsden and Rayna Kingman as they
emerged from behind a group of trees and headed for the recreation
building. Tauber’s jaws clamped shut. He hated Derek Marsden, he
realized. At this moment, he hated Marsden more than he’d ever
hated anyone or anything. Once, years ago, Marsden had forced
Tauber to face a part of himself he’d spent a lifetime denying.
Now, the same Marsden was weakening the hand of Operation Strong
Man. It was because of Marsden that Milgrom had been able to
decipher his code-switching. It was all Marsden’s fault. Tauber’s
left hand drew itself into a fist, and the right tightened around
the remote call button.

Suddenly aware of the object in his
hand, he opened his fist and stared for a moment, then looked
through his telescope at the area in front of the recreation
building, where Marsden, Milgrom and Rayna were chatting
comfortably with the guard.

“Damn him!” he said aloud. “Damn them
all!”  He ground his teeth together and jabbed the call button
forcefully with his thumb.

Almost immediately, a beeper summoned
Tauber to the room’s CDN terminal. He stared at the screen in
disbelief, an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach:

 

FROM: THE LATE CHARLES J.
WRAGGON

IF YOU’RE
READING THIS MESSAGE, THEN I MUST BE DEAD. BUT SO ARE YOU AND MAYBE
MOST OF THE WORLD. REMEMBER, I WARNED YOU NOT TO MESS WITH ME. I
TOLD YOU I KNEW THINGS ABOUT THE R-4 ROBOTS THAT I DIDN’T TELL YOU.

WHEN MY ROBOTS REPROGRAMMED THE
ZAPPERS, THEY INCLUDED A DEAD-MAN’S
ROUTINE. WHEN YOU KILLED ME, YOU PREVENTED ME FROM SENDING THE
WEEKLY SIGNAL THAT SHIFTS COMPLETE CONTROL OF THE ZAPPERS TO EARTH.
WITHOUT THAT SIGNAL, TRIGGERING ANY ZAPPER FOR ANY EARTH-DESIGNATED
TARGET WILL AUTOMATICALLY ACTIVATE ALL THE ZAPPERS TO HIT ALL THE
PREPROGRAMMED TARGETS. KIND OF MESSES UP YOUR PLANS,
DOESN’T IT?

ONE MORE THING, TAUBER. SINCE I
KNEW YOU’D BE THE GUY TRIGGERING THE
ZAPPERS, I HAD THE ROBOTS PUT IN ANOTHER SPECIAL FEATURE—A FEEDBACK
TARGETING MECHANISM. WHEN YOU TRIGGERED THE ZAPPER, YOU SIGNED YOUR
OWN DEATH WARRANT. THE ZAPPER WILL HOME IN ON THE SOURCE OF THE
SIGNAL AND.... 

 

Tauber never finished reading the
message. A narrow beam of coherent light angled its way from the
sky through the hotel window and neatly severed the hand that still
held the remote call button. The next beam narrowly missed Tauber’s
head and sent him scurrying for cover as more beams shot through
the windows to fill the room with destruction.

***

“What was that?” Marsden said
suddenly, gazing upward. “I thought I saw a flash of light
that—look out!”  The last comment was muffled as Marsden
arched his body over Milgrom’s seated form and reached for Rayna’s
hand in an effort to pull her to the ground. A ruby beam of light
struck a corner of the recreation building above them, loosening
pieces of brick and mortar.

“It’s a zapper attack!” he shouted as
more beams struck the building. One beam sliced through the center
of the structure. Others melted their way through the windows.
Several beams also ignited combustible material inside, and smoke
began to seep from under the door. Minutes later, flames were
clearly visible through the windows.

“Let’s get away from here,” Marsden
said, pushing Milgrom’s wheelchair ahead of him.

Rayna followed numbly, looking around
her in horrified fascination. The sky twinkled with light as the
ZAP miner strafed the park like a Japanese Zero in some old World
War II movie. One beam cut through the base of the woodstone
lectern on the open-speech stage and sent it toppling over atop a
worker who had been setting up the sound system. In blind panic,
people ran mindlessly about the park trying to avoid the deadly
rays from the sky. As Rayna watched, a terrified child ran directly
into the path of a beam. It cut him in two.

“There must be something we can do,”
Milgrom said, activating her mini-terminal. “If the zapper shots
don’t interfere with the radio signals that tie me to CDN
headquarters, then maybe I can—”  But Marsden just shook his
head. “All we can do is try to keep out of the line of
fire.”

As if to reinforce Marsden’s comment,
a beam hit the grass next to his foot and etched a deep line across
the lawn and into a nearby group of trees.

“Oh my God!” Milgrom said, intent on
the terminal screen despite the chaos around her. “It’s not just
here!  We’re getting reports from London, Paris, Caracas,
Jerusalem, Cairo, Nairobi, Beirut—it’s all over the
world!”

Rayna’s stomach heaved. How could this
be? 

“Rayna!” a distant voice called
out.

She barely heard her name above the
screams around her, but she thought she recognized the disheveled
man emerging from the trees just as a severed branch crashed down
upon him. Keith? she wondered, heart pounding. Could it be
Keith? 

The trees were ablaze now, and people
who had been walking peacefully along the shaded paths only minutes
before were rolling on the ground trying desperately to smother the
flames of their own clothing.

Rayna headed for the man on the
ground, bumping into men and women who were rushing in the other
direction.

“Rayna!”  This time she was sure
she heard it. But it wasn’t Keith’s voice. It was Marsden. “Help
me!” he yelled.

Milgrom’s wheelchair was on the
ground, and Marsden was struggling to right it and get the CDN
director back into it before a zapper beam could catch her where
she lay, unprotected and unmoving, on the grass. For a moment,
Rayna was frozen with indecision. Then, without warning, she felt
her eyes roll back in her head. Every nerve in her body seemed to
tingle, and she felt a powerful surge of energy explode outward
from a place inside her that she never knew existed. At last, she
slumped to the ground, unconscious, as millions of subatomic
particles began to vibrate in unison, singing a song that instilled
their rhythm in the harmonic oscillations of other particles and
wrote their own definition of reality.

 


 Chapter 28: What Things May Come

The first thing Rayna saw when she
awoke in the hospital was the full size holovision stage in the
center of the ward. She couldn’t very well miss it. The figures on
the stage seemed to be talking directly to her.

“Miss Kingman!” a plump, middle-aged
nurse with a kind face greeted as she approached Rayna’s bed.
“We’re so glad to have you back with us!”

“How long have I...?”

“It’s been six days, Miss
Kingman.”  The nurse checked the readings on a biomonitor next
to the bed and tapped in a notation that would be recorded on
Rayna’s medical chart for future reference. “Your parents will be
furious with us for sending them away now that you’re finally
awake. But we just didn’t know when you’d be coming around. Doctor
finally got them to go home around 10 o’clock last night. They’ve
been practically camping out in the waiting room since you were
brought in from the park.”

Rayna nodded at the nurse dully and
inhaled the scent of hospital disinfectant.

“You seem to be fine, Miss Kingman.
Fortunately, the zapper beams didn’t get you when you passed out.
There was no indication that anything fell on you, either. Do you
remember being hit by anything?”

“Well, no, I....”

The nurse screwed her face into a
puzzled frown.

“Is something wrong?” Rayna
asked.

 “Oh—no.” the nurse answered
quickly. “We’ve just been wondering what put you into that coma in
the first place. Your bioreadings have all been basically normal,
and there was no indication of any head trauma. Some unusual brain
activity for a little while, but everything’s been completely
normal for the last 11 hours.”

A sudden movement drew Rayna’s
attention back to the holovision stage.

“...and he will be brought before a
court martial to answer for his deeds,” a heavy-jowled,
silver-haired man in the uniform of a retired Merchant Fleet
admiral was saying.

“What’s that all about?” Rayna asked
the nurse, who continued to monitor the bioreadings.

“Hmmm?  Oh, that. It’s Ethan
Rensselaer. They arrested him last night.”  She stepped back
and clucked to herself. “Ethan Rensselaer a traitor!  And I
was going to vote for him for senator!  Guess you never really
know about people.”  She shook her head and resumed checking
bioreadings. “The whole thing was so bizarre, anyhow. I mean, the
way everything just stopped all of a sudden.”

The blood froze in Rayna’s
veins.

“Turns out Rensselaer was involved in
some kind of plot to start a war with the colonies. Rensselaer and
some ex-Merchant Fleet officer. I can’t remember his name. They
found him dead in a hotel room across from the park. The other guy,
I mean, not Rensselaer. A zapper got him right through the window,
they say.” 

The nurse’s expression turned hard.
“Got just what he deserved, far as I’m concerned. We had 123
casualties right here from the Roberts Park attack, including
everybody on this ward.” 

Rayna shifted her body for a better
look at her fellow patients, about a dozen of them in beds
arranged, horseshoe-like, around the holovision stage.

“Only 19 deaths, thank God,” the nurse
continued, “but altogether, over 10,000 people dead or hurt badly
enough to be hospitalized. And all from just a few minutes of
shooting.” 

Rayna waited expectantly as the nurse
adjusted various tubes and connections, but apparently the time for
explanations was over. “Doctor will be in to see you later. If you
need anything, just press this button.” 

Rayna watched the receding, white-clad
figure for a moment, then glanced back toward the holovision stage.
She wasn’t prepared for what she saw. There, speaking calmly before
the holovision audience, was an obviously fit Derek
Marsden.

Rayna’s gasp had been one of surprise,
but her next breath was one of exultant relief. Tears welled up in
her eyes and eased their way down her cheeks as Derek filled in
some of the details of the past few days:  Like Derek, Althea
had survived attack. Then, with the cooperation of the colonial
CDN’s Juan Laguna, they had been able to reestablish authentic
communications with the colonies, using an experimental hyperwave
system. Good thing, too, because the colonies also had been
receiving faked messages calculated to stir up hostilities. A
little longer, and Tauber’s effort to provoke a war might well have
succeeded.

   As the holovision
broadcast turned to other matters, Rayna looked in vain for a
tissue, finally drying her eyes on a corner of the sheet that
covered her. The HV sounds were an unheeded cushion of protective
background noise. Her mind urged her body to relax, but the harder
she tried, the more her muscles resisted the effort.

  Come on!  She knew now
that Althea and Derek were safe. Tauber’s would-be war and all his
Operation Strong Man plans were as dead as he was. Everything seems
to have turned out all right. So what am I worried
about? 

Despite herself, she stiffened even
more at the unspoken question. She knew precisely what she was
worried about. She had suspected it from the moment the nurse
mentioned her “unusual brain activity,” knew it with absolute
certainty from the first reference to the mysteriously sudden
cessation of zapper fire.

Alec Zorne’s book explained some of
it:  Genetic mutations in certain individuals had given them
psychic abilities that were generally unrecognized in homo sapiens.
“The next step in the evolution of humanity,” Zorne had called it.
But Zorne didn’t have to live with it.

She wondered if her grandfather ever
felt this way as he quietly went about shaping reality—the only
reality Rayna had ever known. Yes, indeed, she was Al Frederick’s
granddaughter. She shivered.

It was clear that she was responsible
for stopping the zapper attacks. While that result certainly
pleased her, the power was terrifying. What else has changed? 
I was out for six days!  What was my unconscious doing all
that time?  She remembered Al’s tale (an old television
program, he’d said) of a man whose psychic energy was released and
channeled by his uncontrolled emotions, with devastating results.
Is that going to happen to me?  Do I really know myself well
enough to be sure about the kind of reality my unconscious might
create?

“Knowledge is the principal enemy of
fear.” 

How many times had she repeated the
adage to her students?  Often enough for them to complete the
phrase by rote as soon as she uttered the first two words. Now she
had to apply it. Somehow, she would have to make sense of what had
happened and come to terms with what that would mean for her
future. It was a challenge. The technical details of Zorne’s
research were hard to follow, and she was no physicist.

Keith could help. With his physics
background, he would....   She cut off the thought that
had quickly started to turn her stomach into Mount Vesuvius and
forced herself back into a more analytical frame of
mind.

Although she may have initiated the
process, the end of the zapper attacks wasn’t all her doing. Keith
had made that much clear. No one person could provide the amount of
psychic energy necessary to influence reality. What her
grandfather—and now she—had done was to act as a catalyst for other
people who had the same basic value system (what Zorne called a
“reality matrix”).

It all had something to do with
harmonic vibrations, Rayna recalled. Just as plucking one string on
a guitar can cause other strings to vibrate, the oscillations
associated with psychic activity set up harmonic vibrations. When
the harmonics are strong enough, a new branch of reality splits
off.

Rayna gave her head a slight shake.
Keith had tried to explain Zorne’s theories several times, but her
interest then had been cool and indirect, prompted by a desire to
know about Al Frederick and his role (if any) in shaping history.
It was different now. Now her interest was intensely personal. If
Rayna Kingman was to survive in this new reality, she realized, she
had to understand. And so, she probed deeply into her memory,
struggling to remember everything Keith had ever said about
reality-matrix physics.

“According to Zorne,” Keith had told
her, “there is an infinite number of alternative
realities.”

“You mean, like parallel universes,
other dimensions, that sort of thing?”

“Not other dimensions, exactly.
Parallel timelines. Other branches of reality. The theory goes all
the way back to the 1950s, when some physicists were trying to
explain quantum mechanics. They call the concept the Many Worlds
Interpretation. I’m oversimplifying, but the idea is that every
flip of a coin, for example, results not in either heads or tails
but in both—heads in one branch of reality and tails in another.
According to the theory, these branches of reality are completely
inaccessible to each other, so that for all practical purposes, we
know only our own reality. But that doesn’t make the other branches
any  less real.  I guess you could say that reality
matrix physics expands on the Many Worlds
Interpretation.”

“How’s that?” 

“Zorne says that a surge of psychic
energy triggered by conflict with a strong reality matrix—what he
called a “psycho-affective spike”—can split reality in the same way
that the flip of a coin does. Of course, since we can only
experience one branch of reality at a time, a psychically induced
split looks like a change in the reality we’re living in. Like when
John Martin Roberts was shot.”

Rayna massaged her temples and gently
deflected a murmur of concern from the patient in the bed to her
right. Think!  What happens to the people who don’t have
special psychic powers but who have compatible reality
matrices?  She frowned in concentration and probed her memory.
Keith had said something about it. Something about a polarizing
effect. Yes!  That was it!  The strength of the harmonic
psychic vibrations in a mind net are directly related to the
strength of a person’s emotional commitment to various aspects of
his or her reality matrix. The stronger the emotional link, the
larger the amplitude of what Zorne called “reality matrix
waves.”

“Once a psycho-affective spike splits
reality,” Keith had explained, “the associated reality matrix acts
like a sort of polarizer, so that people with strong enough
compatible matrices are carried along into the new branch of
reality.”

That means people who don’t have
psychic power themselves still have some control over what kind of
reality they live in, Rayna thought.

“Only if they feel strongly about it,”
she remembered Keith’s insisting. “People who don’t care—really
care—about the kind of universe they live in, just have to take
what they get. They have no influence at all. The polarizing effect
apparently doesn’t screen out conflicting reality matrix waves if
they’re of low amplitude.”

It was odd, Rayna reflected. Her
grandfather’s psychic powers had helped give life to the ideals and
dreams he shared with other people. The process sounded much
simpler than it was. The world didn’t just continue to fit Al
Frederick’s ideal. According to his journal, many things continued
to interfere with his Utopian visions. So he kept releasing new
spikes of psychic energy.

Keith’s explanation had been more
technical. “The initial reality matrix effect gets weaker as new
decisions continue to split that branch of reality into more
branches. Any of the new branches might include things that
conflict with the original reality matrix. In your grandfather’s
case, when the conflict became great enough, it would trigger a new
release of psychic energy. It was a kind of automatic course
correction, with conflicting reality matrix waves again screened
out.”

She mulled it over for a few seconds.
Conflicting waves are screened out. Before she could block it, the
image of Keith Daniels, eyes twinkling impishly as he teased Rayna
about her tennis game, tore through her protective wall of
analytical thought. Other images followed rapidly. Keith sleeping
peacefully beside her the morning after they first made love. Keith
eagerly volunteering to join her in an effort to stop what turned
out to be Tauber’s conspiracy. And, finally, Keith spouting the
Operation Strong Man line, as if what began as merely a role for
him to play had somehow taken him over. Along with the images came
the question she’d been trying to suppress since her first inkling
of what had happened:  Had Keith been screened out of this new
reality?

She leaned her head back on her pillow
and studied the pseudowall generator tracks on the ceiling. “We
won, Mr. Attorney,” she whispered through teeth clenched firmly
against the surging emotions inside her. Trouble is, I don’t feel
much like a winner. All I feel is empty.

A sudden silence enveloped the room,
and she looked up to notice that the HV broadcast had been turned
off.

“Show’s over for now,” the woman in
the next bed said in response to Rayna’s inquiring glance. “More HV
later. Time for visitors now.”

Rayna half expected to see her parents
materialize at the ward entrance, her father looking concerned but
coolly confident, her mother wearing a reassuring smile. She closed
her eyes and pressed her lips together.  

“Hey, lady,” an unexpected voice
announced, “I’ve been waiting to see you for three
days!”

Rayna’s eyes snapped open and her
heart leaped. She tried to reach for the man on the crutches, but
her body was frozen, and she almost forgot to breathe. Never
shifting his eyes from her face, he sat down on her bed and took
her hand in his. When she finally regained her ability to move, all
she could do was silently squeeze his fingers.

“Thank God you’re all right, Ray,” he
said at last. “You had me plenty worried.”

A thousand thoughts flashed through
her mind in an instant, but the words she wanted to say remained
stubbornly out of reach. “Keith,” she asked incongruously, “are you
really here?”

He laughed, leaned forward and kissed
her gently on the lips. “I’m definitely here,” he said. His
expression turned serious as he added, “I—all of us—have you to
thank for that, don’t we?”

Rayna lowered her eyes and jerked her
head forward in an abrupt nod. Keith stroked her hair for a few
seconds, then pressed a finger against her jaw, turning her head
until their eyes met once more. A moment later, they were clinging
to each other as if to a life raft, tubes trailing, unheeded, from
Rayna’s right arm.

“I thought I’d lost you,” she
murmured, her head resting against his shoulder.

He pulled back, grinned and flexed his
right bicep.

“Who?  Me?  My only problem
was getting mugged by a rebellious tree.” 

So it was Keith I saw at the
park! Rayna thought.

“Keith,” she said, “this... this...
thing I’ve got....  I   mean, this psychic
power. It ruined my grandfather’s relationship with my grandmother.
How do you—”

His kiss answered her question before
she could ask it.

“Ray, if it weren’t for you, that
falling log might have done me in instead of just sticking me with
these crutches for a while.  Come to think of it, I guess I
was killed in some other branch of reality. Just like Tauber
survived in some other branch.”

Rayna felt the blood drain from her
face, and Keith quickly grabbed her hand. “It’s all right, Ray.
This timeline is safe. You’ve seen to that. And as long as
enough of us care about the kind of world we live in, it’ll stay
that way. Don’t worry. We’re in this together.”

She studied his face for a long
moment, then surveyed the beds around her. Park casualties, the
nurse had told her. But not as many as there might have been. For
the first time, her muscles relaxed, and she smiled—a big, glowing,
soaring smile that came from deep inside.

“I’m not worried,” she said
softly.

 

* * *

 

Dreamers and idealists have always
had the power to change the world, but without the psychic booster
that reality matrix physics explains, the road from dream to
fruition was often indirect and hard to discern. Nevertheless, much
of the “real world” that we so often take for granted began as
someone’s dream. In the end, the best of “the real world” owes its
existence to those who build castles in the air while the rest of
us scramble to fashion our rough huts in the mud.

—    Alec Zorne

Unpublished paper on reality matrix physics,
1972

 

 


 AFTERWORD

This book began as a four-page short
story titled “Castles in the Air,” which  I wrote in 1971. At
that time, I was working as a reporter/copy editor at the Valley
News (predecessor of today’s Los Angeles Daily
News).  In fact, the newsroom scene in the Prologue is
based on the city room of the old Valley News offices in Van
Nuys, CA.

For some reason, the story idea stayed
with me, but it seemed incomplete. So in 1985, I started filling in
some gaps and expanding the story into a novel. I finished the
first complete draft sometime in 1986, but I didn’t actively pursue
publication at that time. Life took me in a different
direction.

Then one day, I mentioned the novel to
a friend. She asked to read it; so I started reviewing chapters
before I sent them along. That’s when I re-named the book “The
Reality Matrix Effect” and started working actively to get this
book published.

Although this novel is fiction, some
things in it are real.

—As noted in the Acknowledgments section,
Nitinol exists. It is a “memory metal” that was developed at the
Naval Ordinance Laboratory.

—Modern interpretations of quantum physics
(including the Many Worlds theory) suggest the existence of
multiple realities (at least on a quantum level).

The concept of reality matrix theory
and shifting from one reality to another, however, is a fiction of
my own invention. Or is it? What was once considered mysticism,
religion and Eastern philosophy seems to be merging with hard
science. So at this point, who among us truly knows the nature of
reality?  

January 15, 2013
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END NOTES
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[1]
wom, n. 1. a
derisive slang term referring to something that is useless or
pointless. 2. someone who is considered worthless or incapable of
performing useful functions; a moron. Etymology:  Believed
derived from a late 20th-century acronym for “write-only memory”
(WOM), a computer term referring to a hypothetical type of computer
memory into which information could be entered but from which data
could not be retrieved.


               —from
Dictionary of Modern American English, second edition, c.
2020


                               

[2]
bowl-squatter, n.
an uncomplimentary slang term referring to space colonists who earn
title to their property by living on it. Syn. rock farmer.
Etymology:  The “bowl” reference is derived from the shape of the life domes within
which space colony environments are controlled for such factors as
temperature, pressure and atmosphere. These domes resemble inverted
bowls.


                     —from
Dictionary of Modern American English, second edition, c.
2020.
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