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Diir is pronounced Die-eer.



» Author's Note *

To Mom,
Thanks for passing on your love of books.

It will always be my favorite gift.



* Preface *

2020 AD

In the blackness of space, the cylinder loomed over
Earth in a perfect orbit. This was understandable since
the SpaceSleep Module's only purpose was to achieve a
perfect orbit; storing elite humans with dreams of
cheating death.

In 2012, when cryonics had finally been perfected by
the geniuses at CryoTime, the wealthier on their
deathbeds bought in to the new technology, hoping for a
second chance. Medical science had been leaping ahead
year after year but still there were people with the more
unprofitable conditions and diseases which medical
technology companies didn't bother to try curing but who
still wanted to live. They made CryoTime a Fortune 500
company in its first year of business; the U.S.'s foremost
corporation by the year 2015.

The SpaceSleep Modules that CryoTime designed
were meant to lower the cost of keeping thousands of
sleepers ready for the cure that everyone was sure would
come. The orbits of each module were plotted and
charted for all space vessels and then mostly ignored by
CryoTime whose responsibility was just to maintain the
preserved humans.

*khkk

Captain Mike Werner sat strapped into his launch
chair waiting for clearance to get his payload into space.
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He was piloting the ship called Desert 202 which would
launch the newest communications satellite.

“You are set for launch at 14:05, Desert 202.”

Mike touched the button directly under his thumb.
“Copy Central. Launch at 14:05.”

He ran through the checklist one last time. When the
seconds clicked off and he engaged the engines he felt
the incredible power surging under him. The gravity
generators lowered the pull to only two-G’s, but he loved
the feeling and wondered again what the pilots in earlier
days had experienced.

As the ship pushed its way through the atmosphere,
Mike was almost sad when he cleared the pull of Earth
and had to reverse power but he got to work anyway. He
ran the calculations for orbit mark and positioned the
release of the Universal Communications Environment.
UCE was going to change communications throughout
the world and for the small group of scientists living on
the moon.

Once launched, everyone could experience real time,
three-dimensional communications in their own homes
for the cost of the two-dimensions of today’s units. Mike
nudged the thrusters and noted that he had seventeen
minutes before satellite release. When the ship neared
orbit position, the computer took control but he oversaw
the procedure, watching for mechanical glitches.

The bay doors opened and he felt the ship buck as
the UCE gently uncoupled from the ship.

Mike waited, glancing at the round, blue jewel of
Earth below him.

At first glance, looks can be deceiving, he thought.
Even this far away Mike could see the planet slowly
dying. Sadness swept through him as he looked down on
the damaged world. He shook his head and wondered if
everyone could see their world from space, would they
change; could they change?

“UCE is in orbit position and is ready for initiation,”
the computer announced a few moments later.

“Please initiate start up procedure and verify,” he
responded.
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Mike watched the unit as small lights flickered on
and the orbital jets test fired.

“UCE operating within optimal parameters,” he was
informed by the computer.

“Desert 202 to Kuwait Central,” Mike said.

“Go ahead, Desert 202.”

“UCE is in orbital position and initialized. Tested and
working at optimum capacity.”

When the mike opened for “Thank you, Desert 202”
Mike heard cheering in the background. He nudged his
thrusters again and left UCE behind him as he circled
the sparkling blue and white marble below him.

It's too soon, he thought as he descended into the
atmosphere to live again among the groundlings.

*kkk

About the time Mike was eating dinner on Earth, a
new program was dropped into UCE. Obediently, UCE
fired all Earth-side thrusters at full capacity.

Kuwait’s Control Center immediately saw the problem
and engineers started jumping through every possible
hoop and calling in every available program specialist.

It didn't help.

The long-gone saboteur was very good at his job.

After only twenty minutes, the thrusters overheated
since they were designed for orbital positioning not
continued use.

The thrusters were also, not coincidentally, putting
the Universal Communications Environment on a direct
collision course with a very large cylinder in orbit. Just
before UCE would have collided with SpaceSleep 1402,
the thrusters ignited the fuel containers and the UCE
exploded.

The force of the explosion pushed the SpaceSleep
module out of its programmed orbit and gave thousands
of sleepers a very different destiny.

So much for cheating death.

* 8 X



* Chapter 1 *

2655 AD

On pilot duty, Cole sat watching the star-spangled
view screen as the ship's computer mentally alerted him
to the newest information available. The alert sounded
like a tiny E-sharp bell in his brain.

He replied, also mentally, Go ahead, Mordred. Cole
grinned silently. He'd always thought someone had a
very sick sense of humor when they'd suggested the
name Mordred for their Computer Control Unit.

The computer responded, There's fourteen tons of
various medium-grade refined metals in grid one-o-
seven at thirty-two mark three.

Please detail metal list and extrapolate source, Cole
felt adrenaline race as he calmly instructed Mordred.

There was an infinitesimal pause and Cole felt the
information from Mordred stream into his brain.

The major components are Titanium, aluminum,
copper, gold, steel, and ceramics. Source: Earth. No
propulsion systems, weaponry or life signs detected.
Minimal power source detected. Would need a closer
scan to identify vessel type.

Reset our course to intersect with the object, Cole told
Mordred. ETA?

One-point-three cycles.

Cole’s ice-blue eyes glittered betraying his excitement.
He ran his hand across his short blond hair causing it to
stand up even more than normal.
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This could triple the profit on this contract run, he
thought with enthusiasm.

Captain Cole Stuart loved being in space and was
lucky to have the command of the asteroid mining vessel
Camelot where he could go pretty much where he
pleased, as long as he kept delivering the ore.

The opportunity had come along at a time in his life
when he had needed new options: different options. At
first, it had been an escape but he had learned to love
the freedom and the tight friendship that had developed
with his two shipmates.

At first he thought to let Mordred announce this to
Nick and Tremaine but decided to get his Partners to the
bridge. They would want to be in on this, if it was what
he thought. This was the most exciting discovery of the
entire mission.

“Captain Stuart to Lt. Ferraro and Tremaine. Please
report to the bridge.” His formal request added a note of
solemnity that he seldom displayed with either of them.

They all needed some good news for a change. The
last two asteroids had been tedious and time consuming
and the ore recovered was unremarkable.

Then the VidSim unit had gone down. Nothing they or
the computer tried had done any good. He still found
Tremaine tinkering with the damn thing, trying to rig a
part when a replacement was a minimum of six months
away. Mars Corp didn’t put space fold jump engines in
the mining vessels. Why invest the money for ore? They
had enough ships and workers and there was no cost
benefit. Occasionally a vessel had an accident and a
relief ship could have been to them in minutes. Too
expensive, though, to replace VidSim parts.

As captain, Cole was beginning to worry about Nick
and Tremaine; they were already showing the strain.
They were not just his crew; they were also his space
family. This was the second three-year contract with
Tremaine and the third with Nick and he knew their
work.

They were getting sloppy. Hopefully, this could focus
them again until they could get to Mira.
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Whether from Earth or Mars, human or genetically
engineered, everyone needed a physical outlet. When the
Corporation had started putting men out for years at a
time, they very quickly determined that a VidSim was not
a luxury.

Stress in space was a reality. Even those born in
space felt the press just beyond the fragile metal walls
surrounding them.

The VidSim let each man develop his own programs
to interface with his Computer Interface Unit. It was
close to and sometimes better than having a real woman.
Cole, however, had never really bought in to VidSims.
After all, he had been one of the lucky few that had been
married to a woman that defied simulation.

He swung around in the chair as Nick came bounding
onto the bridge, followed by Tremaine who had been in
sleep period. Nick looked like he had been interrupted
from another project and had that “This better be good"
look. “So what's so important Mordred can’t download it
to us?”

Mordred, please download information to the crew.

He watched their faces as they absorbed the data.

Tremaine let out a whoop that startled even him.
“Refined ore! We can unload this at Mira and it gives us
the liquid LC for VidSim repairs and Mirian wine.” He
added thoughtfully, “But what would be out here with
that kind of volume and no propulsion system?”

Closer scan shows an ancient storage unit of a
type used to store cryonically preserved humans
from the years 2012 through 2020. Further, some
biological debris remains. Minor power signature
from radiation collectors.

Stunned, Cole whispered “Jesus, 2020. That hulk has
been floating in space for over six hundred years. How
the hell did it get all the way out to the Ort belt?”

Nick showed more interest than he normally did
during “rock hunts” as he called them. Nick was a
scientist but his first love was really medical science.
“Cryonically frozen Earthers from 2020. If any DNA has
survived, this could be monumental.”
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Cole sobered instantly. Nick was the scientist but
Cole was responsible for the safety of the crew. There
had been some very nasty germs over the last six
hundred years.

Mordred, please perform a Level One scan on the
biological debris and display findings on the viewer when
available.

Cole looked calmly at Nick.

“Steady, Nick. Let’s establish protocol for this
mission. No biological samples can come aboard without
being scanned for contagions. Once cleared, samples
must be kept in containment fields. Standard procedures
apply. We are going to have to sweep clean the entire
thing before any ore can be separated and loaded. The
most—"

Nick exploded. “Sweep cleaning will destroy all the
biological material still present. This is not a standard
opportunity. All of my samples will have to be taken
before we can separate any of the ores. This is more
important than the ore, Cole. Fourteen tons means a lot
of people were preserved. I will need samples from all of
them and I'm going to need both of you to help me.”

He returned Cole’s direct look. “This is a monumental
discovery.” He paused and his voice dropped. “We could
make a real difference with this information, Cole.”

Tremaine knew what was going to happen before Nick
had even spoken. He was always the peacekeeper of the
group. With his outwardly calm and upbeat persona, he
had always studied the emotions of his companions and
understood them completely.

Cole was centered on the mission and Nick was
always looking for a way to solve the genetic breakdown
that had been going critical over the last three
generations. Fewer and fewer women could have children
and then only one. Having two was a rarity that inspired
envy. The ration of female to male had decreased
alarmingly. Although thirty-five percent of Earth’s
population was now female, the colonies had not faired
so well and most were lucky to retain a twenty-five
percent female population. Everyone recognized the
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problem. No one believed in a solution except Nick. He
was convinced that he could correct humanity’s genetic
miss-step and remained one of humanity’s last
dreamers.

Tremaine said gently, “I'll help with samples, Cole can
start scanning and cataloging for ore content and
programming the bots for retrieval. No matter how long
this takes us, it is a fraction of the time that it would
take us to make this kind of LC on an asteroid.”

While Tremaine was speaking, data started to scroll
across the view screen.

Markings identify unit as SpaceSleep 1402.

Launched in the year 2014.

Approximately one thousand cryonic pods.

Each pod measures two-point-two by one-point-
five by one meters.

Pods connected with individual couplers around
central core.

All outer pods show extensive damage to both
pods and cryonically preserved humans.

Biological materials only found in center core
pods.

CONTENTS LISTING:

TITANIUM 8.7 TONS
ALUMINUM 2.4 TONS
COPPER .8 TONS
CERAMICS/GLASS 1.2 TONS
GOLD .8 TONS
SILVER .5 TONS

BIOLOGICAL DEBRIS .8 TONS

Nick’s face fell as he realized how little was left of the
one thousand souls that had been preserved six hundred
thirty-five years ago.

“There could still be viable genetic samples from
those that remain,” he protested. “Samples from one
thousand would have been too much to hope for.”
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Cole watched the disappointment spread across his
friend’s face and was reminded of how much Nick’s
dream meant to him. He was sorry for being so tough.
But any samples surviving after six hundred thirty-five
years was a dream. Well, at least Nick still has a dream,
Cole thought bitterly.

Cole slapped Nick’s shoulder and smiled. “Let’s see
what’s left and get this rock hunt started.”

*khkk

Over the next several weeks, the three Partners got a
rhythm going. Normally, Mordred would have created a
linked atmospheric field that would allow the miners to
travel freely from the ship to the debris, however, with
possible biological contaminants present they were
forced to revert to enviro-suits.

First Cole would scan and then a bot would uncouple
a pod. Each pod had an engraved nameplate with the
person contained within. Most were either completely
missing or barely legible. The ones that could be
cataloged Mordred stored into a file that would be
downloaded with the monthly status report. Fortunately,
the data cubes were some of the first crystal storage
modules and at least there was some hope of retrieving
the old information.

Since all of the pods were mechanically identical, it
was easy to catalog metals and ceramics. Reclamation
technology had been developed to recycle just about
everything and even tiny amounts of materials could be
useful. All three worked long tedious cycles without
complaining. As monotonous as the work was, it wasn’t
as unprofitable or as dangerous as asteroid mining.

Nick had grown up on Mars and was used to working
asteroids in environment suits for long periods of time.
You had to get used to it on Mars. The Mars Corporation
owned you and they said what you would get used to,
even as children. At the age of eight when he had wanted
to join the military to become a pilot he had been
examined, analyzed and been directed to his dismay to
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train in the sciences. He had excelled and found that he
enjoyed medicine.

Although Mars Corp had insisted that he have a
degree in chemical science, he had agreed only if he
could also train as a doctor. After all, they said doctors
were needed on in space and that’s where they wanted
him. He was one of a hand-full of doctors working on a
miner. Mars Corp shipped doctors where and when they
were needed. Sometimes they were too late but not often
enough to mandate changes.

They were over fifty percent done by the time they ran
into any biological samples that had viable genetic
signatures. Nick had been getting bored but now he was
excited, focused, and driven.

Most of the biological material was minute and was
only contained in the pods, which were still at least
partially functional. When biomaterials were found, Nick
took samples, scanned for any contagions and stored
them in containment fields with the names listed on the
pod. He had Mordred attempt some DNA extractions and
jealously guarded his time in the lab with the samples
attempting genetic modeling. Every waking moment was
spent in med bay “tinkering,” Tremaine had teased.

Tremaine had been working steadily for over seven
cycles and was starving. He stretched and rolled his head
to loosen a kink forming in his neck.

He automatically moved to the next pod, one of the
center pods that was intact and looked to be functional.
The radiation collection unit was still transferring power
to the control panel. They had found that the collectors
soaked up the radiation and stored what it could. Excess
was dumped into the couplers, which ran through the
entire grid; that way the center pods had equal power.
The problem so far was that the collectors would collect
but no longer store. This pod was still able to store the
power and the unit was mildly functional. He moved the
scanner down the length of the pod and paused to glance
at the display. Tremaine acknowledged the E-sharp bell.

Please wait to uncouple pod. Subject specimen is
viable. Notifying crew.
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* Chapter 2 *

Tremaine immediately heard Nick’s excited voice
thundering in his ear before the sound compensators
muted his voice. “Don’t touch it until I can get there!”

Tremaine rolled his eyes and calmly replied, “The pod
appears at least partially functional, including the
radiation collector. The nameplate reads Andrea Stone—
1981-2014.”

As soon as he had the words out, he saw Nick coming
around the pods at his feet, hand over hand as fast as he
had ever seen Nick move.

Nick scanned the unit again, this time with the
medical scan only. “Her head and torso are intact. There
is extensive damage to both legs and both arms. Let’s see
if we can get this uncoupled without disabling the
collector. They seem to be very fragile and designed too
close to the couplings. They almost always get damaged
when the coupling releases.”

Tremaine looked closely at the coupling. “Maybe if we
can cushion the collector where the coupler recoils, we
can limit the damage.”

He pulled a couple of environment suit repair patches
from his pocket and slapped them on the collector. The
patches adhered to the collector like something alive.
“Let’s give it a try now.”

Both men took the coupling releases and pulled. The
coupling snapped back against the patch and the yellow
collector light blinked and then resumed its baleful glow.
Nick released a breath that he hadn’t realized he was
holding.
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“We have to get this scanned for contagions and into
the med bay. If she really is viable, I need to get her into
a regeneration bath as soon as possible.”

“Nick, slow down. Cole must approve the regen bath.
It will take all of the fluid currently on board and it
affects all of us.” He paused as Nick started to shake his
head. “Take this one step at a time, Nick. I know that
this is important but respect Cole and trust him to make
the right decision.”

Cole’s voice came over their suits. “Status?” Cole had
been on sleep period.

Mordred must have awakened him with the news,
Tremaine thought.

Nick met Tremaine’s eyes through his faceplate. Cole
didn’t like surprises and he wasn’t going to like anything
distracting them from the mission.

Mars Corp’s procedure would be to store the unit as-
is and drop off at the first medical facility but Nick did
not want to do that.

Tremaine reported, “We found a viable specimen. We
have the pod wuncoupled and Nick's scanning for
contagion. We'll be transporting the pod to med bay upon
completion. ”

Cole met them in the cargo bay, attempting to shake
himself awake. When Mordred had announced that a pod
had been found with a viable specimen, he had bolted
from his bed and headed for the bay. Cole met Nick and
Tremaine as they were stripping off their suits. He got his
first look at the pod that he would have gladly blasted to
the next system. It was, in fact in excellent condition.
The information module still had power and Cole
unplugged it so that he could have Mordred see if
anything could be salvaged. All of the units so far had
been pretty much unsalvageable other than a word or
two.

Nick looked at him and was stiffly formal. “Request
permission to utilize the regen bath, Captain.”

Cole raised his eyebrows at Nick’s attitude and
glanced at Tremaine, who was studiously looking at the
floor. “I would prefer to store the module until we can get
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it back to a fully equipped facility. Having no regen fluid
on hand for emergencies makes me more than a little
nervous.”

Tremaine looked up quickly and intervened before
Nick could object. “Cole, the mass of the collectors has
been dumping power into this unit. Now that they are all
disconnected, and with this unit stored in the bay, the
power will quickly fail. I think it’s now or never. If you
want to save a life.”

Nick stood quietly but he felt like he was going to
explode. His light brown eyes were filled with anticipation
and frustration.

Cole took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling.
Tremaine reached over and gently touched Nick’s arm
and shook his head slightly. Nick got Tremaine’s “Give
him a minute” look and kept his silence.

“Okay, Nick. Do what you can. We'll have to factor in
the cost of replenishing the regen fluid into the transport
costs, if this sleeper survives. If not, we’ll split the cost
between the three of us. But we're all going to have to be
doubly careful and watch each other much more
vigilantly until the regen fluid is replenished.”

This will definitely upset the balance on this ship, Cole
thought. Great, all we needed was to find some six
hundred and fifty-year-old, out-of-time Earther roaming
around, getting in the way. Genetic samples were one
thing, a passenger was quite another.

Mordred, update on specimen, please.

Andrea Stone. Female. Age thirty-three. Medical
scan shows no contagions.

“Even better; a woman. What in the hell are we going
to do with a woman on board?” Cole wondered.

Nick grinned and nodded at the information module
Cole was holding. “Who knows? This one might have a
little more to offer. Mordred can take a look at this and
see if it sheds any light on the sleeper.” Cole’s eyebrows
went up. He hadn’t realized that he had spoken out loud.

Cole watched them as they continued to strip off the
environment suits. “You both know that she presents
several problems.”
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Nick looked at Cole and sobered, his smile deserting
him. “We’ll have to deal with those as they come. My
duties are very specific and I plan on waking her and
correcting the health problems that caused her to be in
that unit. The genetic model of DNA that I can get from
her before the tampering started could answer questions
that we haven’t even thought to ask.”

Tremaine nodded. He also didn’t have any choice.
Tremaine was genetically engineered and trained to
believe that human life was sacred above his own life.

He had been specifically engineered for life in space,
serving Mars Corp. They owned him. If they wouldn’t
have, someone else would have. He was allowed to have
possessions, but his career choice and placement were
not up for debate.

At least his Partners treated him with dignity. Nick
and Cole didn’t make him feel owned. He preferred being
in space where he could work with the ship and astral
navigation and didn’t have to deal with the attitudes of
Earthers. His experience had shown him that most
would rather exterminate all GenEng since most felt they
were an abomination: an act against God.

Having an unknown Earther on board Camelot wasn’t
something that Tremaine looked forward to, but he
supported Nick regardless.

“Cole, we all know that we're not set up for
passengers. We'll just have to cope until we can get her
to the next system. As an Earther, she has passage
rights back home. We can charge for whatever distance
we transport her plus the cost of the regen fluid and
standard medical fees, and then let her be someone
else’s problem for the rest of her trip home. After all, she
could be very entertaining with stories of Earth in the
year 2014. It had to be quite a place back then.”

Cole shrugged. “I'm going back to bed. Please leave
an update with Mordred on her status. I don’t want
Tremaine salvaging alone, so why don’t you catch a nap
and work with me at mid-shift.”

He looked directly at Nick. “I understand your ethical
duty and will not get in your way.” His voice softened

* 19 *



Journey To Diir
Kk K

slightly. “I'm not completely heartless.” He grinned at
Nick. “I know this is your true love in life so try to hurry
it up. After all, our main duty is to get that ore into our
cargo bay.” Although it was said as a joke, they all knew
how true it was.

Nick’s smile revived. “I'll get her into a regen bath and
examine her for cause of death. Please have Mordred
download anything pertinent from the info module.”

They all said goodnight and both Cole and Tremaine
headed for five cycles of much needed rest. Cole dropped
the info crystal into one of Mordred’s high-level scan
containers and headed back toward his unmade bed.

As Cole drifted toward sleep, he wondered what she
would be like, over six hundred years out of time. He
couldn’t even imagine Earth that long ago. The wars he
had been educated about, and the biological nightmares
caused by maniacs in the twenty-first century, but he
couldn’t quite put his finger on what life would have been
like in the early part of the twenty-first century. Sleep
claimed him before he found the answers.

Nick got the unit open and started a close scan on
Andrea’s medical condition.

Blood type AB negative.

He noted serious heart degradation, which is
probably what killed her. If this would have happened in
2020, a new heart could have been grown from her own
cellular materials. Donors with AB negative blood would
have been rare.

He shook his head. This was a simple correction now.
Today the heart defect would be corrected in the genetic
coding at birth or before. Even if a heart was damaged,
another could be grown from genetic cellular material.

Nick took a genetic sample and transferred the
information for Mordred to prepare the regeneration
fluid. At the same time, he started a fast track re-growth
from her DNA of a replacement heart.

He continued the scan and noted her reproductive
organs were intact. Only time would tell if she would ever
bear children. She would be an interesting addition to
the gene pool.
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Nick shook his head in amazement. The outer layer of
her skin was damaged and flaking away. Her scalp had
come away, her legs were completely missing, as were
both hands and he couldn’t tell what she would look like
after the regen bath did its work. It wasn’t even clear
visually that she was human.

He knew that he was looking at the most fortunate
woman in his lifetime. The odds of another of the mining
vessels that had a doctor on board finding her were more
than just remote, Nick also knew that Cole could have
forced a sweep clean and no one would have even known
that she had been there. There wasn’t another captain
out there that would have given him this chance.

Out of all of the pods, she was the only viable human
found so far. A miracle, really. No one would expect a
cryonic pod to last six hundred thirty-five years. Yet,
here she was with internal organs still preserved.

Nick set to work and got her in the special bath.
Mordred verified his estimate of two weeks before her
legs, hands, skin and heart had regenerated.

Nick started with a genetic model of Andrea’s DNA
and identified several small problems. Nothing as major
as her defective heart, just minor food allergies and near
sightedness in old age. Nick entered the new genetic
encoding into the bath and downloaded a status report
to Mordred. Hers and the other samples were the first
samples in his lifetime that had never been enhanced by
outside intervention.

Finding her might prove to be a major key to the
rebuilding of the human DNA.

As he headed to his bed, he encountered Tremaine
coming out of the Designated Gravity Room where they
all exercised at whatever gravity fit the bill.

Cole was from Earth and had to spend at least one
time per day exercising at one-G in order to keep his
body in shape to go back, as if he ever would.

Tremaine liked to exercise at zero-G and could
bounce and run from surface to surface with dexterity
that Nick found amazing. Tremaine was wet with sweat
but had a genuine smile plastered to his face. There was
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no doubt that he truly enjoyed the freedom he found in
there.

“How’s our sleeper?”

“She will be in the regen bath for about two weeks
and then should be physically regenerated, but we won'’t
know about mental recall for a couple of days. I will need
to check on her every two cycles for the first two days,
and then I should be able to work a shift each day to
help with the reclamation.”

Nick continued on to his quarters but decided that
before he fell into bed, he would update his personal
files. These were so deeply encrypted that it took even
Nick several moments to get in. He made a new file for
Andrea Stone and listed the known data. As he was
exiting, he saw the file that had driven him to this level of
secrecy.

GenEng were not allowed to marry or bear children.
Their DNA had been altered and they were all born
sterile. Nick had been bored two missions ago and had
started playing with Tremaine’s DNA. No one knew that
he had made an alteration and had entered a correction
into his genetic model. He knew how to reverse the
sterility designed by the engineers. That was the first
time that he had ever been frightened. That knowledge
could get him imprisoned or quietly killed, so he had
stored the model here and built security around it that
even Mordred couldn’t breach.

During the next fifty cycles, Nick got used to E-sharp
telling him that it was time to check Andrea.

He decided to give up and sleep in med bay during
that time. There were only two small corrections, and
Mordred really could have taken care of these, but Nick
wanted to make sure that every correction was triple
checked for accuracy. Once she was past the critical
period he found it hard to be away from the regen bath
for very long and his thoughts kept drifting back to her,
wondering what she would be like. He ran into Cole and
Tremaine several times when they dropped by to see how
she was coming along, so he wasn’t the only curious one
on the crew.
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He had located seventeen viable DNA samples by the
time he had taken samples for all remaining viable pods
and had already started models going on all of them.

The tiny amount of material at first had been
disheartening, considering the original grouping.
However, he soon found that he would more than have
his hands full for many months, if not years to come,
analyzing variations and possibilities.

“Okay, Cole,” Nick finally said. “We can clean sweep
the remaining pods and get them all on board.”

“Great, we should be ready to depart in fifteen cycles.
Get back on board and the rest can be handled by the
bots.”

Robotic units, under the control of Mordred swarmed
the remaining pods and started moving them toward the
cargo bay doors.

Nick jetted back ahead of them, got inside and out of
his suit in record time. Andrea was nearing time to come
out of the bath and he wanted to see if all the hard work
would pay off.

As Cole sat in command, Mordred displayed the parts
of the information unit salvaged from Andrea’s pod. It
was choppy but it was easy to see that there was a
collection of letters from loved ones describing what she
had meant to them and how they wished her well on her
recovery. Some of the messages contained only one or
two lines: others were almost complete.

If any of the pods had survived, hers would have been
the only one. Once Mordred had analyzed the pod's
configuration, they noticed from the sheer number of
pods on top of hers that only one pod had the level of
protection that she did.

Although the pods were designed around a cylinder,
they were added in an almost haphazard manner, with
no regard to keeping the cylinder balanced all the way
down its length. It seemed to be a work in progress and
pods were being added when needed. There had been
impact damage on the opposite side of the cylinder from
a long ago encounter with some kind of space debris.
Lucky for her.
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They had sent off the normal statistics report and
requested information on her. Mars Corp replied with
very limited details. She had been married to a Stephen
Stone who remarried in 2021, produced four children
and died in 2064.

Cole shook his head. Four children. Their time was so
different. There were a few additional details that Cole
downloaded into the Andrea Stone file with her personal
correspondence from the info unit. He found it odd that
so little information was available. No genealogy, date of
marriage, place of birth, occupation assignment or place
of residence was on file. He frowned slightly. Odd.

Nick had watched over her as the regen bath did its
work. Now, as the anti-grav field pulled her from the
liquid and passed a sonic cleaner over her to remove the
remnants of the fluid, Nick had his first clear look at the
woman that Andrea Stone had been.

Her skin, of course, was flawless. That was the regen
bath at work. She was much more though.

Andrea Stone was a genuine beauty with perfect
proportions. She was small boned, slender and of
average height. Her light golden, brown hair was only
about three-inches long and framed a delicate, oval face
with high cheekbones and lush lips. Her long eyelashes
framed eyes still closed in controlled sleep.

He swallowed hard as he felt his body respond to her.
Doctor or not, he had never been in the presence of a
woman quite this lovely with her clothes off and being a
doctor did not mean that he was not a man. Even in
medical school he had not had the opportunity to work
with female patients often. Mars’ population was less
than twenty percent female, and they did not engage in
ore reclamation due to the danger. Since he was
primarily going to be working with space crews, his
training focused on men and the genetically engineered,
also mostly male. Additionally, women always preferred
female doctors when being touched.

Nick picked up a medical gown to cover her as he
heard the passageway door open and looked up to see
Cole walking in. He caught Cole’s eyes running the
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length of her and when they looked up into his, they
both glanced away quickly.

“Are you ready to wake her?”

Nick lifted her slightly to put her into the gown under
her. Where he pressed the fabric together, it appeared to
seam itself and close around her.

“As ready as we will ever be,” Nick returned.
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Andrea was lying in a hospital bed. Stephen and the
doctor had told her she was dying. She was prepared for
this. Why then was she still here?

Breathing felt strange, like that weird feeling before
you faint.

And there was the oddest smell.

She focused on a handsome man's face with soft
golden-brown eyes and dark, closely cropped, hair and
tried to ask where Stephen was. Nothing came out but a
harsh croak.

“Try not to speak for a minute. Sip this and your
throat will improve. I'm Lt. Nick Ferraro. I've been your
doctor for the last two weeks.”

Andrea felt the sweet taste of a strange juice calm her
throat.

“Where is Stephen?” When she encountered a puzzled
look she continued, “My husband, Stephen Stone.”

She saw a dawning comprehension and then a flash
of something, pity maybe. It was then that she realized
that Dr. Ferraro wasn’t wearing anything resembling
doctor’s attire. It was more of a soft dressy form-fitting
coverall. He had said Lieutenant. That’s odd. She glanced
around and didn’t see anything familiar and sat up
slowly. The Lt. placed his hand behind her back as she
felt a little vertigo.

“How are you feeling?”

“A little dizzy but better than an elephant on my
chest. You never answered my question, where’s
Stephen?”
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Cole cleared his throat. It was then that she became
aware of another man, tall and blond, leaning against
another table in the room. He had that casual confidence
of a man comfortable in his own skin. There was no
doubt that this man was in charge.

“Ms. Stone, do you remember signing a request to be
cryonically preserved?”

She looked up into ice blue eyes as she thought back.
Details seemed to be fuzzy and out of order. The form?
“Oh, yes. Stephen and I both signed them. I told him it
was God’s way of telling you that you had too much
money. Why?”

Cole paused. He wasn’t a psychologist but he hoped
that she was strong enough to take in the information
that he had to impart. He looked down on a lovely face
with clear blue eyes and creamy white skin.

“Ms. Stone, Andrea, you in fact did die of heart failure
in 2014. You were cryonically frozen and placed in an
orbital station. We don’t know how, but that station was
somehow pushed out of orbit. You are currently on board
the asteroid mining vessel Camelot. We discovered you
during standard ore reclamation and Nick has corrected
your heart problem as well as a few others that were
caused over time.”

Her face had gone very still, her eyes round.
CryoTime had actually worked. No one said anything for
a moment and then she asked in a voice almost too soft
to hear, “How long?”

He glanced up at Nick. Nick nodded to go on. “The
year is 2655. You have been cryonically stored in space
for six hundred forty-one years.”

Andrea heard the words and smiled. This is some
kind of hallucination or dream. None of this is real.

She closed her eyes and shook her head as if to clear
it. Yet the air tasted strange and as her eyes swept the
room, she saw nothing familiar. Nothing. Not one item
that she recognized or could even identify its purpose.
The equipment surrounding her looked like something
out of one of the movies that she had worked on two
years ago, except even that had looked familiar to her.
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Slowly it started to become real. Maybe. “I'm not quite
sure that I believe you. This is pretty out there.”

Cole gave her a quizzical look. “Out there?”

“Strange. Hard to believe. From outer space,” she
explained.

Cole frowned and nodded as he noticed a bare, trim
leg as it hung from the table.

“I'm sure that this is very hard for you to believe. No
one has been recovered after being suspended for more
than two hundred years; especially the ones built that
long ago. We are not exactly sure why your pod was the
only one that continued to function. The facts are correct
and you will have some time to interact with our
Computer Control Unit, Mordred, and verify everything
for yourself. You have already met Nick, and I'm Captain
Cole Stuart.” He nodded to her formally.

Suddenly the mundane act of introductions drove it
home. She was six hundred years too late to see anyone
that she had known and loved. Stephen. Her parents.
Her friends.

The pain of it seized her throat and she felt something
lodged there. Her vision swam, then blurred and knew
that she was going to be sick.

She had been prepared to die. There had been time to
say her good-byes. But this was like everyone in her life
dying at once, leaving her to grieve instead.

First a whimper escaped her throat and as it started
to grow the world went black.

Nick watched her face as the reality reached her brain
and had been ready for her reaction.

Mordred, release the sedative now.

Affirmative. Releasing now.

Just as the scream ripped from her throat, he saw
that the sedative took hold and she relaxed.

“If there was a better way to do that, I don’t know
what it was. I'm not trained to deal with this kind of
issue,” Cole said. “She reacted more strongly than I
expected. If she is going to be this emotional, we may
have to sleep her all the way home. Maybe Mordred
should research practical therapy.”
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Nick was checking vitals on the view screen. “She’ll be
out for a couple of cycles. I'll be here when she comes out
of it. Let’s see how she handles it given a little time.”

Mordred, please see if there are any records on file for
any kind of mental or emotional therapy involving this
kind of sleep period.

Yes. Therapy suggestions are on file. I can
incorporate them into training modules, although
they suggest verbal communication with other
humans is imperative.

Cole gave a curt nod and left her in Nick’s care as he
fled to the bridge, where he felt comfortable and all was
right with the universe.

*khkk

Andrea felt herself come back to consciousness
slowly. When she opened her eyes, Nick was looking
down. “Let’s go slowly, Andrea. I know that this is hard
for you, but I am here to help you through it.”

She sat up again in a panic, wanting to know that she
wasn’t sleeping: dreaming. “This is a nightmare. Please
tell me that this is a nightmare.”

“I'm sorry, Andrea. I know that this is harder than I
can envision, but it will be all right. You are alive again
and you have to see that it’s better than the alternative.”

“But I was prepared for death. The doctors and
Stephen had been with me and then, my biggest concern
was how Stephen would cope.”

Tears slid down from the corners of her eyes and she
gave him a rueful smile. “What I was not prepared for, is
this.”

She sat up slowly and flipped her wrist around the
med bay. “This seems impossible.”

When Nick nodded she went on, “I don’t know how I
am going to fit in here. I don’t even know where to start.
Before I can go forward, I need to know about how
Stephen is, correction was after I died.” She paused, the
tears still coming. “I need to know about the world I left
and what has happened since.”
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She paused and her body sank a little in on itself. “I
need to see how I can live in this world.”

Andrea shook her head and amended as she met
Nick’s eyes. “This time.”

“Of course. I implanted a standard computer interface
unit here,” he touched the area behind her left ear,
“which taught you our current vernacular while you were
rejuvenated. The interface also enables you to speak
directly with our Computer Control Unit, Mordred.
Mordred will show you how to use the interface and will
answer your questions. Information about your husband
has been downloaded to your personal files. I'm afraid
that Mars Corp didn’t have a lot to offer.”

“That figures. I would like to get up, if that’s okay.”

“It's alright. You are physically healed and ready to
start an exercise program that will keep you in shape to
go back to Earth. Mordred has a specific diet that will
help you acclimate to our food. And I'll show you to your
quarters.”

Andrea sat up slowly and was surprised to find that
she felt physically good. When thoughts of Stephen came
back, she pushed them away and focused on Nick until
she could get someplace where she could be alone.

Just focus one minute at a time, she told herself over
and over. Andrea then noticed that she was wearing a
soft gown that stopped about mid thigh. At least it wasn’t
open down the back.

“Is there something else that I can wear?”

Nick nodded and smiled. “Med gowns are not exactly
designed for beauty.”

Andrea gave a weak smile and followed Nick as he
showed her down a hallway where the floor felt soft
under her feet but appeared to be tile. The neutral
coloring of the walls and floor looked like standard
Government Issue, except the lighting seemed to come
from the walls and ceiling and there were no sharp
corners or hard edges. Everything seemed to give a little
as she touched or brushed up against it.

They turned a corner and Nick indicated an open
passageway.
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“These are your quarters. They are normally assigned
to Mars Corp corporate officers, when we are asked to
transport them short distances. Sorry they are a little
spare but we weren’t expecting passengers. There are
several casual suits like mine in here.”

Nick touched a panel and a drawer slid out
obediently. “This door connects with the common
hygiene area.”

He touched another panel and the door slid open to a
strange room. “There are two sonic showers. Just step in
here and touch this control. The toilets are back there
and, again, have sonic cleaning units attached. The
controls are next to them. Your personal hygiene items
can be kept in this section.”

Nick indicated another panel. “Mordred can answer
any questions that you have.” He was a little clumsy with
her, unsure how to deal with talking about such
personal things with an Earth woman and decided to let
Mordred handle the remaining details.

Nick turned and walked back into her quarters and
opened an area that was obviously a desk. “Your view
screen and personal entertainment area. Again, ask
Mordred and he can help you set everything up the way
that it is most comfortable for you.”

Before he said anything else, she asked, “How do I
ask Mordred something?”

Mordred, please indicate Information Available so she
can hear the bell.

Andrea heard the E-sharp bell in her head just as
Nick said, “Do you hear the tone?”

She nodded, eyes wide.

Nick went on, “That is the tone for Information
Available from Mordred. He will walk you through
communicating your questions to him. I'm on duty in five
minutes so I have to leave. I'm going to be checking in
with you often during the next couple of days and I will
need to see you in the med bay at least once daily for the
next two weeks. You can reach me through Mordred or
the comm unit here.” He indicated a panel with a triangle
in the center.
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“Thanks for your help. I just need some time to
myself right now, if you don’t mind.”

He smiled and backed out of the door like he didn’t
know what to say next and settled for “Mordred can
contact me if you need anything.”

Mordred, please monitor Andrea at all times. Utilize the
recommended therapy when possible and notify me
immediately if my interaction is required.

Acknowledged

Andrea turned to more closely inspect her new home.
It certainly looked barren. No decorations other than the
shadings in the materials that made up the walls, floor
and disk unit. Even those tended to blend together into a
muted institutional cell. Very depressing.

“God, Stephen. What did you get me into?” She wailed
into the silence of her room as the tears flowed down her
cheeks. “Everything that I loved in life is dust. How could
you have done this to me?”

Stephen had been a brilliant young producer when
she met him. The studio had sent her up to Calgary to
work on a film about a man that decides to live in the
wilderness and builds a great life for himself in the wilds
of the Canadian Rockies. She had fallen in love with
those mountains and the people that lived there.

She had been the Production Accountant on the film.
She monitored departmental costs against budget and
ran a crew of six that paid the bills, payroll and all the
little mundane money issues that no one else found at all
interesting.

She, however, found it enthralling. Andrea had made
it her special task to find little bits of savings here and
there that she could save back for the big explosions that
were always coming and never planned.

The director needed a helicopter shot; now he wanted
a special crane that had to be transported up from L.A.;
why can’t I shoot another hour or two?

When the first crisis had come up, Stephen had come
flying in to her office with a demand for a cost analysis
on a complete second unit transported by helicopter to a
remote lake that the director just had to have for the

X* 32 %



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

beginning of the movie. By the time they were done, she
glanced at her watch and was amazed to see that it was
9:30 PM and still light outside.

The Canadian summers have those very long days
and warm evenings that inspire everyone to outdoor
activities.

She joined Stephen and several other crewmembers
for a dinner at an outdoor café next to the river. By the
end of the third week of filming they were secretly dating.

Location romances rarely last and she did not want
everyone to know about her personal life. Movie crews
can gossip more than any small town in America.

She also didn’t want to face anyone when Stephen
decided to go back to his life and forget her. She had
fallen madly, deeply in love. Secrecy wasn’t Stephen’s
agenda, however, when he presented her with a three-
caret diamond at the wrap party. She hadn’t even been
able to wear the damn thing and type on the computer!

Andrea smiled to herself.

Stephen had always been so extravagant and
spontaneous. This whole cryo thing had been his idea
the moment that she had been diagnosed.

The tears started all over again and she was overcome
with deep, wracking sobs.

As Andrea sat on the edge of her bed, she was
momentarily startled out of tears. She felt something
move under her and froze. Nothing was moving now.
Maybe she just imagined it. As she started to lie back on
the bed it moved under her again and she bolted upright,
a little scream erupting from her. She heard the E-sharp
bell and paused.

“Mordred?” she asked aloud.

I detected a sound indicating an emergency. Are
you in danger?

“I just sat on the bed and felt it moving. Is this ship
infested?”

No. The bed is composed of genetically
programmed material that automatically adjusts to
your body weight and temperature. You may
communicate with me non-verbally, if you like.
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She paused at that. Amazing. She tried the bed again
and found that it adjusted to her body as she moved.
Although the bed momentarily startled her out of her
tears, her depression was a black cloud that loomed over
her. As she lay back she found her sorrow overwhelmed
her and, after awhile, she was exhausted from it.

Andrea found herself drifting off.

*khkk

An E-sharp sounded in Andrea’s head. She thought
tentatively, Yes, Mordred? It felt odd to merely think a
conversation.

The crew would like you to record your vital
statistics for the file.

You mean date and place of birth, marital status,
children, names of parents and siblings, that kind of
thing?

Yes, as well as your experiences with life in your
time.

I understand the need for vital statistics. But normally,
life experiences are shared over coffee when people are
getting to know each other. So, am I supposed to share my
life’s story with you to be called up by anyone without
them sharing theirs with me?

There was a pause before Mordred came back to her.
When he did, she almost felt surprise from him.

Why don’t you share the information that you are
comfortable with now?

Since she needed something to distract her, she said,
I’ll make you a deal, Mordred. I'll tell you about me if you
tell me about you. You start.

Another perceptible pause. More surprise. Pm a
standard 5021 Computer Control Unit, initiated in
year 2635 and installed in this ship, the Camelot,
fourteen months later in Mars orbit.

Tell me what you are though. I can almost feel emotion
from you. You seem surprised with my responses.

I am capable of emotion, although emotions are
to be strictly controlled. Computer Control Units are
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sentient and are carefully screened for emotional
instability before installation. I have worked with a
total of seventeen humans since my installation. You
are the first female.

Don’t females work in space?

Rarely, yes. Asteroid mining vessel missions are
normally three years long. The three crews that
have been assigned to Camelot since my installation
have been male. The crews normally stay together
for long periods of time due to the nature of the
mission.

How many men are on board this ship?

The normal crew complement of three; Captain
Cole Stuart commanding, Lt. Nick Ferraro, second in
command and science officer, and Tremaine
assigned to engineering. Although all have primary
duties, each can function in all capacities except for
the ship’s doctor.

And you, of course, Mordred, a legendary sorcerer in
Camelot. Your voice is male. Are you male?

Affirmative. When Computer Control Units are
installed, gender bias is unknown. I developed my
personality over time and have aligned my voice
pattern and personality traits with the male gender.
Most Computer Control Units are assigned non-
gender bias designations. There are only two with
gender bias names.

The other name is the appropriate gender for the
designation Lyla. My designation selection coincided
with my appointment to the Camelot during ship
construction. The engineers named the ship after my
appointment.

As Mordred was talking to her, Andrea started feeling
around the gown for ties, zippers and buttons and, after
about two or three minutes, gave up frustrated.

I can’t seem to find an opening on this garment. How
the hell does it come off?

The garment is removed by releasing the center
front seam by rubbing the top of the seam between
your fingers. When the seam comes apart slightly,
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run a finger between the two pieces of cloth and
they will separate.

She did as instructed. The gown came away and she
started to investigate the clothes left for her to wear.

Can you walk me through some of the functionality of
my quarters before I get started on my life’s story?

Mordred then instructed Andrea on the operation of
the sonic shower and toilet, dental cleaning and
manicure units. She preferred to wear her nails a little
longer than the unit allowed but Mordred explained that
for safety and hygiene, no adjustments could be made in
the unit’s guidelines.

The entertainment unit was quite amazing. Music
from around the galaxy in all languages was hers at the
touch of a button or a request to Mordred, although none
of her favorite jazz selections were available.

There were three-dimensional movies as well, which
were completely computer generated. No need for her job
in this time. What would she be able to do with her life
now? Again, a wave of sadness struck her.

Finally, Mordred showed her how to custom tailor her
personal decoration wall. When Mordred turned on the
display, Andrea gasped as the whole wall disappeared
and became a window onto a space scene that was
magnificent, but gave her a rush of vertigo and she sat
down quickly.

Mordred, are all of the dec wall images scenes from
space? Aren’t there any of Earth scenes?

Dec wall?

Sorry, old show business term for decoration wall.

Acknowledged. And yes, of course, there are
Earth scenes. These have never been requested. Most
Spacers prefer the scenes that I have shown you.

May I see mountain scenes?

Mordred started f{flipping images on the screen.
Andrea recognized mountain scenes from the Alps,
strange red and orange mountains that looked like Mars,
and the Sierra Nevada.

She stopped him when she found the one that she
had hoped would be there. Banff and the Canadian
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Rockies. Her throat closed and tears welled again. The
depression was like a deep, black well.

Mordred, I would like to rest for a while. Can we
continue this in a couple of hours?

Of course. A cycle is close to what you refer to as
an hour. I will wake you in two cycles.

As she curled up on her bed, looking at a scene that
made her feel finally at home, the tears came again until
she fell asleep and dreamed for the first time in six
hundred and forty-one years.

In her dreams Stephen was very much alive. Andrea
felt his familiar hands holding her; caressing her; pulling
her against his hard body. His kiss was long and deep as
his hand cupped her aching breast. Andrea raised her
hips and moaned as his hand slid down further.

Slow down, baby. I'm not going anywhere. Something
about the phrase triggered a memory and the dream fell
apart like smoke. Even in sleep, Andrea was lost.

*khkk

Mordred reviewed the conversation with Andrea.

She seemed to offer a level of courtesy and respect
not due to him. When he was initially surprised by her
responses, he had interrogated her mind for deception
and found none.

Her emotions were erratic and uncensored.

He had never experienced this degree and quantity of
emotion from a human before. He ran several scenarios
and could not determine if it was due to her extreme
loss, possible damages due to the extent of the sleep that
she incurred, or just her lack of training in interfacing
with a computer communications unit.

Andrea made no attempt to control her emotions
while in communication, even though he had told her
that emotions were strictly prohibited to CCUs. Although
Mordred was experiencing a level of confusion regarding
Andrea Stone, she had also intrigued him.

Mordred had never had a personal preference for any
individual before now. Andrea had displayed a genuine
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interest in him as an individual and offered him courtesy
normally reserved for other humans. He knew that he
liked it, although he was unsure why.

A careful analysis was now starting in another part of
his consciousness but he already knew one thing: he
liked Andrea Stone and he wanted to continue talking to
her. He monitored a slight raise in her blood pressure
and heartbeat as she slept.

Although he was very curious, Mordred maintained
protocol and did not intrude.

*kkk

Cole also was in bed. He wasn’t sleeping, however. He
was trying to figure out what to do. He knew that he had
to talk to Andrea about her role on this ship. The look on
Nick’s face had shown that he was already smitten.

His own response to her had caught Cole completely
off guard, which was a feeling that he didn’t like one
damn bit! With the VidSim down, this ship was a raw
fuel cell waiting for a spark. She could rip this crew apart
and it was his job to make sure that it didn’t happen.
Regardless of her feelings in the matter, she would
conform and the first time he saw her playing favorites,
he would sleep her back home. That would be what he
would do right now except that sleep has to be agreed to
unless there are medical reasons. She was already out of
time and he couldn’t see how six months would disturb
her life since she really didn’t have a life to go back to.

It would have been a lot easier if she wasn’t so
damned beautifull Tomorrow he would meet with her
and try to be reasonable and see how it played out. As
Cole drifted toward sleep he was picturing Andrea's face
and as he dropped into sleep his lips found hers. For the
first time in seven years, his dreams were not of his late
wife—the love of his life—Marla. His dreams were not of
Marla, who had died, while Andrea lived.
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The E-sharp bell sounded in Andrea’s head. She
automatically reached beside the bed to find the alarm
clock and hit snooze just one time. She came awake as
her hand just encountered smooth, soft surfaces.

She lay there a moment until it all came back again.
She swallowed hard and kept her eyes closed.

Yes, Mordred.

Two cycles have elapsed. Can we now continue?

As soon as I make a trip to the hygiene room.

She palmed the door open and used the toilet for the
first time with the med gown still wrapped around her.
She experienced a bizarre tickling sensation when she
activated the sonic cleaning unit.

As she was walking toward the door to her quarters,
another door, presumably from one of the other quarters
opened and she saw a young, dark-haired man with an
intricate tattoo on his left temple walk through the door
as he pulled a shirt over his head.

She couldn’t help but notice his well-defined muscles,
slick with sweat.

Tremaine froze with his shirt still in hand as he
caught sight of her.

Totally unsure of twenty-seventh century bathroom
etiquette, Andrea decided that a quick exit was probably
the most appropriate based upon his shocked face.
“Sorry, I was just leaving.”

Tremaine’s face relaxed and he flashed a smile. “Nick
told us that you would be coming out of the med bay
today. Sorry I couldn’t be on hand to welcome you
onboard. I'm Tremaine.”

He nodded formally as she held out her hand. He
looked quizzically at her for a long moment.

“Oh, handshakes are no longer the accepted form of
greeting.”

She dropped her hand and smiled uncertainly.

“I spent too much time in the DGR and am going to
be late for duty if I don’t hurry,” he continued.

“DGR?”

Andrea was puzzled and feeling somewhat rejected at
his attitude.
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“Designated Gravity Room. It’s where we exercise. I'll
be glad to show you sometime.” He flashed a blinding
smile that she would come to know as his trademark.
She found it heartening. He looked like a boy who had
just hit his first home run and couldn’t wait to do it
again.

She gave him a warm smile in return. “How about
tomorrow? I need to stay in shape too. I believe the
doctor has me on a regimen.” She was also thinking that
exercise might keep her from thinking too much.

He nodded. “Anytime.”

“Nice meeting you, then.” He nodded as she exited
into her quarters, palming the door behind her.

Tremaine watched as the door iris closed behind her.
When he had walked in and saw her standing there he
had forgotten to breathe. He didn’t expect her to be
stunning.

Andrea was the kind of beautiful that the computers
generated for VidSims. He had rarely really seen anyone
who looked like that, but then almost all of his life had
been spent on mining vessels.

Tremaine was never in places where this kind of
female frequented. Andrea, standing there fresh from
sleep, soft golden-brown hair framing her face and those
clear, blue eyes struck him momentarily dumb.

He was in trouble. GenEng were conditioned not to
have such thoughts about human women, especially an
Earther. He was going to have to be very careful, starting
right now. Even Mordred couldn’t help him with this one.

*kkk

Andrea sat across the bed and leaned against the wall
facing the dec wall.

Okay, Mordred, on with the show. I was born
November twenty-fourth of 1981 to Debra and Robert
Nally in South Lake Tahoe, California as Andrea Elizabeth
Nally. My brother, Robert Jr., followed two years later on
June sixth. My father was an architect, my mother an
interior designer. They met when my father was finishing
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one of his first major buildings in San Francisco, where I
grew up. Summers, weekends and Christmas were
always spent at our house in Tahoe where I fell in love
with the outdoors, hiking, biking and downhill skiing.

I went to Berkley and graduated near the top of my
class with a degree in Finance.

After graduating, I met a studio executive at one of my
parents’ New Years parties and went to work in Los
Angeles as a production assistant. I soon found that I
loved the behind the scenes magic of movie money and
moved into accounting as an assistant. My abilities to
organize and project costs got me a job on location as a
Production Accountant.

After three years, I met Stephen Stone on location in
Canada. We were married four months later. Two years
into our marriage I started getting tired and out of breath.
The doctors said severe heart damage. I had already
experienced several minor heart attacks that I didn’t
recognize as such. They had done the damage and with
AB negative blood, there were no donors. Stephen had
bought into the cryo plan and here I am.

Thank you, Andrea. Captain Stuart would like
you to visit him on the bridge now. If you’ll follow
the lights at the edge of the floor, I will direct you to
the bridge.

Mordred, I would like to freshen up first. Is Tremaine
out of his shower?

Tremaine is on his way to the cargo bay.

Thank you, Mordred.

Andrea went back in to the hygiene area and opened
her drawer. She used the assortment of cleaning items,
none with any real confidence. After two or three new
experiences, she returned to her quarters to start looking
for something to wear.

She had always been a T-shirt and jeans kind of girl
and preferred comfort to fashion. She slipped on one of
the formfitting shirt and pant combinations that Nick
and the captain had been wearing. The seams closed and
the clothes snuggled up to her slight form. It was light
and soft to the touch and very flattering as it hugged her
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curves. The soft, boot-like foot coverings fit themselves to
her feet and were even more comfortable than her
favorite running shoes. As she followed the lights along
the floor she acknowledged the E-sharp.

Lt. Ferraro would like you to stop by med bay
after you see the Captain.

Andrea blew out a breath. Come here. Go there. She
just wanted to feel like she could get her feet under her.
When she came to the door to the bridge she timidly
stepped inside and waited by the door.

She watched the Captain sitting in a high-backed
seat in the center of the room. The lights from the ceiling
panels glowed softly on his closely cropped blond hair.
She wondered absently what it would look like a little
longer. He reminded her vaguely of an actor she had
once worked with except the Captain’s eyes were always
so cold and unemotional.

“You asked to see me Captain?” She wasn’t sure why
she was suddenly nervous, but something about the
Captain seemed to put her off balance. She was rarely off
balance and didn’t like the feeling.

After dealing with the moguls of Hollywood, Andrea
thought that she had seen every type of controlling male,
although she hadn’t had much experience with military
types. This was a new breed to her.

“Yes, Andrea. Thanks for coming. Please have a seat
over here.” He indicated the chair adjacent to his. “Are
you settling in?”

“As much as can be expected, I guess.”

What she really wanted to say was, “No, I don’t want
to be here. I don’t know where here is and I feel like a
fish out of water.” Instead, she sat in the chair that
formed around her like the material of the bed.

“Mordred has been very helpful and I'm sure I'll
eventually adjust. What I am most concerned with is how
I'm going to take care of myself in this time. I don’t
belong here and everything that I know is ancient
history. By the time I’'m retrained, I'll be an old woman.”

Cole met her eyes and held them. “Mordred has
already scanned your DNA and finds that you have well
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above average abilities in mathematics, physics, and
mechanical engineering and he has already chosen
several job classifications for you to select from. Mordred
can download training materials at your pace. Within six
months, you can be trained in any field you choose.”

She looked doubtful. “Sounds too good to be true! The
last thing that I want to be is a burden. I'm used to being
in charge of my life and this whole experience has put
me off balance.”

Especially you, she thought.

Again, Cole’s eyes met hers and did not waiver. She
found them intimidating and yet comforting at the same
time. “Andrea, we have a delicate situation on board the
Camelot with your arrival. Neither Nick nor Tremaine has
had much interaction with females on a personal level.
The VidSim has been damaged for some time and the
earliest that we can have repair parts is six months,
when we are schedule to arrive at Mira.”

He saw her questioning look. “Captain, what exactly
is a VidSim and what does it have to do with me?”

“The VidSim connects to the CIU unit. Each person
experiences real-time physical contact with a computer
counterpart.”

She just sat for a moment, mulling this over. “Do you
mean that you have sex with the computer?” She was
incredulous. How far computers have come!

“Andrea, there are three men onboard Camelot for a
three-year mission. Surely you can see the problem that
you now pose with our VidSim down?”

Her confusion was obvious. “Actually, no. Can you
be a little more specific, Captain?”

“I just want you to be aware of your place on Camelot.
Your presence here will put additional strain on the men.
Until we can transport you to a location where you can
get an FTL back to Earth, you must take care in your
interactions with them.”

Andrea nodded and looked at the floor. Her life had
been turned upside down and he was worried that she
would seduce his crew. “I see that men haven’t changed
over all of these centuries.”
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She looked up with cold resolve on her face and fury
in her eyes. “With all due respect Captain, I don’t want to
be a problem to you or your crew but I have a few
problems of my own right now. Please understand that,
from my perspective, I was with my husband just
yesterday and I'm dealing with the grief of learning that
he's been dead for six hundred and fifty years! I'm not
looking for interaction. 1 want to learn how to be a
functioning member of this time and be an asset, not a
hindrance.”

She paused for effect. “I have been pursued by some
of the richest, most arrogant assholes on the face of the
planet because they thought that their fame and money
would make me fall into their beds. I assure you that if
and when I interact with anyone will be my choice alone
and I expect you to support my privacy. Furthermore, I
hope that I don’t have to worry about unwanted attention
from any of the crew.” She stared at him with heat in her
eyes and face.

He let out a breath he hadn’t noticed that he was
holding and looked at her in barely checked fury. “We are
not animals, Ms. Stone. Obviously, it is important that
no physical relationship can initiate. If you, in fact, do
start a physical relationship with one of the men, you
must agree to have the same relationship with all. That
is why it is best that you limit your interaction with the
crew. You can, under no circumstances show any
favoritism between crewmembers that can destroy the
delicate balance of our partnership. This is particularly
delicate since Nick is from Mars and Tremaine is
GenEng. I hope that you will agree.”

“I have a life to rebuild and over six hundred years to
catch up on. I have no plans to develop relationships with
anyone at this time.” Again, she paused in frustration
and then exploded, “This is insane! I've had my life
upended and this is the very last concern on my mind!”

“Then you would be well advised to raise that priority,
Ms. Stone. I am quite serious about this matter.”

She was trying to gain some of her self-control back,
but her hands were still shaking. “Fine. I'm not sure how

* 44 %k



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

Mars and GenEng factor into this discussion, but I
assure you that I’'m not shopping for a date.”

Cole nodded and glanced back at his console. “Of
course you don’t know the history of the Mars virus or
the GenEng program. You should get the history from
Mordred. The bottom line is that Earther women do not
generally choose relationships with men born on Mars.
Further, the GenEng are strictly forbidden to initiate any
relationships with human women, except the few that
have been designed for that purpose.”

“Designed for that purpose?”

Cole paused and tilted his head slightly. Andrea had
the feeling that he was talking to Mordred. “Sexual
surrogates, actually. I wunderstand that they were
prevalent in your century as well as mine. For the most
part, they did not choose their vocation either.”

“Touché, Captain Stuart.”

“Since we are going to be on this ship together for a
while, you may call me Cole. I understand that Nick
wants you in med bay. Why don’t you join him? I urge
you to connect with Mordred and get your training
started. That will fill your days and help you through the
adjustment period.” And keep you out of sight, he
thought.

Andrea was starting to regret loosing her temper but
something about him just set her teeth on edge. “Thank
you and I plan on starting immediately. I also appreciate
your candor on the situation here and will do my best to
make sure that I don’t upset the apple cart.”

When he gave her a quizzical smile, she continued,
“—upset the balance.” He nodded curtly and then turned
his gaze again to the display where it appeared that
information was now scrolling rapidly, demanding his
attention. Realizing that she had been dismissed, she
slipped back out the door and asked Mordred to direct
her to med bay. A variety of emotions were raging within
her and she wasn’t sure if humiliation or anger was top
on the list. Damn/!

Cole glanced back over his shoulder to watch her go.
Even the way she moved reminded him that she was a

¥ 45 3k



Journey To Diir
Kk K

woman. He remembered how he loved to watch Marla
walk, felt his body start to react and shook himself back
to reality. She certainly knew how to set him off.
Normally, Cole could keep his emotions in check. It was
apparent that she allowed her emotions free reign. There
was something about her that short-circuited his calm.
The fire in those blue eyes made him want to shake her.
If she was affecting him this strongly, Camelot was in
trouble.

Nick glanced up as Andrea entered the med bay. She
seemed flushed and distracted. He gave her a warm
smile and had her relax on the exam table as he took
some quick readings.

She watched him as he ran the tests and touched
panels. She could see his Italian ancestry in his face.
Strong features, dark hair that he kept very short. His
hands looked much more like a doctor’s than a miner’s.
His hands made her think of Stephen and she forced her
thoughts away from there.

“You will need to start on an exercise regimen like all
Earthers. The regen bath generated your muscle but, to
keep your body ready for Earth gravity, you need to
spend time in one-G every day. Not only is it important
for you to keep your muscles ready to reenter Earth’s
gravity as well as your bone density can also deteriorate
and could limit you ability to live in one-G. The ship is
kept at point-seven-G and your sleeping quarters can be
adjusted within a range of point-five-G up to one-G. If
comfortable, you may want to sleep in one-G at least part
of the time.”

She reached up to push her hair back and really
noticed her right hand for the first time. Where a white
scar had graced the inside of her forefinger from an
encounter with a broken glass, now only smooth skin
remained. She stared at her hand and then looked at her
other one to be sure that she hadn’t mixed it up in her
mind.

No. No scar, she was stunned.

Nick watched her -curiously. “Andrea, are you
alright?”
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“I seem to be missing a scar,” she looked up in
confusion.

“The regen fluid would have eliminated that.” He
didn’t mention that her hands had been entirely missing
when her pod had been recovered.

“Hmm. That seems helpful. But I always thought that
a few scars gave a person a little character.”

“The regen bath can do wonders and can regenerate
muscle and bone. It is, however, extremely expensive and
so we are all required to be vigilant with time and
exercise spent in our native gravity atmosphere.”

“Native gravity. Does that mean that you don’t have to
tolerate one-G?”

He grinned. “Right. The entire ship is native for me.
Tremaine’s DNA is structured for extended periods in
zero-G and can tolerate up to four-G for limited periods
of time. It's you and Cole must maintain the one-G
regimen.”

“I never enjoyed exercise just for the sake of exercise.
This sounds like it’s going to be as boring as it was in the
twenty-first century.”

“That's doubtful. You can choose activities and the
computer simulates involvement through your CIU. I
noticed that downhill skiing is a favorite of yours. There
is a program on file for that exercise. Have Mordred
schedule you starting tomorrow.”

She realized that he had already accessed the
information that she had shared with Mordred just a
cycle ago. “This becomes more amazing by the moment.
Can you show me how it works?”

“Sure. I'm on my way to sleep period but I can show
you how to get started. Have you experienced any
obvious memory loss?”

“Not that I am aware of.” She gave him a smile.
“When you think of it, how exactly would I know what I
forgot? Although,” she paused and looked into his warm
brown eyes, “I think it would be kinder if I had forgotten
my old life.” She felt a wave of loneliness wash over her.

His face softened and he nodded. “I can’t imagine
what you must be going through. As a doctor, they give
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us training to handle reviving sleepers that are out of
phase with their time when they are revived. Normally,
we only see spans of a few months: rarely up to ten
years. This is beyond my understanding. Maybe it would
help if you just tell me about Earth in your time.”

“Maybe not just yet, Doctor. The feelings are a little
raw right now.” His kindness had re-installed that knot
in her throat.

She was slowly starting to be a person to him. He
reached out to help her off of the exam bed and when he
touched her hand he felt a rush of heat that he hadn’t
encountered outside of VidSim. He had been working
with her for two weeks daily and had touched her dozens
of times. This time was different. This time was like a
static charge. He quickly pulled his hand away and
turned toward the door. Too late, though, to hide what
Andrea saw in his eyes.

Andrea took a slow, quiet breath, watching him. Cole
obviously knew these men well. She was going to have to
go out of her way not to enflame the situation. Could they
really be this unfamiliar with casual contact with women?

She hopped off the exam table next to a very tense
Nick and said, “Tremaine mentioned earlier that he
would be willing to show off the DGR. Why don’t you go
ahead and get some sleep. I've already taken up way too
much of your time.”

Nick relaxed visibly and smiled. “You’re not too much
trouble. I am a little overtired though. I've been working
on all of the genetic models and time tends to get away
from me.”

“I know the feeling. Stephen calls—” she paused,
“used to call my office at eight or nine at night raging at
me because I worked too hard.” Her eyes unfocused for a
moment and then cleared. “What genetic models?”

Nick proceeded to share all of the wonders of the
genetic possibilities from the seventeen specimens
isolated in the pods. His face glowed as his excitement
level went off the scale. She couldn’t help but notice how
handsome he was when he relaxed. He had one of those
smiles that changed his whole face. He wasn’t as tall as

»

¥ 48



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

Cole and had a more solid, muscular frame. There was
something comforting about him. She kept smiling and
listening and walking until they both realized that they
were standing in front of the door marked DGR.

“You obviously love your work and I, for one, am very
grateful that you are good at it or I wouldn’t be here.
Thanks Nick. Have nice dreams.” She palmed the door
open and stepped through before Nick could reply.

Instead of asking Tremaine, Mordred helped her get
the DGR program up and running and taught her how to
use it.

This was as close to skiing as she could ever have
imagined. If she didn’t know better, she would have
sworn that she was in Tahoe. The snow had that perfect
pack that allowed her to race downhill and cut in and
out of moguls.

When she got to the bottom of each run, she would
merely tell Mordred to rerun the program and she would
suddenly be back at the beginning of the run. Mordred
altered the pattern of each run to give her variety and
challenge.

By her seventh run, she was starting to feel it in her
thighs. Normally, she would rest on the chair lift. No
need for a chair lift here. Tomorrow she was going to pay,
but the exercise helped her to focus on something
familiar and keep her mind off old friends, love and
family.

An E-sharp interrupted her thoughts.

Captain Cole asks how much longer you will be
using the DGR?

Sorry, Mordred. Please tell him that he can use it now
and reset gravity to point-seven-G. As Andrea stepped
into the passageway, she noticed Cole leaning against
the opposite wall in the standard T-shirt, pull on pants
that she had on. They clung to his body that, she
noticed, was very much in shape. His resemblance to the
actor got closer.

“Hope I didn’t keep you waiting long.”

“Only a few minutes. I've always been a fan of
downhill skiing although I'm not very good at it.”
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“We should try it together. Maybe I could show you a
few pointers.”

Again the quizzical smile. She returned it.

“Pointers . . . means I can give you some directions.
Boy, I'm going to have to learn how to communicate all
over again. My colorful phrases seem to fall on deaf
ears.”

“There is a standard translator built into the CIU.
Mordred has already modified most of your language and
we understand almost all of what you are saying. The
colloquialisms are what we sometimes miss.”

She was staring at him with a very confused look.
“Aren’t we speaking English?”

“Well, yes, sort of . . . a version of old Earther English
with a six hundred-year-old shift that has incorporated
several other languages. Without the CIU, the shift would
make the two languages—what you used to speak and
how we speak now—sound so far apart as to be
indecipherable.”

He pushed off the wall and moved by her into the
DGR.

She moved back as he passed and got a whiff of
something that she didn’t recognize. Even the way people
smelled was alien.

He smelled nice, just unfamiliar.

Everything smelled, felt, looked, sounded and tasted
unfamiliar.

Andrea wished for just one tiny, familiar thing to give
her an anchor.

She felt adrift.
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Andrea made her way back to her new home and
asked Mordred to show her how to activate the personal
information module.

She activated the view screen while still standing,
stripping off her wet clothes. The icons popped up on the
display as three-dimensional images and she felt the
information feed into her mind.

One group was from the storage device retrieved with
her pod. She started there.

“First message from Allen Caswell.” Allen had been
her First Assistant for the last year and she had grown
fond of him.

Omit sound playback, Mordred. Please play message
on the view screen.

The message was choppy and most of it was missing.
She still got the gist . . . that he had heard about her
death from Cindy in Human Resources. Stephen had
asked him to write something for her return. Allen said
he was going to miss her. He had just gotten her trained
and he wanted to confirm that he had not given her the
heart attack.

She smiled and shook her head.

Allen had more quirks than she could list in a day
and fit right in to the film industry. Normalcy had never
been condoned in the film ranks. If you were normal, you
were boring and boring was bad, bad, bad.

The next message was from her brother. The
condition that she had was genetic and he had been
tested immediately after her diagnosis. Bobby seemed to
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be fine but said he had a new heart condition of missing
her. The years apart will be hard to accept but however
old I am, you will always be my big sister.

Her own heart clenched again but she shook her head
briskly, refusing to lose the tiny control that she held on
her grief.

She scanned through a couple of messages from
friends that didn’t have much left of them and one from a
Director that was a friend of Stephen’s but not really well
liked by her.

She had always had a rough time with Directors that
couldn’t seem to plan the balance of the shooting day, let
alone the next week. Lack of planning cost money and
that’s what she had a problem with. Most of the time
Stephen’s friend could have completed the movie at half
the cost with just one day’s planning.

His message read: “Sorry to hear.................. years.
Stephen has agreed to let me direct a movie about your
EXPreerrnannnn ever you come back. Call me when you get
to town and we will grab a b........... ours always, Dwayne
Attes.

How could Stephen have agreed to let that pompous
ass direct a movie about my experience in cryo
suspension?

The final message was from Stephen. He wrote: “I
can’t believe that I'm sitting here in our office and you
aren’t here. They tell me that our time apart will be
short. You should be reading this in no more than ten
years, as little as five. I bought the house in Banff where
we first made love and we will go there as soon as you
come home. Even I didn’t realize how much you would be
missed. I was so wound up in how I was going to miss
you . . . I was shocked at the memorial turnout. We
called it a Sleep Memorial since you will be coming back
to us. I'm glad we waited to have children. You would
have missed ........... years of their life. Now, I realize that
I want a child with you. It finally occurred to me why
people have children. Only a life that was part of both of
us and born of our love could ever be a testament to our
marriage. I will miss you while you sleep. Love, S.”

X 52 %



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

The tears slid down her cheeks. Stephen had been
dead and gone for almost six hundred years along with
Bobby and all her friends.

Yet, she still took comfort in the words.

She couldn’t live in her world ever again. Even when
she got back to Earth, she knew that nothing would be
recognizable to her and no one would recognize her. Her
life was where and what she made it and you didn’t get
anything for free. Her father had always told her that and
he was the wisest man she had ever known.

She dried her face and selected the second icon. This
one was the information sent from Mars Corp regarding
Stephen’s life after her death.

Stephen had remarried in 2021 and had four children
over the next seven years. In 2020 and 2024 he had won
awards for his work and died at the age of ninety-eight,
preceding his new wife by two years. His children had
gone on to be the successes that only money of Stephen’s
magnitude can guarantee; two in film, one a physician
and the youngest a news anchor.

She sat back from the display and found that she felt
much better. Stephen had found a woman that loved him
and gave him the children that he had finally decided he
wanted.

His life had been full and his work appreciated.

He had also given her a second chance. If Stephen
would not have insisted, she would never had bought
into the cryo program.

Because of him, she was alive and living a brand new
life. Every moment was a gift and it was her
responsibility to honor that. The beauty of it is what
made it so terrifying. It was a clean slate. She could do
whatever she wanted but, at the same time, had no
history to give her safety.

How do you grieve for someone gone for so many
centuries? It seems ridiculous, but Andrea knew that she
had to grieve just like it had happened yesterday.

“Rest in Peace, Stephen.”

She took several controlled breaths. She had been
crying so much that she had a persistent headache.
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Andrea rubbed the back of her neck and accessed
Mordred.

Mordred, I understand that you have career choices for
me. Can we review?

Of course. Based on your genetic coding, these
are the top five major fields in which you may excel.
And there are numerous sub-groupings under each
category.

In order of most suitable career choices:

Mathematics, Finance

Mechanical Engineering

Astral Navigation and Physics

Spacecraft design and modeling

Urban organization and design
Areas of study not recommended:

Medicine

Chemistry

Languages

Art/Music

Genetic modeling

The final five did not surprise her. She had no
interest in any of those fields. Item three was a strange
taste in the mix.

Mordred, four of the top five are related subjects. How
long to get a grasp of the basics of items one through five?

The basics can be absorbed in two weeks. Once
your specialties are chosen, you can attain a
functioning level within six months. Specialist
status, depending on your field can be achieved in
Jrom two to five years.

Let’s get started then. I would like for you to draw up a
schedule that will allow me to study for the appropriate
number of cycles as you recommend, exercise, sleep and a
work period on the Camelot. Let’s see what subjects I like
best after I get a grasp of the basics. Please define the
duties that I can perform during this time that are the
least favored by the crew and will not require their direct
management.

There is one pending task which has been
postponed three times that requires no special
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training. All power interface units must be scanned
and reset every six months. This task will take
twelve to fifteen work unit days.

What does this duty entail?

A crewmember must enter the ducting and scan
each unit, reset and rescan. The ducting, although
large enough to allow for workspace, does not allow
the crewmember to stand. This activity cannot be
performed when there are high [levels of
radioactivity in the area since the ducting is only
shielded for the mechanicals. You will have to crawl
through each conduit to perform the task.

Sounds like a job that will take me away from the
crew. Out of sight, out of mind. Or was it, Absence makes
the heart grow fonder? Hope not.

Please ask Captain Stuart if me doing this duty would
be acceptable to him and the crew, and advise me as to
his answer.

Acknowledged. Your schedule is as follows:

0830 - 1600 Ship duty
1630 - 2030 Training

2100 - 2200 Exercise period
2500 - 0800 Sleep period

Twenty-five hours? Mordred, have the number of
cycles in a day changed?

Time is measured in cycles. A solar day is based
on an average Earth day and divided into twenty-
five incremental cycles.

Andrea rolled her eyes.

Time wasn’t even the same. She remembered Cole’s
conversation and added, Mordred, please explain the
history of the Mars Virus and why Earth women do not
mate with Martian men and with the GenEng.

The Mars Virus was created illegally by an Earth
corporation to control the births on Mars. It was
accidentally returned to Earth and started the
genetic breakdown there. Although a cure was
found, the genetic damage is not reversible and it
passes to future generations. The virus had an
additional side effect when it was determined that
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the number of female births dropped dramatically.
Earth women have been hesitant to mate with
Martian males.

Mordred continued his history lesson, The GenEng
were created in a lab and grown to adult size to
serve in a particular capacity. They are purchased
at the time of their release and normally are not
sold before they cease to function. Production was
banned two solar years ago.”

So the GenEng were the slaves of the twenty-seventh
century and the Martians the pariahs, she thought to
herself. She didn’t agree with either philosophy. It was
just another way that mankind had found to hate and
somehow that didn’t surprise her. The more things
changed, the more they stayed the same.

Since it is nearing your assigned sleep period, I
suggest that you rest so that you are ready for your
ship duty at 0830. Captain Stuart confirms your
assignment. Goodnight, Andrea.

Goodnight, Mordred.

It would be good to get my mind off how alien
everything feels, she thought as she was waiting for sleep
to claim her.

If her days were filled, she would have less time to
think about her past. She missed thunderstorms, snow
and the smells of her life; coffee, pine forest, even good
old fashion smog. She would have to ask Mordred about
coffee and drifted into a dream of a double, two percent
latte.

Andrea was awakened by E-sharp, got up and pulled
on her clothes. Mordred had explained to her that the
organically engineered fabric pulled moisture and excess
heat away from her body as well as fitting to her body
like a glove. She felt like something alive was in her
clothes as they form fit to her body and had to repress a
shudder. It only lasted for seconds but it gave her the
creeps. The clothes from yesterday were already
refreshed. She smiled briefly. No laundry duty.

Mordred directed her to a storage unit and instructed
her on the use of the scanning device. As she moved
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down the hallway, she again noticed how everything felt
so alien; the feel of the floor covering, the walls, the
lighting that didn’t seem to come from anywhere specific.
It just felt wrong.

Andrea asked Mordred to download the schematic of
the interface units to be inspected and she touched the
panel next to the closest entry point to interface Unit 1 of
1019. She had always been methodical and somehow
this mindless task calmed her.

She also found that after two cycles her back was
aching and her knees felt like raw meat. But Andrea had
achieved a rhythm and didn’t want to break stride. She's
scan the unit to check for out of balance indicators.
Anything within a point-zero-zero-two variance was
acceptable but she was here now and chose to reset any
unit not at a zero tolerance.

When she reached Unit 132 she performed the
procedure as she had on all of the others. Scanned.
Variance at point-eight. That was the highest variance
yet. She touched reset and tested again. Zero variance.
She noticed a slight flicker and decided to retest. Again it
tested at point-eight variance. She went through the
procedure one more time and took a second reading after
the reset. Again, it reset itself to a point-eight variance.

Mordred, I have an anomaly. She informed him of the
scanning and reset procedure.

Noted. Tremaine will meet you there.

Very shortly Andrea heard the scuffing of Tremaine
crawling along the ductwork. He gave her a look that
said, This is a wild goose chase.”

She raised her eyebrows in annoyance, ignored his
look and ran through the procedure twice, again double-
checking the final reading to show that it was resetting
itself after a cycle of thirty to forty-five seconds.

“Mordred, please download destinations of power
interface connectors to Andrea and me,” Tremaine said
out loud. Mordred knew that when requests were made
aloud, his instructions really were to download to all the
crew and provide the information to both Tremaine and
Andrea.
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Power supplied to med bay optical scanners,
lighting in adjacent corridor A-3, food preparation
Area 2 and locking devices in food preparation area.

“Great. We have been trying to find out why only one
of the food service units worked and we couldn’t keep the
bins locked down.”

Tremaine started to scan both sides of the power unit
until he paused. He pulled a tool vaguely resembling a
pair of very sharp needle-nosed pliers from the kit on the
floor between them and reached into the space between
the wall and the power supply. When he withdrew his
the “pliers”, a tiny silver square was sticking to the end
like metal to a magnet.

“What is that?”

“One of the computer boards for this unit must have
come loose.” He bent back over the unit and slid the tiny
square of metal into its old home. “There is a redundant
board just in case this would ever happen. The problem
is that this one was shorting out the other one. Reset
and test again.”

Andrea performed the task for the fifth time and this
time the zero variance held. As she did, she looked at the
errant boards. They were so tiny she could barely see
them and she couldn’t see how Tremaine had seen the
problem and plugged it in so easily.

“These are so compact that I would need a magnifying
glass to even see them. Your eyesight must be amazing!”

He gave her a guarded look. “It’s useful.”

“Well, now I can get on to the rest of these little guys.
Thank you.”

Andrea looked into Tremaine’s brown eyes. She
noticed for the first time that he might have some Asian
and American Indian in him somewhere, which gave him
a very exotic look. The tattoo was the size of a dime and
reminded her of the tattoo on a prince in Fiji she had met
on location. Tremaine’s eyes had a slight tilt that went
with his smile.

Her hand chose that moment to cramp from all of the
repetitive tasks she had been performing for two cycles
and she couldn’t stop the tremble in her hand.
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Tremaine had seen her look at his tattoo—his
GenEng designation marking. He mistook the tremble for
something else and was disappointed to see that he had
been right about an Earther on board.

Before he could turn to go she shook out her hand
and started massaging the cramp and asked calmly,
“Your tattoo is beautiful, intricate work. Is there some
significance to the pattern?”

His surprise was apparent and Andrea stumbled on,
“I'm sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“No, it’s fine. I should have realized that you might
not know about designation markings. When scanned,
information about my training and work designation are
immediately available.”

It reminded her of Hitler’'s camps. Suddenly, the
tattoo became a lot less attractive and more like a badge
of courage.

“Well, I still think it's pretty. ” Her back was cramped
from the continuous time spent in one position and she
groaned and stretched. Two hours, no, cycles of work
and already her body was giving out!

“Are you alright?”

“Yes, except for a growing ache in my lower back.”

Tremaine put his head back and laughed out loud.
“Mordred said you wanted the duty that no one else
wanted. Why do you think we didn’t want it?”

“Well, I thought that it would give me something
useful to do while I try to acclimate. I also remembered
something my mother said, Idle hands are the devil’s
playthings, and my dad always said, You make your bed
and you lie in it.”

“I think I follow your line of thought. Yes. You chose
it. I like your father’s saying, though. Can I use it?”

“It isn’t really mine. It has been passed down through
generations. I guess it got lost before it got to you.”

“I'm headed for an early session in the DGR. Thanks
for finding the problem. That has been annoying us for
weeks.”

“Glad to be of some use. It’s the least that I can do,
after all.”
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She watched him crawl back down the duct and
turned to Unit Number 133.

*khkk

Andrea's first experience with twenty-seventh century
computer training was intimidating to say the least.
Mordred started her training by downloading scheduling
and class plans.

The hard part was that Mordred connected with her
in a much more intimate way. He literally watched how
her mind processed the data. The information would
then be fed to her in the manner in which her brain
actually worked.

Mordred explained that everyone processed data
differently based on genetic coding and life experiences.
Certain words might set the student off on an incorrect
tangent. Mordred oversaw the procedure and redirected
her back to the material.

Concentrating for cycles was much more exhausting
than she would have ever thought. Andrea realized that
even when she was intent on a project, her mind drifted
from time to time to take mini-breaks from the work.
Mordred saw no need for this. The first day of study had
to be stopped after two cycles because of total mental
exhaustion. She had reached the point of brain overload
and couldn’t even concentrate hard enough to tell
Mordred the name of the ship that she was on.

After several days, Andrea found that her tolerance
was rising rapidly. Her hunger for knowledge was also
growing. Her mind was being opened to magical ideas
and then given the knowledge that turned them into
science. Although she had never considered herself to be
a rapt student, she now became one.

Mordred was an incredible instructor. Where he
showed no patience with her emotional needs, he took
great care and time with her mental growth. He wove
intricate tapestries and then placed the final thread tying
the whole amazing thing together. On more than one
occasion, Andrea had been overwhelmed by the scope of
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what she had been presented. At those times Mordred
would give her a few minutes alone and come back to her
like nothing had occurred.

Mordred also took the opportunity to incorporate
counseling for sleepers reanimated after long periods.
Andrea was encouraged to tell him about her life and
concerns. Her emotions still remained uncensored. He
was unprepared for the barrage of emotions coming from
Andrea, although he was learning how to process them
with her requests. The counseling data suggested that
emotional outbursts were to be expected, however,
Mordred really had not been totally prepared for un-
buffered feelings. This was becoming as much a learning
experience for him as for her.

Mordred logged her progress. Since the miners had all
come aboard with their training complete, Andrea was
Mordred’s first real student. It meant that he connected
with her more intimately than he had with any of the
Partners with which he had ever served. He found it
unsettling when emotions raced though her when he
wasn’t expecting them during training sessions. He was
categorizing these emotions and learning to identify each
new one that she expressed.

Andrea would express excitement, awe and great joy
when she achieved new levels of knowledge. He also
noted her loneliness and how it was much more
pronounced after she had achieved a goal. He found this
curious.

Most importantly, he noted that Andrea seemed to
have a growing, genuine affection for him and continued
to treat him as if he were a human.
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Andrea kept finding ways to keep herself out of
sight from the men, as much as possible.

She really needed the time to think about her new life
and this life that had been thrust upon her. She had
gone through a period of being angry with Stephen for
putting her in this position in the first place and had
finally recognized the futility of that. Here she was and
here she was going to stay, twenty-seventh century
reality and all.

Meanwhile, the crew Partners had targeted a major
asteroid grouping and started recovery procedures that
took them out of the ship for long periods of time. They
focused on their work and left her to herself, for now.

Mining an asteroid was much more complex than she
had originally thought. Mordred scanned the mass and
mapped the veins or pockets of certain ores. It was
important not to break up the asteroid into multiple
pieces. Each laser drill had to be precisely located to
prevent the asteroid breakdown.

A law had been legislated one hundred seventy-five
years prior that prevented asteroid deterioration. When
navigating the ort belt at high velocities, it became
important that the debris be kept in as many large pieces
as possible to prevent accidents and injuries.

First, each find was plotted and historical surveys
completed. Some asteroids were debris from low gravity
sources, such as a comet colliding with a low-G moon.
The moon breaks into many smaller pieces, some of
which can be knocked into new trajectories and become
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a new asteroid. Others can be from more catastrophic
events involving the destruction of planets or stars
having survived millions of years under high-G pressure.

The types of ores were drastically different between
these two examples alone. No one would ever know
exactly what had happened to create their mining
sources; only the age and composition of the materials.
This particular find, although relatively small, only five
hundred km by one hundred km, had been born into a
high-G environment and contained huge crystalline
deposits that would add to their cargo. Although not as
immediately saleable, it was a high profit ore.

When Andrea had an opportunity to watch them work
through the view screen she saw the comfortable
camaraderie they shared and felt a sad envy.

But she noticed something over the time that she had
observed them that she felt was really odd. They never
touched; didn’t slap each other on the back or high five
or any of the common daily ways that people connect.
She noticed because she was missing those common
human contacts, as well.

It was impossible to not run into the men constantly
during her duty and exercise shift. But she usually
grabbed her meals from the food preparation unit and
could avoid them then. The units broke down food into
molecular patterns and reconstructed them from
biological supplies. It never tasted like any food that she
was familiar with, although it wasn’t bad. It was just a
lot of new tastes when she would have preferred comfort
food and didn’t see the point of sitting down to a dinner
alone in the central entertainment area.

That was a female trait that she shared with most
women of her time; great fear of dining alone. She missed
chicken, fish, fresh asparagus and one hundred other
items that these guys had never experienced.

She also missed that feeling of belonging that she had
always felt with her film crews. Especially when she was
on a distant location, the crew worked hard together and
still found ways to socialize together. By the end of every
film, they were a family and it was always sad to leave.
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Andrea thought often of her friends. And definitely, she
missed coffee.

*khkk

Nick stopped Andrea in the passageway after her duty
shift. “How are you coming along?”

“The training is coming along great.”

“No, how are you coming along?” he probed gently.

“I'm surviving. I'm learning. Maybe someday I'll feel
like I even belong here. Mordred says that he will rank
me as a junior technician within a few weeks.”

She leaned back against the bulkhead and felt it give
gently at her touch. “I'm finding that it’s the little things
that I miss the most . . . like the smell of coffee waking
me in the morning instead of a damned bell in my head
which, by the way, doesn’t even have a snooze button.”

He gave her a curious smile.

“Never mind, Nick. I'm just being petty. I'll get over it.
I just thought that if I could attack the big things and get
my life centered, I could keep my feet under me. It never
occurred to me that you have to sweat the small stuff
after all.”

“Let me know if you need anything, Andrea.” He said
with such gentle emotion that it almost brought the tears
on again.

“Thanks, I will but later. Now I have a date with
Mordred for training and he gets a little testy when I'm
late.”

“He has many great personality traits but patience is
not one of them” he laughed.

She giggled. “That and he never quite seems to know
when I'm kidding. See you.”

Nick watched her as she walked away. God, he loved
the view!

Andrea's training was moving forward at a rapid
pace. Even Mordred noted that she had exceeded his
training schedule. One part of her training that she
resented slightly was the Mars Corp training program.
However, if she were going to be of benefit to the
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Partners, she needed to work within the rules. She found
them strict for the sake of strictness and the corporation
always had the right of way. They had everything but a
secret handshake (they probably did, it just wasn’t in the
manual). She was beginning to despise Mars Corp . . .
quietly of course. It wouldn’t do to criticize the décor
while a guest in someone’s home.

*khkk

The next morning, Andrea came slowly awake to the
smell of coffee. Her eyes flew open and called for lights.
Glancing around she noticed nothing that looked like
coffee. As the delicious smell started to dissipate, she
opened the passageway door and checked there. No
coffee.

Mordred, I smell coffee.

Yes. Lt. Ferraro programmed a olfactory wakeup
for you.

She laughed out loud. Nick was a doll.

Then let’s try again to make something that tastes like
coffee. I would even take it straight black.

She and Mordred made another attempt and got a
little closer this time. The smell is what she really loved
in the morning and it had made her day!

Mordred, do you have the olfactory program for Ylang
Ylang?

An extinct flowering plant that was a native of
Belize, Earth. Yes.

Can you manufacture an oil that I can use for
perfume?

Certainly.

Mordred found yet another way to make Andrea feel
more at home.

*kkk

She had been on the ship for three months when
she encountered the pod that she had been in for all of
those years. Mordred said that, since she had survived, it
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did not belong to the partnership. This pod belonged to
her. It peaked her interest and she decided to face
something that she had been avoiding.

Mordred, do you have a visual record of the recovery of
the cylinder and then of my pod?

Yes.

Please transfer the information to my quarters.

You may find the information disturbing.

I'm sure I will, Mordred. I still want the information
transferred.

Acknowledged.

*khkk

At the end of her next duty shift, Andrea started to
replay the data from the beginning. When Nick opened
the pod and she saw what she had been she almost
gagged.

How could he have put me back together working only
with that mess? What was left didn’t even look human.

She continued watching the vid as Nick attended to
her and cleaned the regen bath solution from her. She
owed them all a very great debt.

Mordred told her that all three Partners had agreed to
absorb the cost of the regen bath in the event that Earth
Central would not cover the cost upon her return. Based
on the price of some of the scanning devices on board,
the comparative cost of the bath was enormous! After
analysis of the ores contained in her pod, she found that
she could only repay a fraction of the bath. Moreover,
regen bath material was supplied for emergencies only.
None remained for another such an emergency.

Now knowing the Mars Corp procedures she
recognized that one tiny variance would have cost her a
new chance at life. Any ship could have located the
No. 1402 during those six hundred forty-one years. The
chances that the captain would break with procedure
and not clean sweep, that a doctor was on board and
that the crew would be willing to pay for the regen bath
instead of dumping her in cargo were so remote that it
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really frightened her. A new reality sunk in slowly. I do
want to live. She stared at the mess that had been her
and felt humbled.

Andrea had been avoiding the crew and now she felt
ashamed of her behavior. They deserved her honesty and
respect. Nick and Tremaine had been attentive and
caring. At least Cole had not been rude considering that
he looked on her as a major pain in the ass. She was
also beginning to really miss human contact; friends.

It was time for a new game plan. Andrea couldn’t
expect to be friends with them if she was always avoiding
them at every turn.

The next time she wandered by the dining area she
found Nick and Tremaine sharing a meal. No time like the
present, she thought.

“Hi, guys.”

They looked up in surprise. And they stopped their
conversation, mid-sentence. She almost fled but held her
ground and wandered over to the food processing area.

Tremaine finally gave her another of his famous
smiles. “You've been keeping busy. How is the training
coming?”

“Great. Mordred gave me a Technical Grade Three
rating. It’s certainly easier than school was the first time
around.”

Nick tilted his head slightly. “School? How did you
learn back in the twentieth century?”

As she sat down and as she consumed her food, she
proceeded to give them a rundown on -elementary,
secondary, high school and wuniversity schooling.
Eyebrows went up from time to time or she noticed them
glancing at each other.

Nick shook his head ruefully. “You certainly wasted a
lot of your life learning about what you needed to live
your life.”

“l remember having that very thought when I was in
college. It was like we were never going to get on with life!
Everyone was impatient and ready to rush out and
change the world. The truth is that even though it took
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us longer to get to the real part of life, we weren’t any
more ready for it when we got there.”

Tremaine had seen her bio. “You worked in finance?
How did you get assigned?”

“We didn’t get assignments. We had to work it out on
our own. My father had a friend in the industry that got
me my first job. I ended up overseeing accounting for
film projects.”

They continued with a comfortable banter and she
started to draw them out, asking questions about where
they had been and their experiences.

This was the first of many such conversations with
Nick and Tremaine. Cole seemed to always have another
place that he needed to be and never got pulled into their
circle; or at least her circle.
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Andrea went through her training with a vengeance
and headed for the DGR for an early session to work off
some energy.

She chose skiing again and was sore the moment that
she was done. When she was just past the entrance to
the med bay a cramp raced up her leg that would have
caused her to go down had a hand not steadied her arm.
She looked up into Nick’s eyes.

“Nasty leg cramp. My fault, I pushed too hard.”

He put a supporting arm around her and headed for
the med bay. “I have just the thing. You won’t feel any
pain shortly.”

“Doctors haven't changed in six hundred years,” she
laughed.

She cringed and clinched her teeth as the cramp
tightened again as they were entering the med bay. He
reached for a small device the size of a cellular phone
and ran it down the back of her leg. She was amazed as
the pain was unplugged.

“How did you do that?”

“Simple. This locates the muscle trauma and relaxes
the muscle so that everything can start communicating
again.”

“l wish I would have known about that gadget when I
was crawling through the ducts.”

“Ah, yes. The famed lower back crawl.”

She slid off of the med table and tested her leg. “Right
as rain.”
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He smiled and shook his head. “I didn’t catch that
one”. They had been getting used to her little sayings—
and Nick and Tremaine had even adopted a few.

“It just means that it’s okay now. We used to use a
masseuse to correct these muscle traumas.”

She noticed his eyes on her and felt the fabric
clinging to her wet body. “And Mordred said that you
programmed the coffee smell for my new wake up call.
Thanks, Nick, I owe you two now.”

“Not at all.” He paused. “However, if you really do
want to repay the favor, you can tell me what you
remember about your zoo visits. Most of the animals that
you saw then have disappeared and I would like to hear
you describe them.”

“You really want to hear about old Earth?”

“Definitely. Even though we have extensive historical
records, quite a lot is missing regarding your era. There
were several critical breakdowns while you were in sleep
and history lost its importance in the scheme of things.”

“But history matters; it teaches us important lessons
and teaches us about who we are. Some things have
changed dramatically, others only on the surface.”

“How do you mean?”

“Today, there is incredible technology, space travel
and unbelievable advancements in medical science. I
don’t want you to think that I'm minimizing any of those
things, but I don’t see the major advancements in
humanity as a whole that we had dreamed of during my
life. We had poverty, death, genocide, and prejudice.
Although everyone is kept from starving now, many live
in slavery with no real hope of true freedom. The only
thing that is different now is the group that experiences
the prejudice.”

“It is a system that works, Andrea. People no longer
starve. Everyone gets an education, healthcare, a decent
place to live, and work that makes life valuable to all.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Nick. I appreciate those gains.
But have you ever asked yourself if the cost is worth it?
You're from Mars, Nick. Haven’t you ever wished for more
than you were allowed?”
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He grew very still and watched her for a moment.
Very softly he said, “Only in my heart, Andrea. But I
might as well want air in space.”

Andrea saw the raw emotion and felt that she might
have gone too far. Better get out of here and let him get
back to normal. She smiled and squeezed his arm.
Andrea felt him tense when she touched him.

“Thanks again, Nick. I better go shower and get some
sleep.”

He watched her walk away. The spot on his arm that
she had touched still felt like it was hot. Watching her
was agony and the smell of her made him crazy. It wasn'’t
just physical though. She had touched a cord with him
just now and he felt a tightness in his chest as he had
looked in her eyes. He wanted to touch her so much that
it was killing him. He knew his concentration was
slipping and didn’t know what to do. If only the VidSim
was still working.

*khkk

Andrea decided to stretch for a while to relax some
muscles. Her quarters offered limited space but she had
worked out a way do some of her yoga in private. When
she finally felt relaxed, she headed for the showers
where, for the umteenth time, she wished for real hot
water.

As she stepped from the shower unit with her head
down, she bumped into Nick who didn't see her because
he was pulling his shirt over his head. His arms went
around her to keep the two of them from falling.

As his beautiful eyes drank in her nakedness, she felt
the pain that he was battling. She felt the heat of his
body, the crisp feel of the hair on his chest against her
naked breasts and the strength of his arms in a blinding
instant.

When he dropped his hands and started to turn away
she slid her arm around his neck and reached up to lay
her hand along his strong jaw line. Something in his eyes
had awakened the old passion in her. She no longer
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needed to be loyal to Stephen—and now her body was
expressing its own needs.

She whispered, “Nick, in a way that I can’t explain, I
need you as much as you need me. For months I have
tried to re-create my life but I don’t feel alive. I need you
to make me feel really alive again.”

She pulled his mouth down on hers. “Can you do
that?” she asked. “Just make me feel alive again?”

Nick was returning her kiss with a passion that took
her breath away.

He pulled away and whispered into her hair, “Cole
told us of your agreement. You understand what this
means?” He hated asking the question because he knew
that she could come to her senses and pull away.

She nodded.

He palmed the door into her quarters and backed in,
pulling her with him. She reached out as he passed the
portal and palmed the door closed behind them.

Mordred, please set light in my quarters to level one.

Acknowledged.

The light level immediately dimmed.

He sat her on the bed and unfastened his pants. She
watched as he dropped them to the floor. He had a
muscular, well-defined body. The dark hair on his chest
drew her fingers to it. She ran her fingers up his chest,
exploring his body and wrapping her arms around his
neck. He pulled her with him onto the bed, his lips found
hers again and she explored with the tip of her tongue.

Nick’s strong hands moved to cup her breast. She let
out a little moan when he rolled her nipple between
thumb and forefinger, testing her for what she liked. The
exploring was so much of the excitement.

She saw him looking down at her with those golden
brown eyes and couldn’t tell what was in them in this
light. The basic floor illumination was the only lighting in
the room. She wished absently for a candle and then
forgot the wish as his hand found a more sensitive place.
She heard a groan and couldn’t tell if it was him or her.
His lips tugged at her nipple and then slid down her
body to explore her fully.
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Nick’s tongue reached a place that caused her to
gasp, arch her body and slide her hands to his head.

Andrea groaned, “Oh, my God”—and the rest became
unintelligible.

She felt lightning and thunder and heat. Mostly, she
felt alive again. Finally, really alive.

She felt him move up to pull her against the length of
his body. Her world was still spinning and her breathing
was far from under control as she reached for him and
found him hard and ready in the dark.

He was waiting, teasing her.

She whimpered softly, “Please, Nick. Isn’t six hundred
years a long enough wait?”

She felt a tenseness in him as he finally slid inside
her. Andrea trembled and lost herself in pure feeling. Her
body was no longer under her control as she moved
against him, pulling him tighter to her.

Nick wanted to touch all of her; taste her. He could
smell her perfume on the sheets and his senses were
reeling. Every second was a surprise.

This was a brand new experience for him. He didn’t
have to learn about what a VidSim wanted but he
wanted to know what Andrea enjoyed. There was
something that made him need to know what she
desired. Her body tensed under him and he questioned
softly, “Here?”

She gasped and her hands clenched his shoulders,
drawing him tighter. For the first time in his life it wasn'’t
about his release. It became about hers. He wanted to
make her feel what he was feeling.

Andrea felt his hands under her, drawing her up to
him. Time was suspended. There was just pure feeling.
The feel of his body, the taste of his mouth, the smell of
their bodies together, his voice in her ear, guiding her to
a place they both desperately needed to be. She listened
to his ragged breathing as he matched her pace and
knew the moment to give in to her body. They both cried
out and held each other as their bodies trembled and
finally relaxed.
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As he looked down into her face, he was amazed by
the sharp turn of events. Her willingness and desire were
boundless. It was if she had been storing this up for over
six hundred years.

Pleasing her was so more satisfying than his own
release. Even programmed VidSim partners were not so
beautiful, passionate and completely willing.

Andrea showed him what she needed and gave back
in equal measure. There was a hunger in her that
seemed to drive her passion. All of those comments
about sex not being quite as fulfilling with a real woman
were, to use one of Andrea’s more colorful phrases, out to
lunch.

Just when he thought that he was drifting off to
sleep, she turned to snuggle her face into his chest, her
breasts soft and warm against his skin. He felt her lips
exploring him, her warm breath against his chest and
then her tongue circled his nipple. He suddenly found
that his need had returned in full. The entire sleep
period continued like that. Neither of them could sleep or
wanted sleep.

Mordred, wake me ten minutes before duty shift.

He wanted every second of sleep before his duty shift.
When he was awakened forty minutes later, leaving her
in that bed was one of the hardest things he had ever
done.

She slept soundly for the first time since awakening
from her cryo pod, even though it was only a cycle. She
didn’t dream, or at least didn’t remember any and woke
feeling like she had gotten drunk the night before.

It did hit her in the morning that she had opened
herself up to other obligations. Although she recognized
the need in Nick and Tremaine, she had underestimated
her own. Her friendship with Nick was comfortable and
she trusted him completely. There was a genuineness
and a wonderful gentleness about him that had drawn
her to him from the beginning.

She smiled to herself. He certainly knew when to let
some of the gentleness go when the situation was right.
They were friends and it was going to stay that way.
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Andrea cared for Nick but had no illusions that they were
going to become a couple. A couple on board Camelot
would destroy the balance.

Andrea lay on her side looking at her dec wall and
considered how this was going to change things.
Although she had dated around quite a bit before
Stephen (sowing her wild oats as her father would have
said) she knew all about the male ego and jealousy. The
last thing that she wanted was to cause anger or a rift
between Nick and Tremaine. In the weeks she had been
on board she had witnessed the easy camaraderie they
shared. These three had a great working relationship. It
was like watching a well-honed team.

She wasn’t exactly sure how to come clean, but she
was dammed sure not going to let Cole find out later like
she had been trying to hide something. The deal had
been made and she understood the consequences.

It wasn’t a matter of could she deal with this but how
she was going to deal with it. Tremaine and Cole might
not even be interested in her. She doubted that Cole even
paid much attention to her.

She had really made her bed this time, she thought as
she stood in the shower feeling a few more sore muscles
than usual. After she was ready for ship duty, she
contacted Mordred.

Can you please ask Cole if I can come to the bridge?

Affirmative. Captain Stuart says to come now, if
you would like.

She walked onto the bridge, a little timidly again. She
wasn’t sure how Cole was going to take this and mentally
objected to having to tell him at all.

He indicated the same chair and she sat down on the
edge with her back straight.

Cole watched her body language as she walked onto
the bridge without her normal confidence. Something
was up and he didn’t like surprises.

“Cole, I wanted to let you know that a situation has
come up . . . .” She trailed off as his eyes caught and
held hers.
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“What situation?” This was not a question. This was a
demand.

She lifted her head and looked him straight in the eye
“Nick and I have been intimate.” There, it was out. Let
the cards fall where they may.

If she was expecting emotion from Cole, he was there
to disappoint her. “You know the agreement, Andrea.
You have to know that Tremaine will find out. Although
we do not treat Tremaine differently, this would make
him feel his GenEng status too acutely. Nick and I have
worked hard during our partnership to make him feel
like he is truly part of our team and this is bound to
undo our efforts. He is in no position to come to you.”

A GenEng could not approach a human female. She
knew the rules. Her eyes fell to the floor as if she
suddenly found Cole’s foot coverings incredibly
interesting.

Cole continued, “I know Tremaine well enough to tell
you that he has been just as attracted to you as Nick.
More importantly, he has a great friendship with Nick
that I will not see damaged. The three of us have a
partnership that we want to continue. I want to make
sure that doesn’t change. If I see a problem, I would like
to ask you to go back into cryo sleep until we can get you
to Mira.”

Andrea lifted her head and again met his eyes with
her clear steady gaze.

“Tremaine is a friend of mine as well and I will not be
the cause of any pain for him. I know the bigotry that
exists against the GenEng. You know that I don’t agree
with how he is treated. I see him as a man and a friend.
It would be easier for me if you would let him know that I
am receptive and let us see how things go. I would prefer
not to go back into cryo sleep, but I don’t want to come
between Tremaine and Nick.”

“I'll let him know, Andrea, but he can’t ask you.” He
shook his head. “This is a mess.”

“If Mohamed can’t go to the mountain, then I will
bring the mountain to Mohamed.” She saw the blank

* 76 %



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

look and continued, “I'll go to Tremaine. We’ll work this
out.”

Cole shook his head slightly and sighed.

His voice took on a tone like a father that is
immensely disappointed as he said, “Andrea, it's more
than that. It will be very important that word of your
relationship with Tremaine and Nick not get out. It could
damage your status as a free Earther and Tremaine
could be executed if they thought that he had instigated
any of it. This is very serious.”

“I understand hate, Cole. We had plenty of it in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. I won’t do anything
that would bring those people down on Nick and
Tremaine. I owe a great deal to all of you and causing
harm to Nick and Tremaine is not how I repay
friendship.”

“Are you doing this for gratitude?” His eyes had taken
on a still, cold look.

Andrea held back her flash of anger, and paused to
think of the right answer. She wanted to tell him to stuff
it but decided to say what was in her heart. “Cole, Nick
wasn’t about gratitude. He was about living again. Since
I woke up in the med bay, it has all been like a dream. I
have studied and worked and exercised and eaten and
have held my emotions in check and lived almost the
entire time in a vacuum. I needed to feel alive again.
Back in my time life-threatening situations drew people
together in the same way. They needed to feel alive when
it was all over. Can you see?”

She could tell that Cole did see. He thought back to
another time; a different Cole. His eyes had lost their
hard edge. “I understand. I also understand that this
could have a very bad outcome if we’re all not careful.”
Cole turned back to his display and information scrolled
down. Again, she had been dismissed.

The passion in her voice had drawn him in. He did
see. He saw, that more than anything, he wanted to taste
that passion. When she leaned forward he got whiff of
her perfume. It was something soft and subtle and it had
drawn him in. Not a possibility, he told himself. I'm the
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captain and this situation gets more complicated by the
cycle. She’s going to be gone in a few months and I don’t
want to deal with that either.

But even Marla didn’t seem to have this quality.
Andrea just felt so alive to him. She grasped life and
inhaled it all. He had watched her as she had studied
and absorbed the centuries and took on duty that all
three of them hated without complaint. No one expected
this of her. She was a passenger, after all. But no one
would ever say that Andrea Stone was a passenger of life.

*kkk

It could have been worse, she thought as she exited
the bridge. Cole could always stick me back in that pod
and toss me out of the cargo bay.

Both of them had been so intent on discussing
Tremaine that she had not even thought that Cole had
the right to come to her as well. It was obvious to her
that he was not interested one whit in her. Her pride
stung slightly but realistically, it was a blessing. As
much as she liked Tremaine, it felt odd going to him like
this. He might not really be interested and the whole
conversation could just be an embarrassment.

As she headed for the engine room, she encountered
Nick going toward engineering. She could tell that he wasn’t
sure how to approach her now. As she neared him she
reached out and put her hand on his arm.

“Good morning, Nick,” she smiled. He relaxed visibly
and put his hand on her waist. Knowing that Tremaine
was on sleep period and Cole was on the bridge, she
leaned into him and kissed him deeply.

“This is going to get complicated,” he said as he
smoothed her short hair.

“I've already had this conversation with Cole this
morning and I assure you that I know exactly how
complicated it’s going to get!”

“You already talked to Cole?”

“l had to. He’s the captain and, after all, we had a
deal.”
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“Yeah, I guess you did. Look, I have to get to the
engine room for ship duty now. Let’s talk later.”

Later I want to do more than talk, he thought as he
watched her walk away.

*kkk

They did talk, later though. They didn’t just talk.
Both of them started to feel a little more comfortable with
the arrangement.

Since relationships were something that Nick had
only had in the VidSim, he didn’t seem to get the concept
of jealousy. That was a great relief. He also admitted that
he had made another minor adjustment when she was
coming out of the regen bath. He had entered a
pregnancy blocker.

“To be honest, they are almost never administered.
Anyone lucky enough to get pregnant usually wants to
stay that way.”

That was a relief. One problem that had been in the
back of her mind since last night and Nick had already
handled it.

They were curled up together in her bed. She absently
ran her fingers through the hair on his chest, listening to
his voice.

Nick caught her hand with his. “If you don’t stop that,
we aren’t going to get any sleep tonight either.”

She grinned up at him. “Do you see that as a
problem, Doctor?”

He laughed but she stopped teasing him with her
fingers.

“Andrea, you've told us some of how your time was
different, but how were the people different?”

She became quiet and then looked up into his eyes.
“It’s hard to tell from just observing the three of you. I
notice that none of you ever touch. There seems to be so
much more distance between you, both physically and
emotionally. It’s not really a comparison when I can only
see three men.”
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“That might be a fair assumption though. We don’t
touch. It’s not really accepted to casually touch someone
and is considered quite rude. After the virus was
detected, people became less likely to want physical
contact, even with people that they knew well. Since it’s
always been like that in my lifetime, it would seem odd
any other way. Even laying here with you seems odd.”

Andrea looked up at him in surprise. “You’re
uncomfortable now?”

Nick gave her a little embarrassed grin. “You are the
only flesh and blood woman that I've really been with,
Andrea. Normally, I just turn off the VidSim and relax.
Not that I'm not learning to enjoy this, but it is a learning
experience for me.”

“Nick, if you would rather go back to your room . . . .

“No, Andrea.” He pulled her closer and kissed the top
of her head. “There’s something very comfortable about
being here with you. It makes me feel,” he paused,
searching for the word, and then looked down at her . . .
“protective. I like the way you feel when you curl up
against me in your sleep.”

She smiled softly.

“It sounds like you are learning how to be with a real
flesh and blood woman just fine. It does seem sad
though that the human race has pulled away from each
other.”

“At least we’re close.”

His voice was soft and she was quiet as she felt him
drift off to sleep.

Her mind was still turning over what he had just told
her. How sad not to run into an old friend and not give
them a hug or even a handshake. What a loss when you
think that men and women had drifted so far apart and
couldn’t enjoy this simple closeness. What a universe she
had awakened to!

Andrea worked through the study period in a fog, to
Mordred’s disgust. She was distracted and wasn’t sure
exactly how to approach Tremaine. She finally decided to
wait until the end of his ship duty and talk to him
around midnight. The cycles crawled and she spent a

»
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lackluster cycle running around a mountain lake in the
DGR. Then she showered and headed for the bridge.

Tremaine showed a little surprise as she entered the
bridge but he flashed her one of the famous Tremaine
smiles anyway.

“Would you like company?” she asked with a grin.

“Sure,” he said a little cautiously. “What’s up?”
Tremaine had embraced her little sayings with zest.

“You know about the deal that I made with Cole when
I arrived?”

He said, “Yes, Cole and I talked earlier. He mentioned
something about you and Nick.”

Now what? he thought.

Her voice was very soft and steady. “Tremaine, this is
a little awkward for me but I want you to know that I am
open to the possibility of a similar relationship with you.
Either way, I want you to know that you and I are friends
and will remain friends.”

She saw him get angry for the first time. She had
never even thought that he did get angry. His eyes
flashed and forced himself to look away. She waited
silently.

When he finally spoke, his old calm had returned. “I
can’t have a relationship with you, Andrea. When it got
back to the corporation, I would be terminated and you
would be banned from Earth. You'd lose your Earth
rights entirely.”

“Cole and I discussed everything this morning and
Nick agrees. None of us are going to discuss anything
with Mars. Tremaine, we are friends and [ truly enjoy
being around you. I would never do anything that would
bring you harm but this is a simple case of consenting
adults.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that I'm still GenEng.
Regardless of the way you feel about the GenEng status,
I am still owned by Mars Corp and they would terminate
me in a second if they knew that I had been with you!”

Now she was getting angry. This was not exactly her
idea, after all. She still wasn’t sure how she even felt
about this and where it would take her. “Well then, we
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both have great reasons to keep our mouths shut, don’t
we,” she spat back at him. “As I understand it, as long as
I'm the one instigating the affair, you are not in any
danger anyway. I would still lose my Earth rights.”

She paused and took a calming breath. “Look, I didn’t
come up here to fight with you. I don’t want to wreck
everything here and Cole was quite clear about not
playing favorites and he’s right. Let’s just acknowledge
that the possibility exists.”

She leaned across the chair and brushed her fingers
against his cheek. He caught her hand and turned his
lips in to kiss her palm. A stricken look passed across
his face like he couldn’t believe that he had just done
that.

“l do appreciate your offer, Andrea. You are honestly
the first person to ever treat me with this kind of respect.
I'm not sure that I feel comfortable with taking you up on
it, but the offer means more to me than you will ever
know." He gave her a tortured look.

She smiled softly. “I’'m sorry about this, Tremaine. I
genuinely do care about your feelings. This is up to you.”

It wasn’t up to him anymore though. His body was
throbbing for the need of her. “I've got to start paying
attention here. Let’s meet later and talk over a meal.”

*kkk

She saw him later in the common area when he got
off shift. They relaxed and she got him to talk more about
himself.

“I find that, for all of my training, what I enjoy most is
helping to keep people on track. I know Cole and Nick so
well by now that I can see when a problem is coming and
jump in before they even know what hit them.”

She laughed. “You seem to be picking up each and
every one of my sayings.”

“We call them Stone-isms.”

“Sounds to me like you have high-level management
skills. Would they ever consider posting you to a position
where you might use your hidden skills?”
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He looked a little sad and then smiled, “I am what I
am, according to the great corporation.”

“That’s bullshit,” she said softly as she sat next to
him on a large sofa.

Tremaine was instantly serious. “Be careful of where
you say that, Andrea. Earthers have banned the GenEng
program but we still have a significant population and
there are many that think that it would be too easy to
remove us entirely.”

She shivered and leaned her head against his
shoulder. “There is evil in the heart of man that exceeds
any fear that we can face in the unknown universe.” She
leaned forward and kissed his cheek softly.

He turned his head and ran his lips softly across
hers.

She shivered again, but for a different reason.

Tremaine whispered. “Let’s go to the DGR. I have
something that [ want you to see.”

As they wandered toward the DGR Andrea asked
“Have any of the GenEng ever escaped?”

“Escaped to where? The colonies need to stay in the
good graces of Earth. We are never allowed unmonitored
liquid LC. They look carefully at all of our purchases so
how are we to get anywhere?”

“l can’t stand the thought of you being treated like a
possession.”

He shook his head and looked over at her. Even Nick
and Cole had never voiced feelings like this and they
were his friends. She made him want more and that
frightened him. Cole and Nick allowed him to expand his
expertise, but even that freedom could place them all in
danger if anyone were to ever find out. They reached the
DGR and Tremaine palmed the door open.

“Have you ever been in zero-G before?”

“No. That’s a future training mission.”

“Hold my hand and relax. Don’t make any sudden
moves and trust me.”

He sounded like a really old movie that she had seen
somewhere. Tremaine’s hand moved over the panel and
suddenly there was no up or down. She fought a wave of
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nausea and Tremaine must have seen the look. He
reached into a pocket and pulled out a small medical
injector. It was smaller than the ones of her century and
didnt sting as he injected her with something that
seemed to calm her stomach immediately.

“Thanks. I was feeling a little queasy.”

“Normal reaction. I thought you might need that.” He
pulled her against him and held her for a moment.
“You’re sure?”

She lifted her head and kissed him tentatively.

Tremaine had set a proximity tractor to keep them in
the center of the room like a giant invisible pillow. He
was completely at home in zero-G and moved with grace
and ease.

Tremaine reset the tractor and guided them to a
handhold. He was the master here. “Reach up and hold
us here.”

She complied, giving him unrestricted access to her
body.

“Just close your eyes. Let me make you love zero-G.”

Again, she complied and felt his mouth exploring her
breasts as his hands moved between her legs. His fingers
were amazing as they worked their magic. Just when she
knew that she was on the brink, he slid his fingers inside
her and the stars exploded.

She let go of the handhold and wrapped her arms
around him, pulling him against her as her body
trembled and her breath came in gasps.

Tremaine held her for a while, kissing her, stroking
her body. “Andrea, you are so lovely. So sexy.” She felt
his hardness against her and reached down to stroke
him. He moaned. This time he reached out for a
handhold and she gripped another as he finally guided
his engorged member inside her.

Tremaine felt the white-hot tight wetness of her and
almost lost all control. Andrea started rocking against
him at a slight angle and he focused on astral navigation
computations until he heard her breath quicken. When
she cried out and he felt her tighten around him, he lost
himself in her.
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With Tremaine, there were no expectations. As his
hands explored her, he questioned her; learned her. And
he also taught her.

Tremaine’s body was athletic and agile. Since his
hands didn’t have to support his body, they were free to
explore her. He wasn’t finished and she found out
quickly, neither was she. His mouth continued to move
down her body she thought she would die from his
teasing.

When he finally moved between her legs, she cried
out and arched against him. His hands didn’t stop their
exploration and she felt like she was burning from the
inside. His fingers had found that place inside her that
turned her body inside out.

She felt like the world exploded as wave after wave of
pleasure washed through her. She wasn’t aware of
releasing the bar and they were floating again in the
center of the room. He pulled her against him and, with a
small movement, sent them back against the bar.

She nuzzled his neck and grinned up at him. “You are
going to have to patent those hands. It seems that you
are teaching me things about my own body.”

His arms pinned her against him as he looked down
at her and gave her the sweetest smile. “Mordred isn’t
the only one that can teach, you know.”

She raised an eyebrow as a challenge, which he met
with vigor. Although he told her that he had never been
with a woman outside the VidSim, she found it hard to
believe. He showed her the joys of sex without gravity
and sex with no barriers. He loved to experiment with
positions not possible in a gravity environment and she
found a few that elicited new responses from her.

He didn’t have the hang ups that society had built
around the sexual mystic. She was finding that the old
barriers built up around the mystic had been replaced
with new, unfamiliar ones. How anyone could prefer a
simulation to the real thing was something she couldn’t
quite fathom.

The rules went out the window and, as she fell asleep
later, she realized that she had never allowed herself to
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enjoy her physical side without the emotional agendas
before. She found it quite refreshing.

Tremaine was surprised by Andrea’s intensity. He
had never shared feelings with a VidSim and even
sharing the laughter was a new, special experience.
Knowing that Andrea chose to be there with him
humbled him and gave him a newfound confidence. He
smiled to himself. Imagine him as a manager. The smile
grew more wistful as he did imagine.

*kkk

Although the physical intimacy was amazing, the
three of them became fast friends.

The time spent with them soon expanded her
knowledge of the history of the colonization of Mars and
the outlying areas. The colonists had been promised that
Mars Corp would front their passage to Mars as well as
the initial investment required to make the planet viable.
The costs were enormous and it soon became apparent
to the colonists that paying back the debt was not going
to be possible for at least three generations. By then,
other costs had come up.

The Mar virus had taxed the resources of the entire
medical team on Mars and the cure was purchased at a
high price. Mars Corp also controlled all the financial
institutions and businesses of any real value. The people
making the money were keeping everyone else poor and
the people making the money were all owned by Mars
Corp. It was a planet owned by a corporation that saw no
value in culture. The children were pushed into careers
that would benefit the company. Art, music, literature,
research and development were all careers that were not
supported by Mars Corp. It sounded to Andrea like a
very sad place to grow up.

They started spending more time in the common
room and Andrea felt that a little redecoration was in
order. She recycled the single chairs and designed an L-
shaped sofa that wrapped around the far corner of the
room and a couple of oversized chairs with a large
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ottoman in the center. She changed the dec wall so that
it looked like a view port with a view of a star field—
making it a kind of window made less odd to her and it
was a view that the crew was comfortable with.

It became a retreat for them when they had time to
relax and both Nick and Tremaine complemented the
new décor.

During their time relaxing in the common room, they
both constantly quizzed her on what life and Earth had
been like and slowly started to understand how different
life was like for her here. Neither one of them spoke of
Cole’s life except that he was from Earth where he had
worked designing new spaceports and his wife had died
in childbirth a year after they were married. If Cole
wanted to tell her more, he would.

Andrea was curled up in the corner of the sofa after
coming off-duty with her head back against the cushions
when Tremaine joined her.

“I'm playing hooky from the DGR today.” He walked
over and served himself a protein drink that Andrea had
not yet been able to stomach.

“God, how do you drink that stuff?”

“Been drinking it from my first day. What is it you say

. . an acquired taste?”

She rolled her eyes. “Just when was your first day?
How old are you?”

He gave her a little shrug and sat down next to her.
She smiled when he automatically put his arm around
her and gave her a quick kiss. She was making progress.
They were learning a little more about casual touches.

“I guess you could say that I was born ten years ago,
although it isn’t like I am really ten years old. I was
already fully adult and all information and training was
already incorporated into my memories at that time. A
more accurate age would be around thirty since my body
was matured to match an adult male at about twenty
years of age. The first three years were spent on a space
station orbiting Mars. I've spent the last seven years here
on Camelot.”
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He said this so casually that Andrea had to take a
minute to respond. The information that Mordred had
supplied didn’t seem as cold as this. They just had grown
him, dumped information into him, and assigned him to
a job without even thinking that he had a soul.

“Tremaine, are you okay with how they treated you?”

He gave her a puzzled look. “How do you mean?”

“It doesn’t bother you that they didn’t give you any
choices?”

He leaned his head back against the sofa. “At the
time, I was ill prepared to make any choices. Now, I
might like to have other options, but that will never
happen. I just feel fortunate that I got lucky enough to be
assigned with Nick and Cole.” He smiled up at the
ceiling, closed his eyes and added softly, “And you.”

Andrea sat up and reversed her position so that she
was facing him. He moved the arm from the back of the
sofa to pull her against him as she took his face in her
hands.”

“Me too, baby.”

“Baby?”

“A Stone-ism. It’s a term of endearment.”

He raised his eyebrows. “If you say so.”

She kissed him lightly.

His arm tightened around her. “Now, that’s a term of
endearment.”

She laughed and they both looked up as Cole entered
the room. He took in the room at a glance and started to
exit.

Andrea called out, “Cole, it’s okay to join us. We were
just talking and relaxing.”

He looked up, more than a little uncomfortable. “I'll
just grab something to take to the bridge. I'm still on
duty.” He opened one of the bins and took out one of the
prepackaged snacks that Andrea had called vegetarian
beef jerky and left the room without another word.

She rolled her eyes at Tremaine. “Sometimes I think
he needs a personality injection.”

Tremaine leaned forward and sat his drink on the
floor. Suddenly, he had pulled her on top of him and
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they were stretched out on the sofa. He nuzzled her neck.
“I think he has a different problem, but that’s not my
business.” Then his mouth found hers.

She completely forgot about Cole.

Cole hadn’t forgotten about them.

When he walked into the room, Andrea’s face was alit
in laughter. She was absolutely beautiful.

And Tremaine was holding her casually. It looked so
comfortable between them that something in Cole felt
wrenched. His feelings were raging and the two that
seemed to be winning were jealousy and envy.
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Mordred gave Andrea an Earth history briefing.

The twenty-first century had proven the downfall of
Earth’s ecosystem when climate changes wreaked havoc
on the world’s food suppliers. As supplies had been
depleted, man had shown his ugliest face and unleashed
biological weapons on surrounding neighbors.

Earth’s already taxed resources collapsed as millions
of people died from horrible man-made illness or just
lack of food and clean water. Mankind was not the only
looser in this war. The face of Earth was changed forever
as the viruses mutated and attacked plant and animal
life as well.

Genetic enhancement of crops had disastrous
effects—all the Monarch butterflies died from pollinating
genetically enhanced corn crops. Un-enhanced crops
were contaminated and the damage was done.

The ozone layer was increasingly damaged which
caused the polar ice caps to melt. As the temperature of
the oceans climbed, coral reefs died, taking unique sea
life with them. The sea level rose and seaside sites
disappeared below the waves. Major rain forests were
destroyed before the scientists found a way to stop the
destruction.

Earth’s climate was already erratic and the extinction
of a large portion of the remaining rain forest threw
Earth into global weather chaos that lasted decades.

It took centuries to rebuild the beauty of Earth. The
vids of the new Earth looked nothing like it had during
Andrea’s life. Venice, Florence, Vancouver, New Orleans
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and Athens were gone, as were the giant redwoods of
California. The mountains still remained, although the
trees and streams had been forever changed or
destroyed.

Once the world came out of the dark times at the end
of the twenty-second century, it became illegal to discuss
religion in public. Many of the wars and social prejudice
were born out of religious differences. By not allowing
public discussion, the leaders hoped to control future
disagreements. However, this only served to separate the
religions more since no one had the opportunity to learn
about other cultures. In 2312, a new religion melded
many of the existing religions together. They found the
same basic morality existed in many religions. The
trappings and traditions were the comforting source and,
over time, those could be altered. The many names of
God were joined and seventy percent of the existing
human population throughout the galaxy now
worshipped one God.

New religions were strictly forbidden. Anyone could
choose any remaining religion, but no new ones could be
founded. Andrea raised her eyebrows at that one.
Considering that most people believed that God had
created us, establishing a new God after this length of
time seemed ridiculous. She remembered the many
charlatans that had only sought to fill their pockets and
understood how this had all come about. But who got to
decide what God was?

*kkk

Andrea had made it past the basics and was starting
to help the crew with things that made a difference in
their lives.

Nick and Tremaine had started treating her more as a
crewmember and less as a passenger. The first time that
she really noticed this, Nick had told her to run
diagnostics on the food supplies and programs. The
Tumbot tea he had this morning seemed off somehow.
Andrea was performing the task before she realized that
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he had given her an order; not made a request. Now if
Cole would just treat her less like a twenty-first century
airhead she might feel like she was making significant
progress, although why his approval was important, she
couldn’t say.

Andrea had been taught early that she had to work
hard in life. If success came easy, she was not working
up to her potential.

The work ethic passed to her from her parents gave
her a sense of accomplishment over the years that far
exceeded the pay or accolades. There was a peace and
happiness that she experienced when she threw herself
into a project.

It was why she had felt so at home making movies.
Everyone was focused and driven. Andrea had just been
one more in the mix. Twelve-hour days had always been
a minimum, fourteen to fifteen on average when they
were filming.

So when she had thrown herself into the training and
work with the same gusto, Nick and Tremaine had been
quietly amazed.

Mordred had taken the responsibility to remind her to
sleep or eat at times when she was working or studying.

Andrea found Astral Navigation fascinating. It was
like three-dimensional roadmaps with sand traps built in
throughout. There were the normal gravimetric fields
surrounding stars, planets and moons with charted
comets and asteroids thrown in and any number of other
special miracles. She was finding incredible beauty in
space. Tremaine’s view from his dec wall was a nebula
that moved and sparkled in the blackness of space.
Although she agreed that it was beautiful, she felt like it
was looming when she lay in his bed.

Andrea had also been taking a hand in minor
financial matters. Mordred had also been instructing her
in twenty-seventh century finance. Here she felt at home.
This was something that she could take on with
confidence. The Partners didn’t involve themselves with
the money. They delivered their ore and the money went
into their accounts. Nick and Cole were saving for their
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own ship and the money grew by the normal small
percentage growth rates common in her century.

The twenty-seventh century was broken down into
cartels or groups similar to the stock markets that she
was used to, only much more complicated. Financial
specialists were transferring money from planet to planet
to colony to space center. Each one had its own
monetary evaluation.

As she watched the trends something started tickling
the back of her mind. There was a pattern that, at first,
wasn’t obvious. She had a talent for being able to look at
numbers and sense patterns more than see them. It
wasn't clear, yet it was there.

Andrea still resented the cycle per day spent in the
DGR since it took time away from her training. She
finally cut back the downhill skiing to every other day
and used a basic treadmill the other days so that her
hands, eyes and mind were free for a training screen
projected above her. Since today was a treadmill day, she
had Mordred transfer the training program for astral
mapping to the DGR and palmed the door open to the
unit.

She caught herself as she crossed the threshold. Cole
was sitting on a bench with his head in his hands.
“Sorry, I should have requested entry.” As she turned to
leave Cole looked up.

“It’s okay. I pulled something in my neck and I was
just setting here letting it calm down.”

“Do you want me to call Nick? He has that great little
gadget that will fix you right up.”

“No, Nick is sleeping and I don’t want to wake him
right now. It will be fine in a minute.”

“We got muscle pulls in out time too, Cole. Can I try a
little old fashioned medicine?”

He looked at her curiously, paused and then nodded.
Andrea crossed the room and stepped behind him. He
was bare to the waist and still slick with sweat.

“Try to sit up straighter and relax.” She slid her
hands experimentally over the muscles in his upper back
and neck. She felt him tense up at her touch.
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“This seems to be the culprit.” Andrea ran a thumb
lightly down a muscle that ran down the left side of his
neck and across his shoulder. “When the muscle is
traumatized, it contracts and the texture, instead of
being smooth, feels rough to the touch.”

She started to massage the muscle gently at first and
then continually deeper as she felt it give a little. Her
hands moved to other areas of his neck and back from
time to time to give the muscle some time to relax. “If I
spend too much time in one area, it will start to feel
tender. Is the pressure alright?”

At first he had been shocked when he felt her hands
on his shoulders. But as her fingers started the magic,
he felt himself relax a little, although other parts of him
were getting more tense by the moment.

“Um-hmmmm” was the only response that he was
capable of at the moment. He remained completely silent
so she kept quiet as she kept working on his back. It
took all of his concentration to keep his body from
responding to her touch. All he wanted was to turn
around and pull her against him and that was something
that could not happen. Slowly, the cramp was worked
out and she paused, smoothing her hands lightly over
his shoulders. “Still hurt?”

“No. That was amazing. Thank you.”

“Don’t tell me that this is yet another lost art?”

“I'm afraid so.”

“That bums me out more than you know. I used to
get a massage every Sunday when [ was on location. It
was the only thing that kept me going and it was one of
my favorite things in the world. I don’t suppose that the
DGR has the capability to add a masseuse?”

“Sorry, Andrea.” Cole stood and lifted his hands to
the back of his neck as he rolled his head
experimentally. “Only the VidSim can program human
counterparts and they don’t physically exist so it
wouldn’t do any good to program a masseuse.”

He nodded. “Thanks Andrea. Enjoy your exercise.”
Cole turned and exited the still open door, palming it
closed after him.
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She shook her head. As she had been working,
several times she had wished for a massage and thought
that, once back on Earth she could indulge herself.

What a drag!

Andrea had been hoping that Cole would start to see
her as a person instead of a problem. As much as she
recognized that his acceptance shouldn’t be important,
she knew that it was important to her. He was the
authority figure here and she wanted him to see that she
was working hard and trying to fit into her new era.

The workload continued to grow and her schedule
kept getting tighter and tighter.

How in the world were three crew members suppose
to keep up on everything if they now had four, or at least
three and a half, and they were just keeping everything
working? Maybe she was only working on the non-
essential systems, but everything mattered when you are
months from a place that will support human life.

It’s a good thing Mars Corp doesn't have to deal with
the IATSE union of my day, she thought with a grin. Mars
Corp would get their collective butts kicked over the
minimum staffing requirements alone!
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Mira was a small planet in a remote sector bordering
the Ort belt. It was known for tough traders, excellent
vegetables and fruit, and the highest crime rate among
the trading planets.

Andrea was only going to be allowed down with the
crew for one cycle in the market and had to agree to
return so that Tremaine could join the crew on the
surface. No one left their ship unattended around Mira or
it wouldn’t be there when they came back.

This was her first decision.

She could hop off at Mira and wait for a transport
going to Earth. This is when she decided that she wasn’t
ready to go back to Earth.

She was starting to love the hard work and the
regimen on the ship. It had taken her months to finally
feel at home and it terrified her to think of starting all
over again. There were also no complaints about two men
keeping her satisfied. No, she would be staying with
Camelot for a while longer.

The small atmospheric transport had to be completely
tested before they got to Mira. Since it was a fairly major
undertaking, Andrea skipped her training for a couple of
days to help get everything organized for the trip planet
side.

She was helping Tremaine test the propulsion system
when she started to get a very bad feeling. She had
experienced them occasionally. Once, she felt this panic
just before a crane had dropped a cameraman from a
height of fifty feet.
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This time, she didn’t even pause. “Shut it down!” she
yelled and started the close out procedures.

Before she got to Step Three she started to hear a
variation in the generating core. That is, she could hear
the core. No sounds should have been coming from there
since it was a completely silent engine core. Tremaine
had paused when she demanded that he shut everything
down, but his training had taken over. He started to shut
down the systems as he, too, heard the hum.

The overflow is locked closed. Manual shut down
will not be possible until the overflow is manually
corrected. Attempts to correct from computer
controls failed.

The overflow was a minor correction: if you could get
to it. The problem was compounded when the ship
automatically started closing access corridors when the
danger was detected.

Tremaine saw the opening start to scissor closed
above him and jammed a gravitational alignment bar into
the space before it could close. He tried to force his way
past the door but the new limited opening was too small
for him. Andrea saw what he was attempting and yelled
up, “Tremaine, you'll never fit through. Let me up there.
We’re running out of time!”

Tremaine jumped down to let her give it a try. If the
generating core went, this part of Camelot would go with
it. At the very least Camelot would be a crippled ship,
adrift in space.

She climbed up the ladder and squeezed past the
opening. She heard Mordred clearly in her head. The
generating core is ninety-eight percent critical. You
have two minutes to relieve the pressure.

God, this was happening too fast. What the hell was
going on?

Fortunately the craft was small and getting to the
manual overflow switches wasn’t the problem. She just
couldn’t get the damn thing unjammed.

Everything seemed like it was in slow motion. It
already felt like summer in the Mohave Desert and it had
just been over a minute! Her whole body was covered in
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sweat, which just made it worse as she tried to get the
switch to move. Finally, when seconds were ticking closer
and closer she took a careful aim and kicked the switch
with everything she had. What she lacked in upper body
strength, she made up in her downhill skiing legs. The
switch gave and the display started decreasing instead of
increasing.

The alarm was still sounding.

Please exit the transport until safe levels and
heat and radiation have been achieved.

As she started to descend the ladder to the reduced
opening she noticed that the grav bar was starting to
warp.

Oh no, not now!

When the tool started collapsing she let go of the
ladder and dropped through the opening jerking her
hands down at the last minute as the door grazed her
knuckles. She then continued the drop fifteen feet to the
floor where she did a drop and roll, absorbing as much of
the impact with her legs as possible. Her right shoulder
and the side of her head hit solidly on the bulkhead and
she saw stars without benefit of view screen for at least
ten seconds. When she shook the stars free she saw Cole
standing over her with a look of absolute fury on his
face.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” He had
obviously been in the DGR and had come running when
the alarm sounded.

She stood up shakily and calmly answered, “Opening
the manual overflow to prevent core meltdown.”

She met his eyes with resolve. She was starting to get
as mad as he was and couldn’t understand why he was
so pissed off. She had been trained in this procedure and
was the only one capable of getting there. A Thank You
would have been more appropriate.

Nick had just come in at the end of her sentence and
was immediately concerned with the blood on her hands.
Cole said “The scratches will keep. Get her to med bay
and check her for radiation levels. She should have never
been that close to a hot core.”
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And to her, “The standard procedures do not include
passengers, especially fertile females. Even eliminating
that issue, you would have been critically injured if that
door had closed before you got out. Do not take tasks
like this on again without my orders.”

She was ready to scream at him and Tremaine and
Nick were just looking at each other while the alarm
continued to blare. The alarm was what finally threw her
temper out of control.

“Mordred, shut that damn alarm off!” she shouted.
She looked up in fury.

“Captain, I realize that I am not a Partner on this
crew but my dedication to the Camelot and this crew is
not in question. Tremaine could not fit through the
opening and I knew that neither of you would either. It
was my responsibility to go in there and open the
overflow since I was the only logical choice. My ability to
have children in the future, IF I choose to do so would
not be important if we were all dead!”

“Stand down Stone and get to med bay NOW!” Cole
literally thundered. “You neglected to notice that another
option was available. The transport could have been
jettisoned and Camelot would have had only minor
structural damage.”

Nick pulled her out of harms way and got her in to
the passageway. There her legs finally gave way and Nick
carried her the rest of the way. She found that she was
suddenly drowsy and Nick was talking to her.

“Stay awake. Come on Andrea, stay with me.” She
shook her head again and found that she was in med
bay. What had happened to the trip here?

Nick had already scanned her and found, other than
the abrasions on both hands and a concussion from her
head hitting the bulkhead at the same time her shoulder
did, that her shoulder was bruised but undamaged. He
also scanned for radiation levels and found her to be
within acceptable limits. Thank God the bio fabric had
shielding built in. The suit contained additional shielding
microbes that probably made all the difference. He gave
her an injection to absorb the radiation in her body. The
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concussion and abrasions were easy repairs and he sent
her to her bed. “Get some sleep and everything will be
okay. Cole was just scared and he overreacted a little.”

“It was scary. The whole ship could have gone up.”

“No Andrea, he was afraid for you. I've never seen him
like that but I know him well enough to tell you that he
was not just afraid for Camelot.”

She just stared at him a moment and shook her head
again, as if clearing it of those floating stars.

“Right,” she said sarcastically, “I'll see you in the
morning.”

She said dismissively as she hopped off the table and
made her way back to her quarters.

It just didn’t add up, she thought. Even though she
had agreed to be available to all of them, Cole hadn’t
given her any indication that he was even vaguely
interested. In fact, he avoided her at each opportunity
and she always found herself working on the opposite
side of the ship from wherever Cole was as he remained
continually distant and coldly professional. Even after
the massage, he had remained aloof.

If there was ever a male Ice Maiden, it was Cole
Stuart, good looks and all. She wasn’t sure why he didn’t
like her, but he didn’t seem to care about hiding his
feelings.

*kkk

Cole was glaring at Tremaine. “You should have
known better, Tremaine. Jettisoning the transport was
the safest option.”

“Jettisoning the pod still would have caused unknown
exterior damages, and then we would have been without
the transport. Not the best option since it would have
meant huge cost overruns that would have eaten the
profit for the entire contract, including what we have in
the cargo bay. You know Mars Corp charges whatever
they choose for a rescue mission. Isn’t it amazing that it
always ends up being the profit on the contract? Cole, it
was a simple procedure and she was trained, prepared
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and she saved all of our necks. If any of the Partners had
climbed in there you would have agreed with the
decision.

“Andrea is not a Partner.”

“Andrea has never requested special treatment since
she came aboard and has worked hard to earn a place
here, even though you know that she could have stood
on her Earth rights and been a major pain in our mutual
butts. It was a simple problem, Cole. One that Andrea
was trained for and fully capable of correcting. You
would know that if you check with Mordred on her
progress. Andrea has far exceeded the training schedule
and if she were on Mars with this training, she could
already be assigned to a ship.”

Cole’s eyes were ice.

“As the captain, Tremaine, I make sure that I keep up
on everything on board. I know exactly where Andrea is
in her training.”

“Have you also noticed that the ship is operating
above any logged performance? We certainly aren’t doing
anything differently. Having an extra pair of working
hands has made an amazing difference on Camelot.
Mordred is reporting ship functionality at ninety-nine-
and-a-half percent! According to the books that’s not
even possible! Minor problems that we used to put off for
cycles to repair are fixed the next day before I can even
schedule them. Mordred's automatically been directing
those repairs to her before he even sends them to me for
assignment. Even he recognizes that she knows what
she’s doing.”

“Regardless of what she has been doing, Tremaine, it
is not her responsibility. We can all be held accountable
for any injuries that she incurs on board Camelot as long
as she is a passenger. The duties that she chooses to
take on can not put her at risk in any way.”

“That's not really the issue. The strange thing was
that she reacted before the alarm went off.”

He gave Cole a look that, had Cole not know
Tremaine better, would have had an edge of anger to it.
“She was spitting mad, Cole, and if I was you, I would
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stay out of her way for a while because, with all due
respect Captain, you were out of line. As a passenger she
didn’t deserve to be treated that way.”

Tremaine had never called him on a decision or defied
him in any way and it would have been easy to blame it
on Andrea. Cole knew better.

But Cole had never been one to take advice.

*khkk

She was just starting to drift off when she heard the
passageway door hiss open. Cole stood over her as his
eyes adjusted to the dark. When he saw that she was
awake, he sat on the edge of her bed and continued to
look down at her with those intense ice blue eyes.

Finally he said, “I'm sorry I overreacted. Tremaine
and Nick have just given me hell for jumping you like
that.”

He paused and she just let the silence lengthen. She
had a feeling that he was not done and if she said
anything, he would never get the rest of it out.

“I just couldn’t think of you being injured or killed.”

Andrea nodded in the dark and simply said, “And I
did it because I couldn’t bear any of you to be injured.
This is the only life that I have now and you are a part of
that. I've become more than [ was in my first life and
learned that I am capable of things that I had never
dreamed of. I knew that I could fix the problem, Cole. I've
also grown rather fond of having Mordred to teach me
how to fit in here and he was also in danger. His main
casing is close to that bay.”

Cole then did something that completely caught
Andrea off guard.

He laughed.

His expression completely changed and a smile split
his face. She had never really seen him laugh and the
transformation was amazing, even in semi-darkness.

“l was worried that you would be killed and you were
worried about Mordred! I hate to admit this but he didn’t
even enter my thoughts until right now.”
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There was something much more relaxed about Cole
with a smile on his face. He continued to look down on
her in silence with that wonderfully sexy grin.

Then Cole surprised her for the third time since
screaming at her at the transport, he leaned down and
kissed her.

It wasn’t a hard passionate, demanding kiss. He was
touching her with his mouth; exploring her mouth. There
was a searing intensity to him and when he was kissing
her she was only aware of how his lips felt as they moved
against hers.

She wasn’t even aware of when he lay down next to
her, just realized that he was there. Still, he kept kissing
her until she was breathless from him. He moved away
from her for a moment and she felt bereft.

Andrea heard him move in the darkness and then he
was back beside her and she felt his warm skin under
her hands, his body against the length of her. She had
never realized how much taller he was and she felt small
and protected in his arms. Andrea slid her hand between
them to touch him.

He pulled back from her. “Be patient, we have all
night.”

A memory tugged at her but before she could place it
his mouth captured hers again and then started to trail
down her neck. He continued lower and took one of her
nipples into his mouth and ran his tongue across it. She
couldn’t help the moan that escaped her mouth.

He continued his path down across her stomach and
to the inside of her thigh sparking fire in her as he went.
That wasn’t where she wanted his mouth though and
just as she thought she was going to beg him, his mouth
found her and she felt stars again in her head. He knew
what she wanted, what she needed and took her there
with a speed that shocked her.

Her orgasm rocked her and he held her as she
trembled. They curled together talking in low voices and
learning about each other. After a while she felt his
mouth on hers again and Andrea took the opportunity to
reciprocate. Exploring his exquisite body was a joy. She
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teased him with her tongue as she moved lower. When
she took him into her mouth, he groaned and slid his
hands into her hair, responding to her as she had to
him. He was demanding of her and urged her to show
him what she wanted.

As the night wore on she found herself napping and
coming awake at his touch.

Once, she was dreaming that he was making love to
her and as she woke out of the dream, she felt him inside
her and wasn’t sure where the dream left off and Cole
began. The barriers between them dissolved as his low
voice guided her through the night. She realized that she
had never been such a vocal lover but now found it
arousing as she, more and more, whispered how and
when and where she needed him.

When she woke in his arms the next morning, she
saw that he had been watching her sleep. She smiled as
E-sharp sounded for both of them.

Duty shift in twenty minutes.

Thank you, Mordred.

Cole cupped her chin in his hand and kissed her.
“Nick is going to kill me for not letting you sleep.”

“l got some sleep. I'm fine and I feel very relaxed in
fact.”

He gave her a leer and pulled back the sheet. “If we
weren’t on duty in twenty minutes . . . .” he laughed.

She slipped out of the bed and headed for the shower
completely naked. “There’s always later, Captain,” and
grinned at him.

He followed her into the adjoining shower. “Tremaine
said that you knew there was a problem before the alarm
sounded. How?”

“I don’t know,” she said as she activated the cleaning
unit. “Sometimes I just get these gut feelings and have
learned that, more often than not, they’re right.”

*kkk

Mordred had been monitoring the entire situation
during the emergency. He had been impressed with

* 104 *



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

Andrea’s quick actions. When he had overheard her tell
Cole that she had been concerned for his safety, he had
felt a rush of raw emotion that had taken him several
millicycles to control.

It only made it more moving when Cole admitted that
he had not even thought of Mordred.

Andrea valued him.

That made him consider that maybe it was time for
him to value himself.
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They were about to make planet fall—Andrea's first
land experience since she awoke.

Andrea tried to contain her enthusiasm since the men
were concerned that she would draw attention among
the heavily male population of Mira. She wore a hat that
reminded her of her dad’s old fishing hat, shield glasses
that covered half of her face and a baggy normal day
suit. If someone wasn’t looking closely, they would never
notice that she wasn’t just another male ore miner.

When she found that the planet Mira could provide
them with fresh food, she asked if she could choose some
to bring back up to the ship.

All three readily agreed and Cole handed her a legit
bank. This resembled a credit card and contained a
monetary value that could be downloaded into a vendor’s
legit bank for purchases.

She glanced at the value and was surprised to see
that it contained much more money than she would need
just for food.

“Why so much? Food shouldn’t cost near this.”

“Nick reminded us the Mira also has fine women’s
clothing and bio fabrics.”

Cole grinned.

Nick slid his arms around her from behind and gave
her a big hug. “We wanted you to find something to wear
other than miner’s day suits and exercise clothing . . .
that's if you wanted?”

Tremaine was running down the departure checklist
with Mordred and mumbled something that Nick and
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Cole heard but was too low for her to make out. But they
both laughed out loud.

“What’s so funny?” Andrea asked.

“Tremaine doesn’t understand the need for you to
have new clothes. He seems to prefer you without them,”
Nick said laughing.

She smiled and shook her head. Their ability to relax
around each other and show no jealousy was truly a
twenty-seventh century trait.

Cole was the only one that had really been in a
relationship with a woman. After Marla’s death he had
taken the assignment on Camelot and for the last six
years, had been in space where female contact was very
limited.

She looked at them, seeing both the similarities and
the differences.

Nick was the one that was always thoughtful. He
remembered things that said that he cared about her but
not in an overpowering way. She had also seen him
remember details about Nick and Cole that told her that
this was his way of taking care of all of them. He was
their doctor and he also watched over their emotional
well-being. His nurturing spirit had been the first to heal
her.

Tremaine was their own version of Kokopelli, the
Native American joy bringer. He could step into a volatile
situation and inject his smile and calming voice and
everything would ratchet down about ten notches. He
was constantly pulling minor pranks to make everyone
laugh and laughing together truly did make them work
better as a team. Tremaine had taught her how to really
laugh again and had given her back her joy.

Cole’s expertise and knowledge humbled her. Now
that she could really talk to him, she found that his
guidance was what she had been missing. Although he
had never appeared to have taken any notice of her
training, he knew every step that she had taken. Having
him compliment her almost brought her to tears. Cole
had been the one to give her a purpose and direction in
her new life.
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Since relationships were commonly established as a
contract to attempt to have a child, jealousy had been
one of the emotions left on the sidelines of the twenty-
second century. If a child was born and the relationship
was companionable, some marriage contracts were
extended so that both parents could have an active hand
in parenting.

At least they'd gotten this part right! Andrea thought.

Even in these longer contract marriages, VidSims
were still actively used in place of physical contact. Since
there were many more men than women, monogamy was
a precept of the past.

The even sadder thing—the thing that Andrea hated
most—was that large, extended families were a thing also
of the past. Nick, Cole and Tremaine had established
their own kind of twenty-seventh century family and she
was gradually being included. As she watched them, she
realized that it was going to take quite some time to fit
into this new social order and she doubted if anyone in
her century would understand the kind of relationship
that was evolving.

*khkk

The transport down to Mira was incredible.

Although the world was small, it was great to walk on
land again. And to have the experience on walking of a
new world with her crewmates was the happiest day of
Andrea's new life.

The gravity was slightly lower than Camelot’s, and the
air had the normal variety of odors wafting on the
breezes; some good and some bad. The sun felt warm on
her shoulders and she wished wistfully for a beach. After
being onboard Camelot, everything was a riot of color.
She hadn’t realized how much she missed colors.

Cole attempted to make several appointments that
would take place later, when Tremaine joined them. They
needed to negotiate the best price for the ore and Cole
thought that the three of them would make a stronger
show of force. Only two traders could meet with him and
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those only in one cycle. Cole reluctantly agreed and they
walked the short distance to the market area to get some
of the shopping out of the way.

“Andrea, you’ll have to join Nick and me for the two
meetings. They can’t meet us later.”

He paused and looked around to make sure that no
one was eavesdropping. “Hopefully, having a woman join
us won’t be questioned. You’re not on the crew roster.”

She shrugged. “I'll try to keep a low profile. Would it
be better for me to wait here in the market?”

Nick shook his head. “No, we can’t leave you here
alone. That would be asking for trouble. Let’s try to find
everything we need before the meetings.”

What Nick didn’t want to say to her was that if
anyone knew what her breeding potential was, they
wouldn’t have a chance in hell of protecting her. In many
ways, she was a more valuable asset than the ore.

Andrea found beautiful fruit and vegetables that were
all new to her. Nick and Cole gave her a little guidance
on the ones that she should try and those to avoid.

She also found some lovely fabrics that she indulged
in. Mordred had already instructed her in the use of the
clothing fabricator when she had needed to make a
repair in her day suit. It literally sealed the seams
instead of sewing them. She knew enough about clothing
to get what she wanted out of this. There was a soft
fabric that offered support and conformed to her body’s
shape and had the feel of fine silk. It was recommended
for undergarments, sleepwear or fine clothing. Since bio-
fabrics pulled moisture and heat away from the body,
old-fashioned undergarments were a thing of the past.

Andrea, however, missed silky lingerie. She looked
forward to some feminine sleepwear.

There was another fabric that looked exactly like raw
silk and had the durability of metal and came in deep
blue, a blood red and emerald green. She bought some of
all three along with a cashmere like fabric in a creamy
off-white along with white, pink and black bio-silk.

The end of the cycle came too soon and Cole had all
of their purchases sent to the transport.
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They then walked the short distance to the first
trader’s office. When they were shown in to the office of a
trader named Dell Austin, Andrea was impressed with
his obvious wealth.

She and Stephen had been wealthy but not rich. He
became rich after her death. Dell Austin was seriously
rich. The clothes he was wearing looked like the richest of
the fabrics that she had just examined in the market,
those fabrics that she had passed over because of their
price.

Andrea had to remove the dark face screen when they
came inside and Mr. Austin’s eyes widened slightly when
he saw her beautiful face.

Cole caught the look and knew that bringing her here
was a really bad idea. He decided to introduce her as a
crewmember instead of a passenger. Her status could be
checked, of course, but not until they had her safely
back on board.

“You must be Captain Stuart,” Dell said smoothly as
he extended his hand.

“Thank you for seeing us on such short notice,” Cole
returned as he briefly shook the man’s hand. “This is Lt.
Ferraro and Ensign Stone from the Camelot.”

Andrea knew what Cole was doing and agreed
silently. This man, for all of his wealth, had taken one
look at her and she knew that he had been spawned
from the ranks of cheesy agents sliming the streets of
Hollywood during her first life.

She nodded and did not step forward. Nick nodded
formally and Dell indicated the meeting table next to his
expansive cherry desk. The desk reminded her of one she
had seen in the Sr. V.P.’s office at the studio. Even in her
time it was worth a small fortune.

They sat quickly in the chairs that conformed to their
shapes and made them comfortable. Cole started by
handing over a data pad containing the lists of refined
ore available in their cargo bay.

Dell’s eyes took on a look that told her that he was
interfacing with his own Computer Control Unit. Within
forty-five seconds, Dell turned to Cole and offered, “I can
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take the shipment for a total of five hundred seventy-five
thousand and twenty-five legit credits.

Andrea had been working up her own figures based
on current market value at Mars Corp and expelled a
breath. Dell glanced at her and back at Cole for his
answer.

Cole knew the drill and this was only the first pass.
He thought that seven hundred fifty thousand LC was
closer to what the deal would close at.

“I think nine hundred thousand is a more accurate
value for refined ore of this quality.”

Dell picked up Cole’s pad again, just for show of
course: the data already resided in the computer and
that’s when Andrea noticed his chrono. The setting was
as would be expected for a man of his wealth, the face,
however, was not. The face was a corporate Mars Corp
design that she had learned in her Mars Corp training
was only used by officers of the company; life members of
the company. Normally the face would have been
darkened to blend with metal of the band, creating a
bracelet-like effect leaving the design a secret to all. With
a Computer Control Unit, chronos were more for show
that watches in her time. He had neglected to darken the
face.

Then it clicked.

Mars Corp allowed their mining vessels to sell refined
ore to the outlying colonies as long as they got a
percentage.

The problem was that the traders, or at least this one,
worked for Mars Corp. They could pay a significantly
lower price for the ore on the pretense that a profit must
be made for the transport and sale to Mars Corp or one
of their competitors.

In reality, no transport was ever needed since only
refined ores could be sold to the colonies and that ore
was resold much closer than Mars.

Follow the money trail, she thought. This was strictly
against the trade monopoly laws. She had noticed that
Mars Corp profit rate was exponentially higher when
dealing with the colonies. Transport ships were going out
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to the colonies with what everyone thought was refined
ore. It wasn’t as much ore as they were selling though.

Mordred, can you hear me?

Yes, Andrea.

Please give me the statistics of the volume of ore sold
and transported to the colonies from Mars Corp in the last
six months. If statistics are available on Mr. Austin’s
company, also list all refined ore purchased directly within
the colonies.

The details scrolled across her mind’s eye and it
appeared to balance. Yet she wasn’t convinced. If the
traders weren’t sending back their ore, something else
had to be coming here on those transports, something
valuable enough to make it worth the trip.

Mordred, list other products produced or distributed by
Mars Corp.

More information poured into her head.

Normal items. Everything that would be expected and
then Computer Control Units clicked in. Mars Corp had
invested in CCU, Inc. eleven months ago. These were
strictly controlled and registered. The costs for each unit
were enormous.

Mordred, list all Computer Control Units currently
unaccounted for.

All accounted for.

She paused to think again.

How many units destroyed in the last eleven months
due to emotional instability and what percentage does
that signify?

One thousand one hundred seventeen destroyed;
eleven percent.

What percentage of instability is listed for the previous
twelve months?

Zero-point-two percent.

She had her answer and she didn’t like it one damn
bit. Computer Control Units varied in price starting at
ten million and could bring as much as thirty. As she
switched her attention back to the table she heard Cole
saying, “Seven hundred fifty thousand is really the lowest
that we can accept at this time.”
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Mordred, please give the Partners this information . . . .
She proceeded to detail her theory.

Cole stopped just as he started to say something and
paused. He glanced at her and then said to Mr. Austin
“Thanks for your time. It appears that we have a small
change of plan. If you decide that you can accept our ore
at seven hundred fifty thousand LC, please contact me
on the Camelot.”

As they were leaving, Dell touched Andrea’s arm. She
moved back like she had been burned. How completely
rude! she thought.

“It was really a pleasure meeting you. Maybe you
would like to join me for dinner this evening?”

Andrea used her no-bullshit corporate ice voice, “That
won’t be possible, Mr. Austin. Thank you for your time.”

“Please call me Dell and give me a call if you would
like to have dinner while the Camelot is still at Mira. I'm
sure that you would enjoy the food,” he gave her a leering
smile, “and the company.”

Not a chance in hell asshole, she thought. “Doubtful,
Mr. Austin. Good day.”

Cole’s eyes were cold as they walked to the ground
transport lines that were like large conveyor belts
through major parts of the city. They appeared to be
open air but shields protected them from excessive sun
and weather.

“If your theory is correct, I can’t believe that someone
wouldn’t have noticed this in the last eleven months,”
Nick said on the way to the second meeting. “How are we
going to know if this other guy is working with the first
one?”

“The odds are not good that we will see the face of his
chrono, even if he wears one. That was a one in a million
chance. But at least now, we're on alert.”

*khkk

They stepped into the lobby for the second meeting
and were ushered into another very beautiful office. This
time a woman turned in the chair and greeted them as
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she got to her feet. Her slender form was clad in
expensive clothes and her silky dark hair was held back
by a barrette that was studded with very real looking
gems to match the colors in her clothes. Although she
had an average face, the makeup and clothing made her
striking.

“Hello, Cole. Nice to see you again,” she purred.

Cole froze for a second and then walked forward and
nodded a little stiffly.

“The director couldn’t be here to greet you and asked
me to meet with you.”

Cole cleared his throat and Andrea saw that he was
nervous.

This was a new look for Cole.

Hmm, who had she been to him? Andrea wondered.

Before Cole could get his bearings to make the
introductions she turned to Nick and Andrea and said,
“I'm Bridget Rositti. Nice to meet you Lt. Ferraro, Ensign
Stone. A pleasure.”

Andrea locked eyes with Cole.

Rositti couldn’t have been so stupid as to take the
information straight from Dell Austin and not check my
title, could she? Well, one more thing that was the same
about my century as this one is that money's not always
an indicator of intelligence.

They were seated around another table and Cole
started the drill. Ms. Rositti offered almost the identical
starting bid and went up to the final bid made by Austin.
Seeing another trader would not be necessary. They were
probably all one and the same.

They excused themselves after about thirty minutes
and Andrea was glad to be done with the way she
crooned and flirted with Cole. Although Andrea felt some
mild jealousy, she was mostly amused by Ms. Rositti’s
persistence and Cole’s discomfort.

This is a story that she couldn’t wait to hear. Nick
was saying something and she shook her self and started
paying attention.

“. . . gave herself away. Andrea isn’t an Ensign. The
only person that met her with that title was Austin.”
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“She’s obviously working with Austin. Let’s get back
to Camelot and decide how we are going to move
forward,” Cole said quietly.

When they reached the transport, Andrea noticed
that the packages had been left in the passageway at the
entrance and started stowing them for transport. She
also noticed a large pallet and a box sitting beside the
cargo hatch. Nick and Cole started getting those stowed
and locked in place.

Andrea loved the gravitation alignment bars. No more
heavy lifting. It made her feel like she should beware of
kryptonite.

Nick and Cole joined her and got clearance for
launch. There was no perceptible movement and the
transport took off and headed for Camelot.

Both Nick and Cole were unusually quiet and she left
them to their thoughts as she watched the view screen
and enjoyed the ride home. It was home now. It had only
been a few months but it felt like an island in the middle
of an ocean. Her island.

The planet had been lovely but so foreign. Somewhere
in the back of her mind she had thought that it would be
like Earth. It didn’t feel, look or smell like anywhere on
Earth.

Andrea finally realized what had been nagging at her.
There were no children in the streets; not one. That’s
what felt so foreign.

Where were the children?
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Mordred started helping with the statistics and more
of the facts came to a dim light as they progressed. Of
course, no one could prove that this was happening. The
chrono could have been a gift; the knowledge of Andrea’s
title a friendly phone call between competitors.

“How did you know about this?” Cole asked her.

“A feeling. Like he was something you would wipe off
the bottom of your shoe.”

“A feeling.”

“Yes.”

Tremaine chimed in, “Like the feeling that you had
when the transport core overflow locked?”

“Another one like that, yes.”

The three men looked at each other and Nick
shrugged. “I logged the high ESP rating in her log when I
completed her genetic model. It doesn’t always mean
anything and no training was available in the twentieth
or twenty-first centuries.”

“l just get feelings every once and a while. I don’t
control them and I've learned to trust what I just call gut
instinct.”

Nick shook his head. “Well your gut instinct seems to
be dead on to use one of your more colorful phrases.”

Cole contacted Mordred. Mordred, please initiate
training program for Andrea in ESP. Fully test her talents
and show her how to control them.

Acknowledged.

“What I find fascinating is that there are no small
traders out there attempting a similar Mars Corp plan.
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Why can’t we sell this directly to the colony? Why even go
through a trader?” Andrea was thinking in twenty-first
century terms.

“It’s always been the time constraint. We need to get
it sold and on to the next project. It could take weeks,
even months to sell all of the refined ore if we have to sell
to a colony,” Tremaine answered.

“Is there a rule that we can’t take a little more time?”

Cole jumped into the conversation.

“l see where you're going with this—if the colony buys
this directly from us, they would be paying less than
Mars Corp prices and that's good for them. The problem
is that a negotiation with a colony is complicated and
none of us are trained to deal with the bureaucracy.”

“Yeah, but I am. Just try running the finances on a
major motion picture,” she said a trifle sarcastically.
“Think it through, Cole. A healthy return now is if we get
double what you expected. When you have unrefined ore,
it doesn’t make as much sense to spend the time to
dicker and with Mars Corp, there's not much dickering
available. When you have the amount of refined product
that you have on board, it becomes a new ball game,”
Andrea countered.

She looked at them and realized that they were all
interfacing with Mordred.

Damn, she thought, I'm going to have to quit using
Stone-isms when I'm in a hurry!

Nick was always the voice of caution. “But if Mars
Corp is really playing both sides, they won’t be happy if
we cut them out since their percentage will be based on
the highest trader bid.”

Cole made up his mind. “I think we should give the
colony a shot and see what happens. Agreed?”

They all nodded.

“l also think that Andrea has earned her place as a
full Partner for this exchange.” Nick and Tremaine
wholeheartedly agreed.

*khkk
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Later, as Cole and Andrea were pouring over a few
sales strategies, Andrea decided to just ask the question
that had been haunting her.

“So . . . Ms. Rositti seemed to know you quite well.
There’s nothing that will come back to haunt us, right?”

Surprised, he looked up from the screen. “Do you
mean, is she going to be uncomfortably in our way while
we are trying to cut her out of the deal?”

She nodded.

“l shared her bed once. Not necessarily memorable
but that was a rather hard time in my life. She attempted
to continue the friendship. I declined.”

“She wanted a relationship?”

“A child. She has already tried to reconnect but I told
her that I was involved.”

“With whom?” she smirked.

“Mordred, of course. He has the VidSim back up and
running.”

She frowned, a little confused. “That was a significant
investment.” She was wondering why they had opted for
the VidSim repair and was feeling particularly insecure.

His serious face broke just a little and then he gave in
to raucous laughter. “Got you!”

Andrea gave an embarrassed laugh. “I must be pretty
transparent.”

“We replaced the regen bath fluid but postponed the
VidSim repairs.”

“Only postponed?”

His face took on a more serious look. “Until you
decide to head back to Earth.”

“If I head back. The jury is still out on that one, Cole.
I'm in no hurry to rush back and see for myself the
changes that Mordred has detailed in my training. The
Earth that I left is no longer there. They might have
corrected the damage done centuries ago with bio
weapons, but it will never be the same. Tahoe, Banff, the
giant redwoods and Yosemite should remain in my
memory as they were when I left them six hundred forty-
one years ago. The worst part is that I know that if I did
go to Earth, I would be drawn to those places like a moth
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to a flame and it would only end in disappointment. I feel
like I need time to belong in this era before I face going
back to Earth.” Her face had taken on a sad, distant look
and it tugged at Cole’s heart.

“Great then . . . that means that I can save a little
more money on this trip and the repair costs will be
absorbed by Mars Corp once we are in Mars Space
Dock.”

It got the desired result when she grinned and
punched his shoulder.

He laughed and pulled her down on his lap.

“I'm glad you're postponing your return to Earth for
more personal reasons.”

His hand cupped her chin and he covered her mouth
with his. Andrea immediately felt her body molding
against him and moaned when his hand cupped her
breast, finding her nipples already taut. His kisses
deepened and she welcomed his searching tongue. She
wanted to rip their clothes from their bodies and let her
passion rule her.

Where Nick would have indulged her, even joined her,
Cole teased her and made her wait for her release. Cole
stood, still holding her in his arms, and carried her to
the bed.

Andrea thought that she would go mad before their
clothes were gone and she could feel his skin against
hers. Then, there was no holding her back. She pushed
him down and mounted him, enjoying the deliciousness
as she took him inside her.

Reality dimmed and her body took over. There was
only his body and hers and the spasms of pleasure that
washed over them.

After a while, laying in the tangled, damp sheets Cole
trailed his lips against her temple. “You like being in
control, don’t you?”

She nuzzled his neck, smelling the sweet sweat on his
skin and smiled. “You were just taking a little too much
time getting around to where I wanted you.”

He arched his eyebrows at her. “Next time, just warn
me and I'll try to keep up.”
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She grinned wickedly. “Baby, I came with a warning
label. It must have been damaged on the data cube. By
the way,” she paused and trailed her hand down his
chest “I'm not quite done.”

His breath caught and then he released the breath
with a low moan. “God, I hope not.”

*khkk

So Cole opened negotiations for their ore with the
Director of Industrial Relations for Mira but he was
constantly frustrated by the bureaucracy. Cole did not
have the training or the patience in the give and take of
negotiations.

Andrea took over when she realized that, again, her
corporate background made her the more qualified
negotiator. Once she stepped in, the pace quickened
dramatically. Within a week a price of two-point-one
million LC had been agreed and set for the refined and
crystalline ore provided Mira would transport the cargo
to the surface.

The mood was jubilant.

Andrea decided that this was a great excuse for a
party. The fresh vegetables and fruit were her first real
food since waking up in med bay. She had been
experimenting with several of the vegetables and had
perfected some rather tasty dishes. Although nothing
tasted familiar, it all was fresh and juicy and nothing like
the ship’s food.

She had also taken the opportunity to use the fabric
from Mira. She created some everyday pullover tops and
fitted pants as well as one simple, yet elegant black
dress. Every woman needed the perfect black dress!

The inventor of the clothing fabricator had her
undying love. The seams magically sealed leaving no
lines or lumps. Where she would have put zippers or
buttons, a separate control prepared two surfaces that
sealed together when pressed, similar to Velcro, but
without the bulk and noise. This made the slacks fit like
a glove.
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It was amazing how something new and beautiful to
wear could make her feel beautiful.

She wore a soft cream tunic and dark blue fitted
pants to their party and saw the look on all three of their
faces before they even got the chance to compliment her
on how lovely she looked. She felt radiant.

Mordred, I think we need music. Can you play
something light and happy?

Music filled the common room. Mordred had chosen
classical music and the violins were soft and provided
background for their plans.

The two final trading bids had been registered at six
hundred ninety thousand five hundred LC. That was the
basis for the forty percent commission to be paid to Mars
Corp. The contract allowed for crews to sell the product
at retail, but no one ever did because of the time
constraints. Also, only refined ore could be sold at retail.
This left them with a profit of one billion, eight hundred
twenty-three thousand LC for the partnership after costs.
With the savings from the last contract, they would have
a ship by the end of this contract period!

Cole stood up and pulled her into his arms. “Show us
how they danced in the twenty-first century.”

She laughed as she gave him a brief lesson. She
caught them looking at each other. “What’s with the
look, guys?”

“People danced this way with each other in public?”

“Yep. Even people who were strangers did this in
public.”

They all shook their heads. Cole smiled down at her.
“Well, I'm enjoying it immensely.”

They started to sway to the music. They all danced to
songs that she knew and ones she had never heard. She
had to learn to move to their dance steps and showed
them more of hers.

It didn’t hurt that Tremaine had ordered up a case of
Mirian wine, which was light and dry and perfect with
the food. She still missed meat but didn’t mention this
again after a horrified look from Nick when she had first
asked for it.
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Nick was holding her as the music changed. A soft,
sexy saxophone from Richard Elliott filled the room.
“God, I love this. I thought Mordred didn’t have this on
file.”

I located a copy during contact with Mira.

She smiled. She had four men looking after her.

Thank you, Mordred. I can’t tell you how much this
means to me. That was incredibly thoughtful.

She was swaying in Nick’s arms and pulled him
tighter against her. As the song came to an end, Cole
stepped up behind her and cut in. “I have to go up and
take over the bridge. We can’t leave Mordred in control of
everything.” He kissed her softly. “You've shaken up the
Partners but I wouldn’t want to do it without you.”

“Thank you for inviting me in.”

He left and Nick noticed Tremaine starting to nod and
gave him a nudge.

“Sorry, with the shift change yesterday, I didn’t get
any sleep.”

“Your Mirian wine might be some of your problem,”
Nick laughed.

Tremaine ducked his head to hide an embarrassed
smile. “Right. Well, I'm off to get some sleep.”

Nick helped Andrea store the leftovers and put the
dishes in the sonic bin in comfortable silence with
another soft jazz song playing in the background.

“I like your music,” he looked into her eyes, “it’s very
sensual.”

She stared up into those golden brown eyes. “Show

me.”
His eyes never left hers as he reached out, finding the
opening to her sweater and sliding his hand slowly down
the front, trailing his fingers against her skin. His hands
were warm against her skin as they pushed the fabric
back and off her shoulders and then pulled her slowly
against him.

He finally lowered his lips to hers and they moved
lightly over hers and then became more insistent as she
returned the embrace. His voice was soft and low.
“Sometimes I look at you working, eating and just doing
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innocuous things and all I can think of is being inside of
you. I just want to drag you away anywhere private and
take you until we can’t move.”

“Well, I never want to be accused of holding you back.
Next time, please go right ahead.”

He groaned again and she felt him get even harder
against her. She pushed at his clothes as he did with
hers until there was finally no barriers between them.
For the first time, Nick took her with rough abandon that
she returned.

Several times they fought for the top position, finally
Nick won as he held her below him and let the passion
take control. She met each stoke with equal passion and
when they both cried out, Nick collapsed on top of her,
exhausted. When the gasps subsided Nick flopped beside
her on the sofa. “Baby, I'm so sorry. I completely lost
control.”

She gave him a soft smile. “That’s what it’s all about,
hon. I'm trying to teach you to let go and you are
learning at light speed.”

“Hon?”

“Short for honey. Another term of endearment.”

His eyes were closed. “Hmm. That sounds nice.”

She watched him for a minute and realized that he
was out like a light. She grinned. I guess I still have my
touch, she thought to herself.

*kkk

Mordred watched Andrea interact with the crew.
Andrea had expressed genuine appreciation for the
music that he had located on Mira. The stress level had
gone down significantly and efficiency was up. He had
also logged the conversation between Andrea and
Tremaine on the bridge and the current relationship
existing between Andrea, Nick and especially Tremaine.

After verifying the penalties the law exacted for
Andrea’s actions, Mordred took the first independent
action of his existence and deleted those logs.
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Everything was so perfect that Andrea just knew
something bad had to happen—a little gut instinct and a
lot of common sense told her so. The call came when she
was overseeing the final transport docking. An E-sharp
bell.

Andrea, please report to the bridge for a real-
time communication from Earth.

On my way. Please ask Tremaine to come down to the
cargo bay and take over.

Nick is currently on his way to you for duty
change.

Nick walked up behind her and casually ran his hand
down her arm. “It looks like someone needs you on the
bridge. I'll take over for now.”

“They should be out of here in five minutes. Then we
can lock the doors back down.”

When she walked onto the bridge, both Cole and
Tremaine were watching her like she had something on
her face.

“What?” she said with exasperation.

“Real time communications are expensive. Now I have
a bad feeling,” Cole was frowning.

“Join the club. Well, let’s see what’s up.”

Mordred, initiate communication.

The viewer displayed a logo from Central Planets
Bank then morphed to a three-dimensional image of a
man in very expensive clothing.

“My name is Aaron Martin. I am the President of
Central Planets Bank. Are you Andrea E. Stone?
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“Yes, I'm Andrea Stone.” His tone of voice made her
more than a little paranoid.

“We recently received information about a cryo pod
from the regular status report sent to Mars Corp from
the Camelot. Could you tell me a little more information
about yourself, other than what has been downloaded
from Computer Control Unit, Mordred?”

Mordred downloaded information to this man? Well,
Mordred is the property of Mars Corp and if they had
given authorization, there was nothing that I could do.

“I'm assuming that Mars Corp gave you permission to
pull this information?”

“Of course. Mars Corp is one of our largest clients
and they were happy to cooperate.”

“Can you explain why this information is of any
interest to you?” Wealthy or not, she wasn’t going back
down.

“Certainly. When CryoTime first started preserving
humans, the laws had to be restructured to incorporate
escrows for those souls in suspension. The laws were
very specific and accounts can only be closed when the
subject is proven to be no longer viable for recovery.
Since SpaceSleep 1402 was lost in 2020, all escrow
accounts for any sleepers contained therein are still
open. I must establish that you are in fact, Andrea
Elizabeth Stone.”

“l see. This must have been one more of Stephen’s
extravagances. What kind of information would prove my
identity, other than what you already have? You have my
DNA, fingerprints, cortical scan and every other kind of
scan done by Lt. Ferraro. What else is there?”

“Obviously, with current medical technology, you
could be recreated from a DNA sample but you still
wouldn't be you. Your husband left specific instructions.
Descriptions of two incidents that can corroborate your
identity.” Mr. Martin looked down like he was checking
something. “Please describe the details of your first date
and the first vacation you took together.”

Nick had arrived on the bridge and was standing to
the side. Andrea noted that this wealthy banker looked
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very uncomfortable with the topic of conversation. She
had to smile.

Stephen had picked two times that they had been
hiding from the world. They both knew, without saying,
that if someone knew about them, they were somehow
diminished. Neither of them had ever discussed either
experience with anyone else. She swallowed hard.
Talking about them now, so clinically, with a total
stranger made Stephen seem somehow just wrong.

“These are very private things, Mr. Martin. I'm not
sure that I feel at all comfortable discussing them with a
total stranger.”

“Agreed, Ms. Stone. Unfortunately, Mr. Stone left very
specific instructions. I can do nothing to alter the
circumstances.”

Andrea paused and nodded. Nick had told her how
fortunate she was not to have significant memory
damage, she didn’t realize until right now just how
fortunate.

“Fine. I was assigned to work on one of Stephen’s first
films in Alberta, Canada. At the end of the third shooting
week, he called my cell phone while I was on my way
back to the hotel and asked if I would like to drive to
Drumheller on Sunday. He explained that he had called
the cell because he didn’t want to disturb me in the
office. We drove up Sunday morning and toured the
dinosaur digs.”

“That correlates with the first question.”

She swallowed and continued, “On the first holiday
that fell during filming, Stephen had rented a house in a
forest by Banff. We drove up early Saturday morning to
spend our three-day weekend exploring the forest. It
ended up raining most of the weekend so we stayed in
and enjoyed food, music and a warm fireplace.”

She stopped and looked Mr. Martin in the eye. “Is
that what you needed?”

“One more detail, Ms. Stone. Was there a further
memorable event during your trip to Banff?”

She tilted her head a moment and thought back—way
back. She smiled again. “Stephen had prepared a tray
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with exquisite fruit and cheese.” She paused, a sad smile
touching her face. He had made it ready for what he
called fortification.

Andrea continued, “What he didn’t know is that I am
allergic to strawberries. The fruit had been sliced and in
the semi-darkness I didn’t notice that he was feeding me
a strawberry until I tasted it. Even though I spit it out, I
had horrible hives for the rest of the weekend.”

Mr. Martin appeared both glad and sad in the same
moment.

“Ms. Stone, you have answered the questions as they
have been documented and I am convinced of your
identity. The terms of the agreement have been met and
the funds are at this moment transferred into your
name. [ hope that you will continue to allow Central
Planets Bank to serve you. There are several financial
specialists that can help you decide what to do with your
resources. Those have been downloaded to Mordred, with
complete backgrounds. You should select a minimum of
four to help you with the initial transfers. 1 have
transferred a sum of ten and one-half million MLC into a
liquid account for your immediate needs. That account
information as well as a detailed history of your portfolio
has been downloaded to Mordred. Please do not hesitate
to call me should you have any questions.”

“Of course, Mr. Martin. Thank you for your time.” His
image disappeared from the viewer.

Andrea stood in stunned silence as no one on the
bridge spoke.

She cleared her throat and asked aloud, “Mordred,
please list the totals of the accounts transferred into my
name on the view screen.”

Mordred started the list slowly scrolling. There were
liquid as well as stock investments. The list included a
number of Mars Corp stock alone that was staggering.
When the list finally came to an end, her total net worth
had more zeros than she could count.

One thing that Andrea understood was money. There
were varying degrees of wealth. The first and second
levels came with their own problems but after that, the
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problems almost outnumbered the advantages. This kind
of money would make her a target of massive
proportions. Why couldn’t it have been just the ten and
one-half million? Enough to be fabulously comfortable.

Nick had walked in at the end of the conversation and
was staring at the view screen with the rest of them.

Finally, he broke the silence. “Mega Credits. God, you
could buy your own planet for that kind of money.”

The moment that he spoke an idea bloomed in her
head.

“Not buy, Nick, but maybe free one.”

Nick frowned. “I don’t think I like the sound of that.”

“Andrea, what are you thinking?” Tremaine asked
quietly.

Mordred, please total the outstanding debt of the Mars
population to Mars Corp.

Four hundred seventy two trillion MLC owed by
colonists, nine hundred seventy-nine trillion MLC in
corporate loans, and eight hundred seventy-three
trillion MLC in Mars Corp licenses.

What is the cost of all outstanding GenEng licenses?

One hundred one Trillion LC.

And the current value of my Mars Corp stock?

Five hundred seventy-seven Zillion MLC.

Transfer all of this information to the screen.

She indicated the screen.

“This represents only a fraction of my total wealth. I
can unload the Mars Corp stock and use that to buy up
all of the Martian contracts as well as ownership of each
GenEng.”

“And then what, Andrea? Why would you want to own
a planet and its people as well as every slave as you call
them?” As the words were coming out of Tremaine’s
mouth he realized what she was planning. “No! They’ll
kill you before you ever get the chance. You can’t mess
with people like these. There are a million ways to kill
someone in space or on the ground. They only need one.
Please don’t do this, Andrea.”

Cole had been quiet up until now but he finally spoke
up. “Mars Corp bought their own stock with your money
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because they never thought that you would come to
claim it. They then used your money to continue their
growth. It was like having a five hundred seventy-seven
zillion MLC loan that they never had to pay back.
Regardless of what she does now, they're already going to
kill her, Tremaine. They can control an estate—they can't
control Andrea.”

“Mars Corp will not be the only ones trying to kill me.
Money can’t buy friends but it does buy enemies. There
are a lot of people that have been using that money for a
long time. They won’t want to give it up now,” she said in
a sad voice. So much for her little paradise. Now, she
was genuinely frightened. “The only person I can even
partially trust is the banker. He has a vested interest in
keeping me happy and my money in his bank.”

Andrea continued in a stronger voice, “Well, the first
thing that we have to do is get some weaponry around us
and a security force that can be trusted. We can buy the
fastest, most up to date ship on the market or a whole
fleet of war ships.”

She paused as she looked at the men around her.
“I'm hesitating to unload the Mars Corp stock until I see
what my arrival does to the market. It also could come in
handy to own that much of an enemy. You're my
Partners and you have responsibilities as well. Can we
split up the research; get this going as soon as possible?”

“Wait a minute,” Cole jumped in, “we don’t expect you
to take us on as Partners, Andrea. We invited you into
our partnership for the remaining term but that doesn’t
mean that we have any right to your money.”

“No, that's true. But I want you all to be my Partners.
I need all of you, Cole. You invited me to share in your
profits . . . that tells me that money is not the most
important thing in your lives. You three are all that I
have in my new life. I can trust you and I know that you
genuinely care about my well-being, you've proven that!
Anyone I meet from now on can never be trusted. Their
intentions will always be in question. The four of us and
Mordred can handle this as a team.” Then it dawned on
her. “That is, if you want to be my Partners?”
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Nick came up behind her and slid his arms around
her in his familiar way. He buried his face in her neck
and said in a soft, low voice, “What would you like for me
to do?”

She turned and threw her arms around his neck and
hugged him to her with tears in her eyes. Nick always
knew the right thing to say.

Tremaine chimed in, “Okay, Andrea. I'll take care of
finding the war ships and crew. If you can buy GenEng
licenses and let them know that they are to be handed
their papers, I know a group of guys that would die for
you.”

“That’s the point, Tremaine. I don’t want anyone to
die. We also can’t let them know right up front what
we're going to do. Let’s plan this carefully and keep this
between us.”

“The first thing we need to do is to buy the ship. We
need to buy Camelot right away to prevent Mordred from
passing any additional information he's required to do so
during status reports,” Cole interjected. “The current
market value is around twenty-five million LC. Mordred
will be an additional twelve million.”

Mordred, do you wish to stay with us?

Yes, Andrea. Thank you for asking.

“Then let’s get started. We have a planet to free.”
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Mordred confirmed what Andrea already knew. She
was the wealthiest single person in the known galaxy.

She intended to change that quickly. The first thing
that happened was the notification to create a new
corporation for the partnership. She chose a name—
“Rising Phoenix Partners™—and registered the new
company to do business with all colonies.

The second item was a little harder to accomplish.
Mars Corp had already determined that she had to be
handled swiftly. They didn’t want to give up control of
Mordred since they knew that he had information that
could help them to get to her. She pulled her first favor
from Mr. Martin at the bank. He helped to convince Mars
Corp that, being their largest single stockholder, she
could take the ship as a base of operations and not pay
them one LC for it. They reluctantly agreed.

Then Tremaine found out that a base in the next
system was building three Universe-class war ships that
had been scheduled for Earth transport last month. The
problem was that the funding had been canceled without
notice. The Earthers decided that they no longer wanted
to pay for war ships when there hadn’t been any need for
them in five decades. Earth central had forfeited a huge
deposit leaving a balance of three hundred eighty-two
million due on the ships. They would accept the balance
due as payment in full if the funds were transferred in
the next two solar Earth days.

Tremaine had also purchased the licenses of ninety-
two GenEng persons qualified to operate and maintain
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the ships. They were on their way to join them on the
first space fold transport available.

E-sharp interrupted Andrea as she was researching
her portfolio.

Andrea, Tremaine just received a very important
real-time communication from Mars Corp. You must
join your Partners on the bridge.

What is it, Mordred?

It would be much more appropriate if you ask
Tremaine.

Puzzled and very concerned, Andrea bolted from her
quarters. As she entered the bridge, she could have cut
the tension with a knife.

“What’s going on, Tremaine?”

He looked up, and when he met her eyes she saw raw
emotion in his eyes for the first time. Tremaine held his
silence and swallowed hard.

Andrea’s patience was wearing thin. She looked over
at Nick, who wouldn’t meet her eyes, and finally Cole.

“Cole, maybe you can tell me what the hell is going
on?”

His voice was hard and angry. “Mars Corp has given
Tremaine new orders and has transferred his contract to
another miner.”

Andrea was confused. “I thought that he had signed
on to Camelot for a full term. How can they do this?”

“They own me, Andrea. I told you that. Camelot is no
longer categorized as a mining vessel and my contract
was invalidated on that basis.”

“We bought out the other contracts, why can’t we buy
out yours?” Andrea was starting to get panicked.

Cole was pacing, venting his anger in his movements.
“They are going to get to you in any way that they can,
Andrea. They can’t get to me and once we paid off Nick’s
debt, they couldn’t touch him. Tremaine was their final
target and not only do they have the legal right to assign
him elsewhere, they could blast him out an airlock and
no one would blink.”

“There has to be something . . . .” Andrea’s voice had
taken on a pleading tone.
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“Not this time, Andrea,” Tremaine was traumatized. “I
can’t be one of your new Martians.”

“Can’t?” She shook her head. Andrea flashed back to
all of the times that someone had told her, it can’t be
done, and gritted her teeth.

Can’t had always been a word that had gotten her
into trouble. She hated that word. All it said to her was
that someone wasn’t willing to see life from any
perspective other than their own. To her it screamed
selfishness, laziness and incompetence. She believed
there was always a way if everyone was willing to work
hard enough, use initiative and keep an open mind. Her
frustration and fear turned to anger. She looked at
Tremaine with fury pouring out of her eyes.

“l can't? Watch me! Don’t you dare give up! This is
not the first, nor will it be the last time, that they are
throwing down the glove and you had better unlearn that
bullshit about being owned. If you want to be free, then
think free. We are going to make calls and get options.
It’s not over until you let it be over.”

“Andrea, you don’t know what you're saying . . . .

“Don’t you patronize me, Tremaine! I know exactly
what I'm saying. Possession is nine-tenths of the law and
you aren’t going anywhere even if I have to hog-tie you
myself!”

All three of the men looked vaguely confused. She
realized that they had missed her reference but refused
to clarify. Better he didn’t see it coming, if it came to
that. At least they understood that the fight wasn't over.

Cole finally gave a slight nod. “We will look for other
options.” He glanced around and met Andrea’s eyes. “But
you have to face the fact that we may not be able to get
Tremaine’s contract.”

“I will never face that fact, Cole. Never. Tremaine will
be free!” With that she turned and strode from the bridge
without a backward glance.

Nick had been silent throughout the entire encounter.
Finally, he lifted his eyes to theirs. “We better find a way
around this because I'm not going to be in the room if
she hears otherwise.”

»
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Tremaine gave them a weak smile and a slight shake
of his head. “Okay, but I still want to know is what a
glove and a hog have to do with this?”

They all shrugged.

A cycle later when Mordred contacted them with a
translation of a glove and a hog, Tremaine finally laughed
out loud. Just let her try!

*khkk

As Andrea headed back to her console, a lump formed
in her throat. She wasn’t sure she could face a future
without Tremaine—especially knowing that Mars Corp
would make his life hell. If they let him live at all.

Andrea and Mordred spent the next cycles pouring
through the history of her bank accounts.

Stephen had initially invested two hundred fifty
thousand dollars upon her death and freezing. When he
remarried, he added five hundred thousand dollars to
that figure. By the time he was remarried, her station
had been lost and he had no reason to believe that she
would ever be recovered.

Stephen had always been a dreamer, though, and put
money aside for her anyway. Stephen’s investors had
done a great job while he was alive. The two deposits had
netted almost seventeen million dollars by 2064. By 2164
her worth broke into the trillions and by 2324 the base
value had been converted to LC and she was already in
mega credits. These accounts had been, for the most
part, very poorly managed since Stephen’s death but she
still had access to more money than she could even
imagine.

There had been a total breakdown from 2230-2247.
The accounts had been frozen during the entire period
due to economic chaos on earth. Assets had been
transferred into off-planet investments or precious
metals and gems and stockpiled.

After that period her rate of increase stayed at an
even five percent, which wasn’t realistic. There should be
variances from year to year based on the economy and

* 134 *



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

investments. Mordred did a little more investigation and
found that a clause in the management contract
specified that a minimum of five percent return for each
year must be shown to continue portfolio management
contracts for the following year unless substantial
economic degradation is documented for that year. Other
than the years listed, all returns were an even five
percent.

It looked like someone had been taking advantage of
this account for quite some time. The overhead charges
for management exceeded what she knew to be
reasonable. Wasn’t it amazing that the balance of the
investments over five percent were always exactly the
bank’s fee?

Mordred, place a real-time call to Mr. Martin, please.

She continued to review the material for the next ten
minutes before she heard the E-sharp.

Open communication.

“Hello, Ms. Stone. I understand that you have some
questions regarding your account,” he smiled. “How can I
be of service?”

She detailed her concerns about the too consistent
increase and the offsetting bank fees.

“Please understand, Ms. Stone that for all of the years
where the interest dipped below the contracted rate, the
bank waived the fee and offset your losses in order to
maintain your account contract. Of course there would
be years where we made up the deficit. It’s only fair
banking practice.”

But he underestimated Andrea, not only because she
was from a time so long ago that he couldn't really grasp
it, but because she was a beautiful woman. He assumed
that Mordred had run the calculations for her and told
her what to say. It never occurred to him that she knew
as much, or more, about finance than he did.

Andrea replied calmly with a small shark grin, “There
were a total of forty-three years where my interest rate
dropped below the five percent mark. During those years,
substantial investments were made in rather dicey
stocks. The average stock increase for an investor with
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my portfolio during thirty-seven of those years was
greater than seven percent. I submit, Mr. Martin, that it
is only fair that the bank offset my losses in order to
keep my account. I further submit that draining excess
management fees during the other years was not only
bad practice but unethical under the circumstances.”

Andrea stared at his three-dimensional image and
waited. After a long minute he realized that she was not
going to say anything else.

“Ms. Stone, I will do a complete analysis of your
account myself. I assure you that we can come to an
agreement that will allay your concerns.”

“You have twenty-five cycles, Mr. Martin. After that
I'm afraid that I will be seeking not only a new
management company, but also a new bank. If [ need to
do that, this information will also be turned over to the
Galactic Banking Court to see what they think of your
management tactics.”

Andrea already knew that she had him by his fur-
lined, golden balls. If she pulled only half of the liquid
funds alone, the bank would collapse. They had never
counted on her coming back to life and had been using
Stephen’s money to live like kings for generations.

Now she saw some of the grit that must have gotten
him to the top. He straightened in his chair and looked
her in the eye. “I see it’s time to be more candid.”

“That would be appreciated,” she returned serenely.

“You and I both know that after two hundred years,
no one dreamed that you would come to collect on these
accounts. Even if you had been recovered, the questions
that you had to answer dictated that you would have no
memory loss. Not only had no one ever been recovered
after that period, memory loss occurs even after shorter
periods. We have never felt that we were damaging
anyone with the use of your funds. Over the years, you
have funded breakthrough medical research, the
rebuilding of war-torn cities and the development of
major colonies. I agree that we have invested in ventures
that were on the cutting edge and sometimes that cut
went the other way. Our philosophy has always been
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that investing in people which, although not immediately
profitable, does pay back in the long run. We guaranteed
the contractual figure and the balance has been going
into a fund that has been supporting these ventures as
well as a few that cause the governments of several
worlds to put personal death contracts out on bank
officers. I, like the presidents before me, have taken the
responsibility of your portfolio very seriously. In 2229
when the economic crash destroyed the trade balance
and chaos ensued, the bank adopted a secret policy to
use this money to help the human population in any way
we could. We needed to stabilize the population before
we could stabilize the economy. People worry about food,
water and shelter before they can think about rebuilding.
Our bank will do everything in its power to repay the
funds transferred from your accounts, but only a fraction
could ever be returned. I'm telling you this now, knowing
that my life is in your hands.”

She stared at him in shock. She had never suspected
that the money was filtered from the account to do
good—she just automatically assumed that everyone was
getting rich.

“l owe you my deepest apology, Mr. Martin. If, in fact,
you have used the funds for these purposes, I applaud
your support of these causes. We both know that I have
more money than I can spend in a lifetime, so I'm less
concerned about repayment at this time than other,
more personal issues.”

She saw him visibly relax.

“Now that [ understand a little of your politics, please
tell me how you feel about Mars Corp and the Martian
people.”

He looked down for a moment and when he looked
back up, his eyes were on fire.

“Several years ago, a new investment advisor bought
a huge bank of stock for your portfolio. The purchase
was not properly authorized by management staff, and
he was terminated. We later found that he worked for
Mars Corp. Since the return on investment far exceeded
your minimum requirements, we left things alone and
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started an investigation. Twelve of those investigators
have turned up dead or missing. We have obtained
information that leads us to believe that Mars Corp has
their hand in about everything, and that the loyalty of
their employees is guaranteed by the knowledge that
rather brief retirements are terminated in unnatural
deaths.”

He cleared his throat and reached for a drink of
something yellow.

“In my opinion, the people of Mars are being held in
servitude by charging unwarranted costs back to the
government of Mars. They are outside of our control and
we have been able to do little to help them.”

“Mr. Martin, can you please transfer all information
regarding the investments made by your bank on my
behalf to Mordred.”

“Yes” he said cautiously.

“l assume the information proving your culpability
will be included?”

He sat up very straight and his eyes had a defeated
look before they took on that gaze that told her he was
speaking with his Computer Control Unit. “Transferring
now.”

Information received and verified.

“I think it’s time that you call me Andrea. May I call
you Aaron?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Well, Aaron, the transfer of that information is what I
call old fashioned insurance. I'm now going to give you
some information that can put my life in even greater
danger than it already is—if that is even a vague
possibility. Since we are going to be Partners, let’s go
forward with truth. It may make us both feel a little more
comfortable knowing that we have damaging information
on each other.”

To say that he was surprised would have been an
understatement.

“l am glad that you want to continue our partnership,
Andrea, and I also agree that truth always makes for
better Partners.”
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She outlined her plan to his utter amazement.
“Further, before I announce that [ now own Mars and the
GenEng licenses, I want you to find the least desirable
companies you know to unload my Mars Corp stock to—I
do not want good people to be hurt by this! I know that
this is going to be a hard job for you considering the
balance of the stock. I suggest that you target the rich
traders first. See how fast they jump on available Mars
Corp stock. Advise your respected friends to dump
theirs, too. Try to get them to sell theirs as soon as
possible without upsetting the stock value so that it
doesn’t coincide with my sale. It might not be healthy for
them if someone found out they had foreknowledge.
When you have this in place, call me so that I can start
with the next phase. I will also need funds transferred in
the following amounts. Use my liquid funds first and let’s
take a look at how we can carefully untangle me from
investments without upsetting the market. Your bank
may also want to set up a banking center on Mars. I have
a feeling that there will be a need for some healthy
business loans over the next few years.”

Mordred, please transfer the funds request.

Funds transfer list transferred.

Mr. Martin smiled for the first time. “You are quite an
amazing woman and a kindred spirit. I'm sure that you
will be pleased with the work that we have done on your
behalf and I'm glad to formally welcome you to the
Central Earth Banks Circle. I would die before any of this
information was released into dangerous hands.”

“l hope it doesn’t come to that Aaron. Now, I need
your help with another, actually far more important
issue.”

“My time is yours.”

“Mars Corp will not release Tremaine’s contract. We
have offered five times the value and they say that he is
not for sale at any price.”

“It sounds like we need some leverage.”

“l may have some, but it’s all complete supposition.”
She outlined what she thought was going on with the
Computer Control Units.
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“If another major stockholder in CCU, Inc. isn’t
involved in the scam, they would be very interested to
learn why profitability has dropped. It doesn’t make
sense that the rate that the units are being destroyed
hasn’t raised red flags somewhere. Even if the major
stockholders are in on this, someone has to be losing
and losing big. There also has to be a government agency
out there that is ignorant or uninformed. This
information has to be worth something to someone out
there. I need your help to find out who that person is and
then I want them to get Tremaine out of Mars Corps.
Make whatever funds available to them to make it
happen, but make it happen.”

Aaron looked daunted. “This will take some time if it's
possible at all—but we’ll start calling in our favors.”

“All of them. I will never let Tremaine go back to
them. I want him free! Let me know when you are ready.”

They disconnected and she was exhausted. Every
muscle in her back felt like a piano cord. She reached up
to massage her neck and was startled when warm hands
covered hers.

“It’s just me,” Nick said softly. “You were amazing just
then.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Since you threatened to pull your account. Are you
really okay with all of your money they spent over the
years?” he continued to deeply massage her stiff neck
and shoulders.

“What are we going to do with it anyway? We already
have more money between the four of us than is healthy
if we plan on living more than two weeks.”

He pulled her up and over to the bed and absently
pulled her top over her head.

“Mordred left out something that you might want to
check.” He directed her onto the bed and started running
his strong hands down her back. His massage technique
was improving.

“What’s that?” she murmured.

“You will also have to buy all Mars Corp owned land,
buildings and companies on the planet if you really want
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the snake out of the nest entirely. I think you probably
do, right?”

“Right! How much?”

“Seven hundred ninety-two trillion.”

“Ouch.”

He stopped. “Did I hurt you?”

“No, ouch to the amount. But I don’t know why I
should be concerned. I can’t think of anything else to
spend it on.”

Nick stood, pulled off his clothes and lay back down
next to her. He was still preoccupied and even though
his hand still traveled up and down her back, he wasn’t
mentally there with her.

“l have another thing to tell you that, if it was known,
could get us all killed.”

She turned over and faced him in surprise. “What’s
one more when we already have a bulls-eye on the each
of our backs?”

He pulled her close and she nestled her face against
his chest. “We’re in this together Nick. Tell me.”

“Some time back I was playing with Tremaine’s
genetic model and I found the correction for the GenEng
sterility.”

She thought of Tremaine as a father and was
overjoyed. “That’s incredible! He will be so excited!”

Then she saw the look on Nick’s face and realized
that there would be a new group of bigots out there
hunting for them with blood in their eyes.

“Don’t let anyone know until Tremaine is safely out of
their hands.” She shook her head in disgust. “It will
never change. The only thing that has changed in over
six hundred years is the people being hated. There
always has to be some group to be bad so someone else
can be good.” She just shook her head in defeat.

“You are going to do great things to change that,
Andrea. We are all going to help you. And we’ll find a way
to get Tremaine’s contract.” He pulled her closer as his
hands continued to relax her.

“That’s the point Nick. It never will really change
because human nature won’t change. If it hasn’t
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changed in the last six hundred years, what hope do they
have now?”

She told him about the old adage of the scorpion that
asks the turtle for a ride on his back across a river. The
turtle at first declines and says, You will just sting me
and we will drown. The scorpion convinces the turtle
that he wouldn’t sting him halfway across the river
because then, they would both drown. The turtle agrees
but when they were at the midpoint in the river, the
scorpion stings the turtle. When the turtle asks, Why did
you sting me? Now we both will drown, the scorpion
answers, Because it’s my nature.

“l don’t know the answer, Andrea. I hope that you’re
wrong and it is not just our nature and that it’s up to
people like us to try to change things for the best.”

“People like us have been trying to change things for
a thousand years.” She lifted her head and found his
mouth.

The kiss was a long gentle caress. His body finally
recognized that she was lying naked against him and
responded. He rolled back and pulled her on top of him.
Tonight he wanted that woman that he had watched
back down one of the most powerful bankers in finance.
He wanted her to control her the way he had watched
her control Aaron.

It had all been luck and he was feeling very lucky
indeed.
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While waiting for the ships to arrive, Andrea had done
a little more shopping for all of them. Everything had to
be done through Mordred. No one left the ship for fear of
an assassin in the marketplace. No more jumpsuits or
exercise clothes. They were wealthy and had to look the
part.

Cole’s resemblance to the actor was complete. He was
stunning. Nick chose a sedate look more appropriate for
a doctor. Tremaine opted for a different look. They had
designed new uniforms for the crew of the three ships
and since he was going to head the security task force,
he decided to wear the uniform. In reality, Tremaine had
always worn a uniform and felt out of place in anything
else.

It was not an easy two weeks, however. All four were
convinced that sooner or later an attempt would be made
on their lives. They had joined Andrea as targets when
they signed the incorporation papers. But they couldn’t
finalize Tremaine’s membership in the corporation until
he was free of Mars Corp. They had to get Tremaine’s
contract.

Although Mordred was helping all of the Partners in
their new duties, he was also maintaining normal ship
management. Since Andrea had been dealing with so
much of the corporate management, she was no longer
taking care of those mundane repairs and they were
starting to cause a few minor problems.

He noticed that the bay doors kept locking and
unlocking. With a force field in place, pressure loss
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wasn’t a problem, but Mordred notified Tremaine that
this was a problem that should be addressed as soon as
possible.

Tremaine was on his was to the bay when he ran into
Andrea coming from the common room.

She smiled. “Where are you off to?”

“Bay door repairs.”

“Ill join you. I'm going crazy from the numbers right
now.” She turned and walked with him. “Sorry I haven’t
been more help lately.”

“We got used to having you take care of these little
things. I think you would say we got spoiled.”

She grinned as he opened the inner door to the bay.

Her ESP went off the minute the doors were open.
She froze and grabbed Tremaine’s arm to prevent him
from entering. He took one look at her face and palmed
the door closed. “Andrea, what is it?”

“l don’t know Tremaine, but it’s very, very bad.”

Mordred, are you monitoring the bay?

Several of the sensors inside the bay are not
responding. I am able to monitor the outer door, the
control room and the aft section on the port side.

Please scan for any dangers, including explosives or
intruders.

No danger apparent in areas available for scan.

Mordred, can you activate a force field just inside the
inner door to protect us.

Yes, a force field has been erected that now
extends approximately three meters from the inner
door.

Please inform Cole of our status.

Acknowledged. Cole has asked you to wait for
entry. He is on his way to the bay.

Will do.

“Andrea, you’re sure about this?” Tremaine asked.

“As sure as I can be when I don’t know what the
problem is.”

Cole came tearing around the corner with a personal
ED in both hands. He handed one to Tremaine. “Andrea,
stay here.” He looked at Tremaine. “Let’s check it out.”

* 144 *



Lynn Sterling

Kk K

Tremaine opened the door again. The bay lights came
on as programmed. They stepped into the safety area of
the force field. Andrea stood in the doorway, frustrated
that she couldn’t see—or tell—what was wrong.

Cole couldn’t find anything that even vaguely looked
like a danger. He turned to ask Andrea if she was really
sure about this feeling and froze. Just above the door,
just above Andrea’s head was a med bot. This was not a
standard med bot. This one was a military issue seek
and destroy. They normally contained a lethal poison
and were encoded to search for a particular DNA
structure. The perfect killing machine.

Mordred, tell Andrea to step back fast and run.

He watched her eyes as lights on the bot started to
activate. She stepped back and bolted down the hall just
as the bot dropped from above the door. Cole fired and
missed, as did Tremaine. The both took off down the
hall, pursuing the bot that was pursuing Andrea. It was
gaining on her and Cole couldn’t get a shot without
hitting her.

Andrea took a chance and looked back to see that the
flying metal bug was getting closer and at the rate it was
moving, she didn’t have time to get a door to close
behind her before it would be on her. She was running
out of hallway and nothing was magically coming to
mind on how she was going to get out of this one.

Andrea, the door to the med bay is open. When
you come to the door, enter as quickly as possible
and get behind the exam table.

She didn’t have the mental breath to reply. She saw
the med bay door, dived through and rolled behind the
table. There was a loud crash, then blinding light with a
wave of searing heat.

You are safe now, Andrea.

Mordred, what happened?

She stood up shakily and stayed standing behind the
exam table.

I established a medical confinement field around
the bot as it entered the med bay. Unfortunately, the
confinement field can’t absorb all of the energy
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released when a bot self-destructs. I apologize if you
were injured.

I'm fine, Mordred. Thank you.

She looked up as Cole and Tremaine entered the med
bay. “What was that thing and how did it get on board
Camelot?”

Nick ran in just then from the other direction and
saw the blast damage. “What the hell?”

Cole bent down to see if any of the bot remained.
“Someone coded a bot with Andrea’s DNA. Mordred
trapped it in a medical confinement field.”

Nick looked over at his specimen table. “Oh, my God,
the DNA samples!”

They are unharmed. I established a secondary
confinement field around them.

Mordred, why didn’t you establish one around
Andrea?

There are only two available at the same time in
the med bay. Once Andrea was behind the exam
table, she was protected from the blast. This was
the only way that both she and the samples could be
protected.

Cole sputtered. Mordred, Andrea’s life should always
take precedence.

Andrea said out loud, “Thank you, Mordred. That was
the perfect choice. You knew that not only was my life
important, the samples could prove to be of much more
importance in the long run.”

Cole rounded on her. “Andrea, he is not programmed
to make decisions like that. Your life should always be
his first priority.”

Nick shook his head. “No, Cole, she's right. Life is
Mordred's first priority. These samples could mean life
for a species.”

Andrea nodded solemnly. “I’'m fine. Is it possible that
any more of those things could be in the bay?”

Tremaine and Cole looked at each other. “We’ll check
the entire ship out thoroughly. Nick, stay with Andrea
and get the med bay repaired.” They turned and dashed
back down the hall.
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Andrea leaned against the wall behind her and let out
a low moan. Nick turned from his samples. He could see
from that angle that the fabric from her ankle to her
knee was burned away and she had what appeared to be
a second degree burn.

“God, Andrea. Why didn’t you say something?” He
rushed over, grabbed her, and helped her onto the other
table.

“If Cole knew that I had been hurt, he would have
been even more furious with Mordred. Mordred made the
right choice, I was just a little slow getting behind the
table.”

Nick prepared an application of regen material,
attached it over the burn, and gave her a sedative.

She looked up. “How long before I can take this off?”

“Approximately eight to ten cycles.”

“Rats. Nick, let’s keep this between us. Can you stay
with me tonight? Just tell Cole and Tremaine you need
some time with me?”

“Andrea, I don’t like being dishonest.”

“Nick, please. Mordred is special to me. I know the
three of you think it’s odd but I don’t want Cole messing
with his programming. Please?”

He nodded. “Then let’s get to your quarters before
they come back. If they see this dressing, they'll know
that you were hiding the injury.”

But when she tried to walk, her leg felt like it was
exploding. God, it hurt like hell. Nick carried her to the
hygiene room, helped her get cleaned up and into a sleep
shirt, and then settled her into bed. He sat on the edge of
the bed looking down at her.

“Aren’t you going to join me?”

“I'm afraid I'll brush up against your leg.”

“No, it’s okay. I just want you to hold me right now.”

He settled in behind her, careful not to touch her leg.
She was quiet for a long time and then he realized that
she was crying.

“Andrea, what’s wrong?”

“Just the I almost got killed jitters. I'll be okay in the
morning. I just need you with me tonight.”
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“It’s okay, Baby. I'm here.” It was the first time Nick
had used a term of endearment and she smiled softly as
she let herself relax into his arms and sleep claimed her.

*khkk

Mordred observed Nick and Andrea in the med bay
and as they slept.

She had been hurt! He felt a rush of emotions and
identified remorse. Instead of blaming him, Andrea had
protected him. She had risked not telling Cole and
Tremaine so that questions about faulty programming
would not be raised. Andrea had said that he made the
right choice and supported him. This caused even more
emotions to course through him. Pride, loyalty, gratitude
and most importantly, love.

*khkk

Nick got a severe look from Cole the next morning.
Unfortunately, the patch had required ten cycles to heal
Andrea's leg and Nick was late for duty.

“Nick, it’s not like you to be late for a duty call.”

Nick looked up innocently. “Andrea had quite a
traumatic day yesterday. She needed comfort.”

Cole’s eyebrows went up and he gave Nick a really
disparaging look.

Nick frowned slightly. “Not that kind of support, Cole.
God, she was really upset.”

Cole realized that he was overreacting. “Sorry, Nick. I
was worried about her, too. Tremaine and I searched the
ship but didn’t find any other bots. We’ve repaired all of
the sensors, which had been damaged by the bot and
fixed the bay door. Mordred has reset the codes for the
bay doors. Someone must have had the codes and rigged
the doors, got the bot in and counted on the inner door
opening when the repair crew came in.”

“They wanted her dead?”

“Mars Corp had her DNA. It looks like that’s exactly
what they wanted.”
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Andrea was still lying in bed. She had slept fitfully
and recognized that she was still tired and was thinking
about calling it a sick day.

Incoming RT call from Mr. Martin.

Andrea threw on a shirt, ran a brush through her
hair and dashed to the terminal.

Activate link, Mordred.

Aaron’s face filled the screen.

“Hello, Aaron. Please tell me that you have some good
news.”

“I finally do, Andrea. It has taken some time, but we
located someone that found your information valuable—
an agency that was created to oversee the laws both
protecting the Computer Control Units and protecting
the population from rogue CCUs. When confronted with
the possibility that there are units out there beyond their
control the director, Karen Larsen, started making
queries. It all came to a head when an attempt was made
on her life and two of her staff were killed. A high-level
investigation is underway. Director Larsen has ordered
that documentation and other evidence be confiscated.
Since Tremaine was the source of the information, his
contract was appropriated by the agency. Mars Corp was
compensated accordingly. Tremaine’s contract is now in
the hands of the Circle and will quietly be transferred to
your company, Rising Phoenix Partners.”

Andrea’s eyebrows were up around her hairline. “How
did Ms. Larsen convince them Tremaine was the source?”

“She didn't. She doesn’t have to prove the s