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Chapter 1

 “It's the
best station to work at!” Charlie Samplin couldn't hide the
excitement he felt, but he was worried what Susan would say about
having to move again, this time off-planet. “Sometimes ships bypass
the other stations just to get their repairs done at SEAMS16.”

“SEAMS16...” Susan replied slowly, trying to place
the name, then remembered, “You mean the S. E. A. Maintenance
Station? Charlie, that's off-planet. I know when we got married I
said I would follow you anywhere, but off-planet? I don't
know...”

“This is the best opportunity I've ever had,” Charlie
explained. “The pay is twice as much as I've ever gotten, and I'll
finally be able to get us out of the hole we're in.”

“But Charlie, you didn't even tell me you were
looking off-world.” Susan was a little exasperated. “Shouldn't we
have talked about this before you applied?”

“But that's just it,” Charlie answered. “I didn't
apply. They just came to me and offered me the job. They said that
the Head of Service asked specifically for me. They want us both to
come up to the station and take the grand tour. It's the chance of
a lifetime. Shouldn't we at least check it out?”

Susan couldn't think of a logical reason why they
shouldn't at least investigate, so she reluctantly answered, “Yes,
I suppose we should, but I want you to promise me that you won't
give them an answer until after we've had the tour and had a chance
to talk about it first.”

Charlie recognized the concern in her voice. He took
both of her hands in his and looked directly into her eyes. “Susan,
they said that they wanted to interview both of us after the tour.
They offered me the job, but they want to make sure that you agree,
too. Apparently, they investigated us before offering me the job
and understand that we come as a package deal.”

Susan looked back into his eyes while thoughts of
their past ran through her head. They'd been in love since high
school. The three years he was away at tech academy had been the
hardest time of their lives. The fourth year, when Charlie was
allowed to live off campus and Susan could be with him, he got the
highest grades in the class, and if it hadn't been for his mediocre
grades up until that point he would have been valedictorian. When
they got married he promised that they would never be separated
again, and for the seven years that they'd been married, they
hadn't been. But that came at a price. Charlie had turned down many
jobs and was dismissed many times for refusing assignments that
would have meant being separated from her. He had always been able
to find work, but it meant that they had to move many times over
the years. Susan never complained, knowing that Charlie still
hadn't found the right position, but it had been hard not being
able to put down roots.

But this was something new. The Space Equipment
Authority has a long history of selecting only the best workers in
any field, and with Charlie's spotty employment record, it was
surprising and a little suspicious that they would approach him out
of the blue like this. “You say the head of service asked for you
specifically. Did they say who that is?”

Charlie shook his head, “No. I asked, but the guy
said that I would have to wait until after the tour. He said
something about not wanting to influence our impression of the
station beforehand.”

Susan sat silently.

“I have to let them know soon if we're interested,”
Charlie prodded, “and then we'll have to schedule an appointment
for the tour. So, what do you think?”

“I think it sounds a little too good to be true,”
Susan answered. “Don't take this the wrong way, Charlie, but why do
you think they want you so bad?”

Charlie hadn't thought of that so he took a moment to
consider. “I don't think it's like that,” he shook his head.
“Someone over there just thinks I'm the right man for the job, but
if I were to turn it down, I'm sure they'll just go to the next
person on the list.”

“But Charlie, you said you hadn't even applied to
work for them,” Susan said. “That means they specifically sought
you out, and as much as I love you, with your employment history it
just seems odd for a company to do that. I don't want to look a
gift horse in the mouth, but it just seems like we should slow down
a little and think about it.”

“Fair enough,” Charlie smiled and released her hands.
“What's say we sleep on it tonight, and tomorrow, if you agree,
I'll call them to schedule the tour. Okay?”

“Okay,” Susan answered. She could tell Charlie had
already made up his mind, and she couldn't think of any good reason
to not agree. True, they'd never lived in space, but they never
experienced any trouble the few times they'd traveled off world,
and there was very little holding them here. No local family or
close friends. Charlie didn't really care much for his current job,
and while Susan enjoyed her volunteer work with the church, it
wasn't like they couldn't get along without her--or she without
them. No, it wasn't that they had any special ties here; she just
had a feeling that something wasn't quite right about all of
this.

+++

Normally, Susan was the one dragging Charlie out of
bed and pushing him into the shower, but this morning Charlie was
already up and out of bed when Susan awoke. She got up and pulled
on her short silk robe. She actually preferred the long terrycloth
one, but knew that Charlie liked this one better. She could hear
noises coming from the kitchen.

“Charlie, what are you doing in there?” she called
from the hall.

“Making breakfast!” Charlie called back.

“Breakfast?” Then added under her breath, “I didn't
know you could make breakfast.”

As she entered the kitchen she saw Charlie over the
stove in just his pajama bottoms. He was stirring something in a
huge pan, and the kitchen smelled of bacon. She came up behind him
and put her arms around his waist, startling him.

“Careful, it's hot,” Charlie said, referring to the
pan.

“Yes, you are,” Susan replied in a seductive
tone.

Charlie put the spatula down and started to turn
around. Susan loosened her grip to allow him to turn, but did not
let him go. They embraced in a long kiss, and when they finally
came up for air Charlie asked, “Does this mean you think we should
consider the offer and check out the station?”

Susan looked up at him and in a teasing voice said,
“Yes, I think we should look into it.”

Charlie hugged her again, lifting her up off the
floor and spinning her around. As he did this, Susan caught sight
of the pan on the stove.

“Charlie, the stove...” she started.

“My eggs!” Charlie exclaimed, and quickly put Susan
down. He grabbed the spatula and gave the eggs a stir. “Looks like
they're still edible. Grab some plates and let's have
breakfast.”

“Sounds good.” She turned, and as she reached up to
the cabinet that held the plates her robe lifted slightly exposing
the curve of her behind. Charlie was watching and was reminded
again how much he loved her.

After breakfast, as they were finishing their coffee,
Susan said, “Charlie, I know you're excited about this, but you
have to promise me that we will talk about this after the tour and
before you give them an answer.”

“I promise,” Charlie answered, holding his right hand
up and his left over his heart. His smile was as big as all
outdoors, and Susan couldn't help thinking, “That's the smile I
fell in love with.”


Chapter 2

 Six of the
longest days Charlie could remember passed until they were able to
take the tour. As they entered the ground station, there was some
kind of commotion going on near the public transport.

“What's going on?” Charlie asked the guard at the
security checkpoint.

“Some kind of protest,” the guard replied with a tone
of disgust in his voice.

“What are they protesting?” Susan asked.

“I don't know,” the guard answered. “Please keep
moving. There are people waiting behind you.”

“Oh, sorry,” Charlie said as he looked apologetically
at the people behind him. “Can you tell us where the private
charters are?” he asked the guard.

“Over there,” The guard replied, pointing in the
opposite direction from where the commotion was taking place. “Now
please move on.”

As they left the checkpoint, Susan turned to Charlie
and said, “I still don't understand why they want us to take a
private charter, rather than the public shuttle. Surely they're not
ashamed of their own transport system, are they?”

Charlie answered, “No, nothing like that. The shuttle
doesn't go directly to the station, but has to stop by the moon
base first. This way, we get to go straight there.”

“But don't they have their own personnel transports?”
Susan asked.

“I'm sure they do, but there must be some reason they
didn't send one,” Charlie answered. Then, pointing to a man holding
a sign with their name on it, he said, “Look, there's our
ride.”

“Maybe he can explain why they aren't using their own
transport,” Susan said.

As they approached the man with the sign Charlie
called out, “We're the Samplins!”

“Excellent. I'm Neal, and I'll be taking you to the
station. Here, let me take your bags.” Neal was a likable fellow.
He was tall and strong, but with a little more belly than he'd
like. He took both their bags and ushered them into the transport.
Charlie and Susan had never been inside a private transport before.
Of course, it was quite a bit smaller than the public transports,
but the most striking difference was how the main cabin was
decorated to appear more like a living room than a personnel
carrier. Seating was arranged facing each other, and there were
several small tables spread throughout the space so that nearly
every seat had a table within arm's reach.

“Wow,” Charlie said. “This isn't anything like I
imagined. Are all personnel transports like this?”

“I should say not,” Neal said as he put the bags in a
closet. “Skeet and I spent weeks refitting the inside of this boat.
We want everyone who rides with us to feel right at home. Not to
mention the fact that this is our home.”

“You live on the transport?” Susan asked.

“Yup. This here's the living room, back there's the
kitchen, and across from the kitchen is the bedrooms and the
bathroom,” Neal replied, pointing to a door at the rear of the main
cabin. “And of course, up there is the cockpit,” He said, pointing
in the opposite direction. “You might as well settle in. It'll be
about an hour and a half to the station. Can I get you something to
drink?”

Charlie answered, “No thanks. We should probably get
under way.”

Neal smiled. “We've been under way since the outer
hatch closed.”

Susan and Charlie both stared at Neal as he grinned
back at them. Charlie was the first to speak, shaking his head.
“That's not possible. We would have felt something pulling away
from the docking port.”

“I'd agree with you if anyone but Skeet were
piloting. But no one flies like Skeet. Go ahead, look out the
portal; we've probably cleared the atmosphere by now.”

Charlie and Susan went over to the portal next to the
airlock and looked out just in time to see the planet disappear
from view as the transport turned. When they turned back, Neal was
over near the kitchen door, smiling. “So, like I said, it'll be
about an hour and a half. Are you sure you don't want something to
drink?”

Susan answered, “I'd like some coffee if you have
any.”

Neal smiled at her. “My dear, we live on coffee
here.” He headed into the kitchen, but left the door open so they
could continue to talk.

“I'll have some, too,” Charlie added.

While Neal was pouring the coffee, Charlie cautiously
asked, “Umm, don't take this the wrong way, but we were wondering
earlier why the station hired you to bring us up rather than
sending a transport of their own.”

Neal came back into the main cabin with four cups on
a tray. “I've got a contract to transport all the VIP guests up and
then back again at the end of their stay. I'm quicker, more
luxurious, and the most important reason, I'm cheaper,” Neal
grinned.

Susan looked surprised. “How can you be less
expensive?”

“Well, it's like this. They only pay me for each
one-way trip as needed. And that's only about a dozen times a year.
Since it's so infrequent, they can't afford to keep someone on
staff full time, and while there are plenty of qualified pilots and
transports on the station, they all have regular jobs to do. So if
they're playing taxi, the work they're supposed to do isn't getting
done.”

Susan was intrigued. “And how did you land such a
contract?”

Neal laughed out loud at that. “It was my idea. I
used to work for them full time, but I just couldn't hack the
corporate world.” Then realizing he was bringing Charlie up as a
prospective employee, added, “But don't get me wrong. It's a great
place to work for. They treat you like a person, pay really well,
and maintain reasonable hours with six-hour shifts. As jobs go,
it's a sweet gig.”

Charlie asked, “It was your idea?”

Neal answered, “Yeah, like I said I used to work for
them, and they used to have a full-time transport pilot. He was an
arrogant son of a bitch who thought he was God's gift to women.
Everyone generally ignored him until he made a pass at a visiting
dignitary that he was transporting. That was the end of his career
on the station. Anyway, I overheard my old boss talking to his
assistant about beginning a search for a suitable replacement, and
the idea just popped into my head. I talked to him about the
possibility, and the only stumbling block was that I didn't own a
transport.”

Susan interrupted. “What did you do for them?”

Neal smiled again. “I was a transport technician,
which worked in my favor. My old boss had total discretion
regarding the acquisition and disposal of the transport fleet, and
there were two transports coming to the end of their cycle. I was
able to purchase one of them by cashing in my retirement fund, and
then I used half my savings to renovate it. Of course, being a
tran-tech, I was able to do all the work myself, and all of the
parts suppliers helped me out by giving me the same pricing that
the S.E.A. gets. I no sooner had the transport back to top-notch
condition, when my old boss called me to pick up a VIP from the
surface and bring him up. That job was enough to replenish my
savings, which was good, since I didn't get another job for three
months. I had to give up the apartment I had on the station when
they hired my replacement-- that's when I started living on the
transport, even though it wasn't really outfitted for that yet. But
things picked up, and Skeet and I have worked pretty steady ever
since. Even making enough to redesign and renovate the interior to
what you see today.”

As he was explaining, the door to the cockpit opened
and a young teenage girl walked in. She had an oversized eye patch
that covered her left eye and what looked like an old style video
game controller in her left hand. She came over and sat next to
Neal across from Susan and Charlie.

Susan asked, “And who do we have here?”

The young girl was quick to reply. “I'm Skeet.”

“You're Skeet?” Charlie was clearly surprised.
“You're the one who had us out of the atmosphere before we even
knew we were moving?”

“Yup,” Skeet grinned from ear to ear. Then she turned
to Neal. “See? Pay up, Captain,” she said, holding her right hand
out, palm up.

Neal grimaced at her. “What have I told you about
calling me captain?”

Skeet replied in as deep a voice as she could make,
mimicking Neal. “I've never been in the military and just because
someone can buy a boat, doesn't make them qualified to be called a
captain,” then added in her normal voice, “Or something like that.
Doesn't matter; you still owe me.”

Neal turned to Charlie and Susan and with a broad
smile, explained. “Skeet and I have a standing bet that whenever we
pick someone up, she can get us underway without the passengers
knowing it.” He winked at them and then turned to Skeet, trying
unsuccessfully to look angry, “At first, it went either way, but
I'm beginning to think she's hustling me.”

Skeet giggled and turned to Charlie and Susan. “And
you're Mr. and Mrs. Samplin bound for SEAMS16, the best maintenance
station in the whole system.”

Susan replied, “Please call us by our first names;
I'm Susan and he's Charlie. And we're just going for a tour. We
won't decide if Charlie will accept the position until afterwards.”
The last part she aimed directly at Charlie.

Skeet said, “Oh, you'll stay. Everybody who's offered
a job there stays.”

Susan looked at Neal, then turned to Skeet and said,
“Neal didn't.”

Skeet just stared at Susan for a few seconds, not
sure how to respond to that. Then she turned to look at Neal, and
smiled as she said, “Yeah, but he's weird.”

Neal put his hand over his heart and feigned injury.
This made Skeet giggle again.

All of a sudden Charlie got a look of panic on his
face and blurted out, “Wait a minute! If you're both back here,
who's flying the transport?”

Skeet grinned from ear to ear and replied, “I am.”
She pointed to the eye patch. “This is my portable vid-screen and
this is the remote control,” she concluded, holding up the device
in her hand.

Charlie said, “I've never heard of anything like
that. Where did you get it? Can I see it?” By this point Charlie
was standing, with his hand extended.

“I'm not surprised,” Skeet answered. “I invented it.”
Then, with a quick look to Neal, added, “But Cap helped me build
it.” She got up and removed the eye patch. Then she and Charlie
moved to the other side of the cabin to talk about the devices.

Susan moved over to the seat next to Neal and in a
softer voice asked, “Is she your daughter?”

Neal shook his head and answered soberly, “My niece.
Her mom, my sister, died shortly after I moved into the transport.
Her father died before, when she was only about two or three, so
that left me as her only family. I had only met her once, at her
Dad's funeral, before she came to live here. At first it was pretty
awkward. What did I know about children? But now I can't imagine
life without her. I don't know what I'm going to do when she goes
off to Tech Academy.”

Susan wanted to ask about how Skeet's mother had
died, but it was clear that it still troubled Neal, and she didn't
want to make it worse, so she said, “She looks like she's got a few
years before she'll be old enough for Tech Academy.”

Neal smiled. “ Old enough, maybe, but she's smart
enough to be teaching there. I was concerned about how I would get
her educated, but she's a wiz. I've been using the standard remote
study education program with her, and she always aces her periodic
exams in all subjects. When it comes to math and sciences, though,
she's beyond the tech academy admission requirements already. But
she's still too young for even early admission.”

Susan asked, “How old is she?”

“Thirteen going on thirty.” Neal replied with a
chuckle. “In a lot of ways, she's a typical thirteen-year-old. She
and her friends talk about boys, listen to annoying music, and
giggle at nearly everything. But when we're on a job, she takes it
very seriously. You couldn't ask for a better co-pilot and partner.
She knows this vehicle inside and out, and there's nothing here she
can't or won't take care of.”

They continued to talk about the difficulties of
child rearing, while Charlie and Skeet went on and on about the
gadgets, modifications, engines and piloting, sharing a common
interest in technology. After a while they changed places, with
Susan and Skeet sharing “girl talk,” and Neal and Charlie
discussing working for the S.E.A., until Skeet thought of something
else she wanted to show Charlie, and they switched again.

“She seems very happy, Neal. I think you're doing a
wonderful job with her,” Susan said with sincerity.

“Thanks, but sometimes I wonder if it's her doing the
wonderful job with me,” Neal said with a smile. Then calling out,
“Skeet, you better head back up front. You know how station control
hates it when they can't see anyone in the pilot's seat.”

“We've got another five minutes until we're in visual
range. I'll be back up there before then,” she answered, then
turning to Charlie she asked, “Do you want to come up front with me
and watch me dock?”

Charlie looked over at Susan, who was enjoying
watching her husband interact with a child. She nodded, and he
said, “Sure. Lead the way.”

Skeet and Charlie headed off to the cockpit. Neal put
the empty coffee cups on the tray and carried them into the
kitchen. Susan followed him in.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” She asked.

“Thanks, but there's nothing to do. I just want to
put the cups in the washer before we dock. Then I'll get your bags
out. They'll want to get you moving as soon as we get there, so
you'd best be ready. I'll delay opening the airlock until Charlie
gets back here.” Then he added with a wink, “Assuming Skeet will
let him go.”


Chapter 3

 Neal was
right. As soon as they stepped off the transport, a man took their
bags and ushered Charlie and Susan to a long, multi-seated,
four-wheeled electric cart. He slipped into the driver's seat and
started explaining, “Welcome. I'm Steve Gallian. You can call me
Steve. I'll take you to your quarters first, where you'll be able
to freshen up from your trip, then I'll be by at thirteen hundred
to take you to lunch. From there we'll begin the tour of the
station. Although, in a way, we can start right now if you have any
questions.”

Charlie spoke up. “I don't see a public transport, is
this the passenger terminal or a maintenance bay?”

Steve answered. “In a very real sense, we don't have
a passenger terminal. There are six levels that have maintenance
bays, with a maximum of twelve bays per level, which can accept
transports of all sizes for maintenance and repair. At any given
time, all of the bays have various amounts of available space, and
when a public transport is due, it gets directed to the bay with
the most room. Someone like me meets the transport and takes the
passengers to wherever they are destined for. Everyone that
disembarks either works or lives here. If there's no one on the
transport destined for here, and no one here is waiting for it, it
doesn't even stop.”

Susan asked, “Everyone?”

Steve nodded his head. “Everyone. We seldom get
visitors here, and when we do they don't come by public
transport.”

Charlie asked, “But what about people that need
repairs?”

Steve laughed. “Those aren't visitors. Those are
customers. There's plenty of what could be considered public
facilities here, but they're only for customers and registered
visitors like you. This is a private facility, owned by a private
corporation, and subject to corporate rules and regulations.
Registered guests are by invitation only, and unscheduled private
transports are only allowed when seeking repairs.”

They drove through a set of doors and entered a sort
of crossroads with a corridor going to the left and curving out of
view, a door to the right, and a door in front of them. They went
straight through and entered a wide corridor. The wall on the right
was solid, but not on the left. Immediately upon entering there was
a set of double doors with a sign overhead that said “Emergency.”
The rest of the wall was almost entirely glass. Through the glass,
they saw a huge room full of chairs, tables, and people, lots of
people. Most of them looked like they were in uniform of one sort
or another, and for the most part they were segregated into small
groups of like uniforms, but there were a few mixed groups as well.
As they passed a set of glass double doors in the middle of the
glass wall, they saw a sign overhead that stated “Lounge.”

“What if a ship wanted to add crew members while
getting repairs?” Charlie asked.

“Not allowed,” Steve answered. “These rules are
clearly spelled out in the service agreements with all customers,
and all enforced by security.”

Susan commented, “It seems a little extreme, doesn't
it?”

“Sometimes,” Steve explained. “But several years ago
there was a would-be saboteur that snuck out of the public
transport and tried to plant a virus in the central core. He was
discovered and captured before he could do any real damage, but
there was a huge overhaul of the rules and regs regarding
non-residents as a result.”

“Are friends and family allowed to come visit?” Susan
asked.

“Oh, sure,” Steve answered. “They just need to be
registered in advance and brought here by approved private
charter.”

Charlie winced. “Isn't that expensive?”

“It would be,” Steve replied, “but the S.E.A. pays
for it. They don't expect you to give up all contact with the
outside world just because you come to work here. But for the
safety and security of everyone here, they need to control access
to the station.”

Charlie asked, “But couldn't someone just pull up in
a damaged ship and gain access that way?”

Steve put his hands up. “Look, I don't have all the
answers about Security's job, but I have faith that they've thought
of all of those types of scenarios, and I'm sure they're prepared
for them.”

They passed through another set of doors and entered
a large open area. There were two other carts parked at an angle to
the left. They drove past them and turned into a spot close to the
far wall. Steve grabbed their bags and led them through a door,
down a very short hall, then through another door into a curved
corridor that circled several lifts. On the wall opposite each lift
was a door similar to the one they had just come through, numbered
1200 through 1210, but these were all closed. They entered an open
lift, and Steve pressed the display panel on the number 6.

“No voice interface?” Charlie asked.

“Oh, it has one,” Steve replied. “I'm just not fond
of talking to machines.”

When they got to the sixth level, Steve led them down
a curved corridor to a door with the number 609 on it. “This will
be your quarters for the duration of your visit. The sensors over
the door will only respond to the two of you to allow access. I'll
be back at thirteen hundred to take you to lunch. If you need
anything before I get back, just access the comm unit in the main
room and say my name. You'll automatically be routed to my Pic and
I'll respond. Do you have any more questions before I leave
you?”

Charlie asked, “Pic?”

Steve pulled a small device from his pocket and held
it up. “I'm sorry; it's what we call a portable communication unit.
If you accept the job, you'll each be given one. It works
everywhere in and around the station so you can communicate
anywhere, anytime.”

“What if you don't want to be disturbed?” Susan
asked.

Steve shrugged his shoulders. “Turn it off. Only
employees are required to have it on at all times during their
shift, but most people just leave it on all the time. Anything
else?”

Charlie looked at Susan. She shook her head, so he
turned to Steve and said, “Nope. I think that answers everything
right now, so I guess we'll see you at one.”

And with that, Steve headed back to the lift. Susan
reached for the door, and it swung open to admit them. Charlie
picked up the bags and they headed inside. They were immediately
met by another door, which stood open to admit them, so they went
through.

“Oh my...” was all Susan could say. Charlie just
stood and stared. They were expecting something similar to a hotel
room, little more than a bathroom and a bedroom. Instead they were
looking at a large room, shaped like an isosceles trapezoid,
expanding before them. The wall that the entry opened into was the
smallest, with a closet on one side and a communications center on
the other. The floor looked like hardwood, with several throw rugs
under the furniture. The ceiling looked to be about six or seven
meters high. In the center of the far wall, directly opposite the
entry, was a small lift that allowed access to an upper floor that
had two bedrooms, one on each side of the lift. Back on the main
floor, on either side of the lift, were doors. One led into a
kitchen/dining room, and the other appeared to be a study. Susan
walked toward the study, and Charlie dropped the bags and went into
the kitchen. As they moved through the rooms, they saw that there
was a half-bath behind the lift, and behind that was an open area
between the two rooms.

“This is huge!” exclaimed Charlie. “This has to be a
VIP suite for visiting dignitaries or something.”

“I know,” said Susan. “But Steve said they don't get
visitors. Do you think this is an employee apartment?”

“If it is, it's got to be for upper management,”
Charlie answered. “I can't believe they'd put us in an apartment
like this.”

“It's probably a ruse to convince you to take the
job,” Susan said with a note of skepticism. “I wonder what the
normal apartments are like.”

Charlie responded, “Yeah, we'll have to have Steve
show us. In the meantime, let’s relax and enjoy it. You want
something to eat?”

“Charlie,” Susan scolded. “Steve is going to come
take us to lunch in about a half hour. Don't spoil your appetite by
eating now.”

“Oh, all right,” Charlie said. “Well, let's check out
the bedrooms upstairs.” Then he got a confused look on his face.
“Can you call it 'upstairs' if there are no stairs?”

Susan laughed and they headed to the lift. The lift
was an oval, 250 centimeters at its widest point and 120
centimeters at its narrowest, open except for a guardrail about
waist high. In the center was a pole about forty centimeters in
diameter. Inset into the pole were ladder rungs, and in the floor
of the lift in front of the rungs, was a handle for an obvious
hatch. “In case the lift fails,” Charlie said.

As they reached the second level, Susan asked
Charlie, “Which one first?”

“That one,” Charlie said, pointing to the left. As
they entered the room, the first thing they saw was a large double
bed against the far wall, flanked on each side by end tables. Along
the wall on the left were a wardrobe, a dresser, a makeup table and
chair, another dresser, and another wardrobe. Against the same wall
as the door there were two upholstered chairs. On the right, in the
space directly behind the lift, was a communications panel, smaller
than the one in the main room. Behind that was a door to a full
bathroom, with a door from the other bedroom as well. There was a
rather large section beyond the bathroom that was unaccounted for
and did not seem to have any access to it. Susan looked at Charlie.
He shrugged his shoulders and said, “Maybe there's something for
the other room.”

They went to the other room and checked. There was a
large panel that nearly covered the entire wall space that was
behind where the bathroom ended. It was similar in design to the
communications panel in the main room, but everything was dark.
There were no visible labels or lights. Charlie looked for an
activation switch but found nothing. He tried touching the panel in
several places but there was no response. He closely examined the
border to see if there was a release that would allow the panel to
swing out; again, nothing. Finally, he gave up, turned to Susan,
and said, “I have no idea.”

Susan responded, “Well, Steve should be here soon; we
can ask him about it.” And almost as if on cue, the comm panel
beeped. Susan went to it and responded, “We'll be right there.”

When they opened the door they found Steve talking
into his Pic. “Okay, we'll go there instead. Thanks.” He looked up
and asked, “Are you ready?”

Susan said, “Actually, we've got a couple questions
about these quarters.”

Steve smiled. “The big panel in the bedroom?”

Susan was a little taken aback. “Umm, yes, for
starters,” she said.

Steve replied, “Come on, we can talk about it at
lunch. I don't know about you, but I'm starved.”

Charlie spoke up, “Me, too. Let's go.”

As they entered the lift, Susan prompted, “Okay, tell
us about the big panel in the bedroom.”

Steve responded, “It's the independent life support
system for the apartment.”

“But it's not functioning,” Charlie pointed out.

Steve smiled. “Of course not. It's not currently
independent.”

Susan confessed. “Okay, I'm totally confused. I'm
going to need a more detailed explanation than that.”

Steve smiled again and replied, “The station is
composed of modular segments, each with the capability of being an
independent environment. Each apartment is a single segment, and
the section behind the second level bathroom houses the life
support system for it. As long as the apartment is attached and the
station systems are operating, the individual systems are inactive,
except for the weekly maintenance cycle.”

Susan looked concerned. “What do you mean, 'as long
as it's attached'?”

“Oh, don't worry,” Steve said as they left the lift
and headed down the corridor. “None of the apartments have ever
been detached since the station was built. It's just a
precautionary measure in the construction of the station. The
station is built from the inside out with a central core, where the
main lifts are. This is surrounded by the apartments. Next come the
workshops, and finally the service bays. The shell of each segment
for a given layer is identical in size and shape.”

Charlie interrupted. “And the two sets of doors at
the entrance act as an airlock. So all of the apartments are the
same size as the one we were in?”

Steve laughed. “That they are. Did you think you were
getting special treatment?”

Susan replied, “Quite frankly, yes. It didn't seem
possible that so much space would be devoted to a single
couple.”

“Well, those are standard quarters for an employee
and family, one to four people. Larger families are assigned a
double unit, and auxiliary doors are installed between the two
units,” Steve explained. “In some cases employees will share an
apartment as roommates, but it's at their own request. The S.E.A.
doesn't require it.”

They approached an open door and heard the sound of
many voices engaged in lively conversation. As they entered, they
were greeted by a young man in a tuxedo. “Welcome to Tomley’s. Did
you have a reservation?”

Steve answered simply. “No.”

“Very well, then, how many in your party?”

“There will be four,” Steve replied.

“Excellent,” the young man said. “Come with me,
please.”

As they followed the young man to their table Charlie
asked, “Four?”

“Yes,” Steve answered. “An old friend of yours wanted
to join us for lunch, and will be here shortly.”

“Who is it?” Susan asked.

“Sorry,” Steve smiled. “I'm sworn to secrecy.”

“Can you at least tell us if it's a man or a woman?”
Charlie asked.

Steve put his hand up to his mouth and made a motion
as if he were pulling a zipper shut. As they moved through the
restaurant, they saw a wide assortment of people. Some looked like
they were out on the town, some like they had just come off a shift
in a mine shaft, and several in between, but everyone seemed to be
enjoying the food and the atmosphere.

Susan frowned and said, “Well, can I assume this
mystery guest is the reason we're having lunch here instead of the
cafeteria?”

Steve turned to look at her. “We don't have a
cafeteria, per se. There are break rooms in each of the service
bays that provide clean eating areas for employees during their
shift, if they choose to bring their lunch. Or there's at least one
restaurant on each level if they want to eat out. And each
apartment has a kitchen if they choose to eat in.”

As they sat down at their table, Susan asked, “What
happens when someone who brought their lunch wants to eat with
someone who normally goes to a restaurant?”

Steve thought for a moment. “You know, no one's ever
asked me that before. I guess either the one who brought their
lunch leaves it in the break room and goes to the restaurant, or
the other one orders delivery.”

Charlie was surprised. “This place delivers?”

Steve laughed. “To anywhere on the station. Except,
of course, to one of the other restaurants.”

As they joined in the laughter, a man dressed in a
blue and grey uniform approached the table. “Okay, what's so
funny?” he asked as he grabbed the back of the vacant chair at the
table.

“Jim!” Charlie yelled, causing several people near
them to stop talking and turn to look. Charlie was out of his chair
immediately and gave the newcomer a hug.

“Hi, Charlie,” Jim said after Charlie released him.
Then he turned to Susan, who had also gotten up to give him a hug.
“Susan, you're looking as lovely as ever. Are you still sure you
don't want to dump this loser and run away with me?”

“Why would I want anything to do with an ugly old dog
like you?” Susan retorted.

The three of them laughed at the old running joke.
Jim and Charlie had been best friends almost from birth. Growing
up, they lived next door to each other. They went to school
together, went to church together, got in trouble together,
competed in sports together, and even went on double dates together
in high school. Eventually, as often happens, after high school
they separated. Charlie went to tech academy and Jim joined the
military. They wrote for a while, but once Jim got shipped
off-planet it got harder and harder to stay in touch.

“Do you work here?” Charlie asked Jim.

“No, I'm on a maintenance layover. I saw you two get
off the transport and called Steve, here, to horn in on lunch,” he
replied as they all sat down.

“I don't recognize the uniform,” Susan stated. “Are
you still in the military?”

“No, when I was coming close to the end of my term I
started looking into law enforcement, and my CO suggested I look
into the Rangers. I applied, and, with a recommendation from him, I
got accepted.”

“The Rangers?” Charlie asked. “I've heard of them, of
course, but I thought this system was outside of Unipol's
jurisdiction?”

Jim answered. “Oh, it is. But this is the finest
maintenance station in the known galaxies. So when we patrol in
this sector, we come here for service. I get here about twice a
standard year. It's damned lucky I was here today to see you
two.”

Susan felt a little suspicious. “And that you just
happened to be on the same deck, in the same maintenance bay, at
the same time we arrived. I smell a rat. That's just too many
coincidences.” Then, putting her hand on Jim's arm, she added, “But
it's a good rat that let us see you again, Jim.”

Steve watched this exchange with amused interest, but
then interrupted. “We'd better look at the menus and decide what to
eat. We're on a schedule, you know.”

“Of course,” Jim said, picking up a menu. “Let's see
what they've got.”

+++

After they placed their orders, Steve re-opened the
conversation. “Susan, you're right. It is a coincidence that Jim is
here the same time you are, but I made all the rest of it happen to
make sure you could re-connect.”

“But how did you even know we knew each other?” Susan
asked.

“That I can't let you know right now,” Steve dodged.
“Suffice it to say that I was under orders to make sure you had an
opportunity to get re-acquainted.”

Jim was confused. “But I called you after I saw you
taking them to the residences, Steve.”

Steve smiled. “I was actually on my way back to find
you when you called. You were supposed to bump into each other in
the service bay, but just before Neal's transport touched down, you
disappeared, Jim.”

“I forgot something in my ship and had to go back in.
I was coming out when I saw you three in the cart, leaving the
bay,” Jim said.

Steve shrugged his shoulders and said, “Well, you
know what they say, 'The best laid plans...'“

Charlie said, “Well, I don't care how. I'm just glad
we got to see you, Jim.” Then he turned to Steve. “Thank you.”

“Like I said, I was following orders, but I was happy
to do it,” Steve said.

“And we're not allowed to know who gave those
orders,” Susan said with a note of irritation.

“No, it's not that you're not allowed to know. It's
just that I'm not allowed to tell you. You'll know soon enough, but
we need to complete the tour first.” Looking around for the
waitress, he asked, “Where is our food?”

Jim, Charlie and Susan continued to catch up between
bites. There was much to cover, and far too little time to do it
in. Still, it was good to be reunited.

“Well folks, it's time we got going on the tour,”
Steve said at last.

“And I have to get back to work,” Jim said. “But it
was great seeing you both.”

“Send us word once in a while,” Charlie said. “Let us
know you're alive.”

“I'll do my best,” Jim replied. “And you do the same.
Susan, it was great to see you again. And Steve, I'll see you next
time I'm in the sector.”


Chapter 4

 After Jim was
gone they returned the conversation to the station.

Susan asked, “The restaurants, are they owned by the
corporation or independently leased?”

“They're all owned by the S.E.A., but the managers
have complete control over the operation,” Steve explained. “They
choose their own menus, suppliers, and staff, although the staff do
have to pass a security check.”

“Is there anything on the station that isn't owned by
the S.E.A.?” Susan asked.

“Well, frankly, no. This station, and everything on
it, is owned by the corporation, but many of the services enjoy
near autonomy, and much of what happens here has no relationship to
station operations, as over half of the residents here are not
employees. Shall we get going?”

“What about personal possessions?” Susan asked as
they made their way to the door.

“You mean like clothes and furniture and such? No,
the corporation doesn't own those. You have to buy and provide your
own.”

“What if I wanted to buy my own cart or transport?”
Charlie asked.

Steve cocked his head to the side and thought about
it a minute. “I don't know of any rules against it, but I don't
know of anyone that has either. The carts are available for anyone
to use at virtually any time, and qualified pilots can borrow a
transport if the need arises.”

Charlie countered as they entered a lift, “But what
if I just wanted to go for a cruise? Would that be allowed?”

“The short answer is yes, but for obvious reasons,
you would have to be certified as a pilot. Regular recertification
requires a certain number of flight hours,” Steve continued as he
pressed 11 on the panel. “Regular transport pilots meet those
requirements just in the course of their job, but if your regular
job function doesn't provide enough hours, you have to get your
flight hours either by volunteering for assist duty, or, as you put
it, go for a cruise.”

“Assist duty?” Charlie asked.

“That's when you volunteer to pilot a transport for
someone that needs to do exterior service on a ship.”

“Exterior? You mean spacewalk?” Susan asked.

Charlie answered, “Well, sure. If the ship is too big
to fit in a bay, then the tech would have to go out and do the
repairs in space.”

Susan frowned. “Well, yes, but isn't that
dangerous?”

Steve answered, “Somewhat, but there are a number of
safety protocols that have to be followed, and one of them is that
a transport has to be right alongside so someone is observing and
communicating with the tech at all times, and is immediately
available if there's any problem.”

“What kind of problem?” Susan asked.

“Breather malfunction, tie line breakage, suit
compromise, that kind of thing,” Steve replied. Then, seeing the
look on Susan's face, quickly added, “But those things almost never
happen.”

“But they do happen?” Susan asked, not convinced.

“I can't say that none of those things have ever
happened because those were the very incidents that led to the
procedures,” Steve said, “but I've been here for a little over four
years and I've never heard of any mishaps in all that time.”

“Susan,” Charlie said, “there's risk involved in any
job. The key is to reduce the risks as much as possible, and that's
what procedures are for. In principle, it's no different than
turning off a breaker before replacing an outlet.” Then, anxious to
change the subject, he turned to Steve and asked, “What services
were you referring to that have autonomy?”

“Near autonomy,” Steve corrected. “In addition to the
restaurants there are shops of all sorts, health spas, a supervised
playground, a library, and even a bar. Managers are selected
carefully and given complete control over their domain. Like the
restaurant managers, they select their products, suppliers, and
staff. The only time corporate gets involved is if the service
isn't working.”

“What do you mean?” Susan asked.

“Well, for example,” Steve explained. “We used to
have a seafood restaurant, but after the initial grand opening,
hardly anybody ever went there. The food was good, but it was
expensive and it just didn't get enough business to support itself.
Eventually, corporate decided it just wasn't worth keeping.”

“Expensive? I thought that the S.E.A. would provide
meals,” Charlie said.

“Oh no.” Steve shook his head. “You have to provide
for your daily living expenses. Clothing, food, toiletries,
hobbies, furnishings, and all that sort of thing you have to buy
yourself. You'll be assigned an apartment like the one you're
staying in now, but it comes empty and undecorated. You have to
furnish it yourself.”

“So you have to buy everything at the company store.”
Susan said in an accusatory tone.

“Oh no,” Steve responded. “You can buy from anywhere
you like and have it shipped to the nearest ground station. From
there, the S.E.A. will bring it the rest of the way at no charge.
You'll get full instructions on how to address things if you accept
the position.”

As they exited the lift Charlie asked, “So how are
the prices on the station?”

“Reasonable and competitive.” Steve responded. “The
managers see it as analogous to a brick and mortar business
competing with a mail order business. They offer hands-on immediate
service so the little extra you have to pay on station washes out
the shipping and wait time you would have to pay for mail order.
But if you can find it elsewhere cheaper, by all means buy it
there.”

Steve led them to one of the two carts parked by the
door.

“What about church? They can't own the church,” Susan
asked as they sat down.

“Technically, they do own the chapel that's shared by
several denominations,” Steve explained. “I'm not a churchgoer
myself, but I'm told that who owns the building is irrelevant. The
clergy that serve here are not employees, but they enjoy much of
the same benefits as if they were, and it is understood that they
are here only by permission. The S.E.A. doesn't want to interfere
with anyone's religious beliefs or practices, but has a
responsibility to protect everyone on the station. To that end,
they have forged relationships with the respective religious
organizations and impose very few restrictions.”

Steve backed the cart up, turned it around and headed
for the doors at the far end.

“What kind of restrictions?” Susan asked.

“Frankly, I don't know,” Steve answered
apologetically. “As I said, I'm not a churchgoer. You are scheduled
to meet with Pastor Anslow later this afternoon, and you should
address these questions to him.”

Susan was frowning. “It seems like you're hiding
something.”

Steve stopped the cart and turned to look directly at
Susan. “I'm trying to be as open and straightforward as I can, but
you have to understand that there are some questions that I have
been directed not to answer, and others that I just don't know and
am unqualified to answer. This is one of the latter questions. But
I have every intention of taking you to the people that can and
will answer all of your questions to your satisfaction.”

Susan thought for a moment, then responded, “Well,
Steve, I have to admit that you haven't really done anything to
earn my distrust. It's just that this all seems too good to be
true. I guess I'm looking for the downside.”

Steve looked very earnest and said, “Obviously it's
my job to present the best face I can for the corporation, but I'll
try to answer everything I can, good or bad, as honestly as I
can.”

Charlie sensed that subject to be resolved and asked,
“So what's next on the agenda?”

Steve smiled and answered, “Next up, is a look at one
of the workshops.” And they drove off.

+++

The first thing Charlie noticed on entering the
workshop was that there were only two worktables at opposite ends
of the room from each other, and lots of open space around them. In
many of the workshops he had worked in, the tables were so close
together that workers were constantly bumping into either a
coworker, or the equipment they were working on. The room was also
in the shape of an isosceles trapezoid, but, being the next layer
out from the residences, the room was much wider than the
apartments (the smaller base being roughly the same size as the
long base of the apartment), but it was not as deep. The room
appeared to be outfitted as a metal working shop. There were drill
presses, lathes, press cutters, plate benders, and several tools
that even Charlie didn't recognize. Steve pointed toward the center
of the back wall. There was a large piece of equipment, almost
square in shape. Above it was a platform that was over three times
as wide as the equipment it sat over. There was a sliding door in
the back wall at the same level as the platform. “To access the
apartment's life support system for weekly systems check and
service as required.” Steve said.

Charlie asked, “Why is the platform so big?”

“There are very few parts that can be replaced while
the unit is in place,” Steve answered. “If there's a malfunction in
any part that can't be reached, the apartment is temporarily
vacated, and the entire unit gets swapped out with a reconditioned
one. The whole process takes less than five minutes. See, there's a
spare unit ready to go.” He pointed to the left side of the
platform, where they could see a piece of equipment that looked the
same as the one the platform was over. “Then repairs are done in a
workshop to ready it for future use.”

Susan asked, “Why vacate the apartment if it only
takes a few minutes?”

“Safety protocol,” Steve answered. “If the apartment
became separated while the unit was out and there were people
inside, they would only be able to last for a couple hours, and
there may not be enough time to mount a rescue. With the unit in
place, the environment will sustain life almost indefinitely,
assuming no equipment failure. Of course, the occupants would run
out of food and water eventually, but even a rescue from the
surface can be effected before that would be a problem.”

Susan asked, “Is there a spare unit for every
apartment?”

“No, there are nine spares on each level, so it's
about a one in eight ratio,” Steve answered. “Of course, if
something catastrophic happened on a level and more were required,
they can be borrowed from other levels. This level of redundancy
was established before the station was built, but it's never been
needed. There has never been more than one LSS out of service at a
time on any level, and there's never been more than three at the
same time station wide.”

Charlie replied, “That's a pretty impressive track
record. Wait, one in eight? I thought there were only twelve
apartment size units per level. That's more than one in two?”

“I'm sorry,” Steve apologized. “You get to repeating
these figures so often they become just numbers. Let me explain.
There's only one model of LSS, and it's used everywhere on the
station so they can be swapped in wherever needed. The LSS was
designed for the workshop space and it's a little overkill for the
apartments, but they each use one unit, and the service bays use
four each, so there are seventy-two installed units for each level.
With nine spares that makes it a one in eight ratio.”

Charlie and Susan both nodded in understanding.

“This is one of three metal working shops,” Steve
said. “I know you're not a metal worker, Charlie, but all of the
other types of workshops are walled off into smaller sections.
Being so open, it's easier to show you how the life support systems
fit in.”

“What do they do in here?” Susan asked.

“Primarily they repair or manufacture hull segments,”
Steve answered. “That's why it's so large and open. Some of the
individual pieces of a transport or ship’s hull can be quite
large.”

“What other types of workshops are there?” Susan
asked.

“There are workshops for environmental systems,
including electrical, plumbing, air handling. There are
communications, control systems, safety systems, and information
system workshops. Those are primarily responsible for repairing and
manufacturing existing systems, but they also have some engineering
sections for R&D and designing new technology parts to retrofit
older ships,” Steve explained. “One thing I didn't make clear is
that when I refer to a workshop, I am talking about this size
module of the station and not necessarily a function. As I
explained before, there are three basic segment shells: apartment,
workshop, and bay, working from the middle out. Everything in the
inside layer is called an apartment, even if that's not it's
function. Similarly, everything in this layer is a workshop, and
everything on the outside layer is called a bay. There is a medical
facility on every other level, with full emergency capabilities.
These are housed in the workshops with the corridor to the center.
The alternating levels house various things, like the lounge we
passed when you first got here. The restaurant where we had lunch
is housed in an apartment, but most of them are in workshops. Some
workshops are split up to house several smaller facilities. There
are two of those that are retail shopping malls that we call simply
'Upper' and 'Lower'. The chapel is in a workshop, and so are the
theatres. Most activities occur in the workshop layer.”

“What kind of workshop will I be working in?” Charlie
asked.

“I don't know,” Steve said. “That won't be decided
until after your interview, tomorrow. What kind of work have you
done in the past?”

“Mostly control systems repair, but I've done
assembly and design work too,” Charlie answered.

“Then that's probably where you'll start,” Steve
said. “Do you want to see one of those workshops?”

“Sure.” Charlie responded.

+++

As they drove along the corridor between the workshop
and bay layers, Charlie asked, “Is this corridor part of the
workshop or the service bay?”

“It's part of the workshop,” Steve answered. “There
are doors inside the workshop walls that extend to the outer wall
to seal it in case of emergency.”

“What about an airlock?” Charlie asked. “I don't
remember seeing one in the workshop.”

Steve stopped the cart. “See these doors opposite
each other?”

Charlie nodded.

“Okay, look up there,” Steve continued, pointing to a
panel over the small door to the workshop they were next to. “That
panel drops down into that channel.” He swung his hand to point at
a ledge on the opposite wall. “And those two panels,” he moved his
hand down and raised his other hand to point to two panels, one on
each side of the door to the service bay, “they swing out and
attach to the channels on either side of this door,” he swung both
arms to point at the channels, “forming an airlock.”

“I hadn't really noticed it before,” Charlie said.
“But now that you point it out, I see that all of the workshop
doors are directly across from service bay doors, even if they
aren't in the same location.”

“Yes, the shells are constructed solid, then the
access doors are cut in after they're installed, where needed,”
Steve explained as he started driving again. “Only the doors that
seal the corridor are preassembled into the workshops.”

They drove past three more workshops, and stopped in
front of a fourth. As they opened the door they were met with a
strong breeze. They entered a small corridor, and when the door
closed the wind stopped. “What was that all about?” Susan
asked.

“Clean room,” Steve answered, as if that explained
everything.

Susan was a little annoyed. “What does that
mean?”

Charlie answered, “A clean room is pressurized from
within so that no airborne particles can drift into the room while
the door is open.” Then, turning to Steve, he asked, “But why in
the corridor? In all of the other facilities I've worked in, only
the workstations themselves were in clean rooms, and that much
pressure isn't required to keep dust out.”

Steve looked a little surprised. “Really? I thought
it was like this everywhere. The blast of air is supposed to clean
any loose particles off of whoever comes in, and then when we enter
where the workstations are,” He opened a door into the main
section, “See, there is a much smaller pressure difference, but you
can still feel it. Then finally, the workstations themselves are
fully enclosed clean rooms,” pointing at the first station they
passed.

Charlie looked inside, “He's not wearing a clean
suit.”

Steve was confused. “A what?”

Charlie responded, “A clean suit. You're supposed to
wear one in a clean room to keep anything you may have on you from
contaminating what you're working on.”

Steve looked confused. “But I just explained, all
that gets blown off when you enter the corridor.”

Charlie shook his head, “No, it can't. You always
have something on you that can come loose, like hair, dander, soap
film, sweat--all of those things can become airborne and
contaminate the equipment. A clean suit keeps those things from
becoming airborne while you're in the clean room.”

Steve just stared at Charlie for a moment. Then he
said, “I don't know what to say. The explanation I gave you was
what I was told. I never questioned it, but what you just said
makes sense. Maybe Lou can explain.”

Steve knocked on the door to the workstation. The
technician inside didn't look up from what he was doing, but
motioned for them to enter. Steve went in first. “Hi, Lou. This is
Charlie and Susan Samplin. They're on a pre-employment tour, and
Charlie has a question that I can't answer. Maybe you can fill him
in?”

Lou closed the box in front of him and looked up with
a smile. “Sure, what can I do for you?”

Charlie started, “Steve was explaining that you have
three steps to your clean environment, but I was wondering why you
go to all that trouble, and then negate it by not wearing a clean
suit.”

Lou laughed out loud. “I'm sorry.” Lou held up one
hand while holding the other on his belly. “Steve, I would have
thought you would know better.”

Steve looked perplexed.

Lou said, “Take a good look around.”

Steve looked around the room. There was a worktable
and four chairs and various types of equipment on the counters
around the room. Then he spotted a coffeemaker by the door. Steve
looked down at the floor and, feeling very embarrassed, said,
“We're in the break room.”

Charlie, Susan and Lou laughed. Then Lou explained,
“We do use clean suits, but not in here.” And Steve then joined the
laughter.

“In my defense, “ Steve said while laughing. “Not all
break rooms are in the same place, and my work doesn't normally
take me into a clean room. And besides, you can't see the
coffeemaker from the outside.”

Lou put up his hands and said, “Fair enough, you're
forgiven.” He then turned to Charlie and Susan and asked, “So,
which one of you is the prospect?”

Charlie raised his hand. “That would be me.”

Lou asked, “You have experience with control
systems?”

“Lots,” Charlie answered. “But never anything to do
with space equipment.”

Lou shrugged his shoulders. “Controls is controls.
For the most part we just build copies of whatever comes in.
Sometimes that can be pretty challenging, if the systems are old
enough or alien enough.”

Susan had prepared to tune out when the conversation
turned to technology, but her interest was suddenly piqued. “Alien?
Do you get much alien traffic here?”

“Lots,” Lou answered quickly.

Steve interrupted, “Actually, that depends on what
you mean. Yes, a lot of the ships that come in for repairs have
alien technology, but that doesn't mean they have an alien crew. So
while Lou may see a lot of alien technology, we don't see many
alien customers.”

“Oh, that's too bad,” Susan said, somewhat
disappointed. “What's the point of being in space if you can't meet
aliens?”

“I'm not saying it can't happen.” Steve said, “It's
just... you have to realize that this is a maintenance station, not
an outpost. Most of the traffic we get is from within system,
which, of course, consists of Prime and her colonies. We
occasionally get ambassador transports, but the ambassadors
themselves usually remain at an outpost and just send the boat over
for repairs with a minimal crew. In most cases, the crew never even
leaves the craft, unless it's necessary to effect repairs.”

“I would think they'd be curious and want to explore
the station,” Susan replied. “That's what I'd want to do.”

“Well, sometimes if they have young crewmembers,
that's exactly what happens,” Steve explained. “But more often than
not, the crewmembers left on board are older and had their
curiosity sated long ago. They just want to get the repairs done
and get out as quickly as possible.”

“But if the repairs are more extensive and they have
to stay longer?” Susan asked. “Would they be assigned an
apartment?”

“It's possible, but unlikely.” Steve looked a little
uncomfortable. “I can't go into too much detail here. In general,
customers have to pay for lodging as well as repairs, so most opt
to stay in their ship. If the damage is so extensive that they
can't stay on board, they are given discounted rates, but they
still have to pay.”

“How much?” Susan asked.

“The details are customer specific and are worked out
in service agreements,” Steve answered. “That's why I said I can't
go into detail.”

“Well, what happens if someone needs repairs, but
doesn't have a service agreement?” Susan insisted.

“Their needs are assessed and a service agreement is
drawn up before work begins,” Steve answered flatly.

“What if they...” Susan started again, but Steve
interrupted her.

“Susan, I think a visit to a service bay will answer
all of these questions. When we finish here we'll go talk to the
bay manager across the corridor, but right now I'd like to
concentrate on showing Charlie what his likely work environment
will be like.”

Susan felt a little chastised. “Umm, okay, I guess
that makes sense.” Then looking around she added, “Where did they
go?”

+++

While Susan and Steve were talking, Lou motioned for
Charlie to follow him out of the break room. Once outside, Lou
said, “Let me show you an actual workroom.”

Charlie responded, “I'd like that. Do you have a
spare clean suit?”

Lou answered, “No, but we'll go to one that's not
being used so we don't need the suits. It'll be easier to talk that
way, and I can decontaminate it later.”

As they passed a couple of workstations, Charlie
looked in and saw people working on various items, in well-fitted
outfits. “I've never seen clean suits that aren't big and baggy
before. That must be nice,” he said.

“Oh yeah,” Lou agreed. “These are really nice.
They're made from a dual layer, stretch polymer plastic, with an
inline temperature control system to keep you comfortable. You can
wear them all day and never feel uncomfortable. But, alas, you have
to leave them in the decon chamber when you leave.”

Charlie smiled at the joke, “So they're fitted and
assigned to each person?”

“The whole workroom is,” Lou answered as he pulled
the door to a workroom open and stepped into the decontamination
chamber.

Charlie was surprised and stepped in with him. “You
don't share them between shifts?”

“No, once you are assigned a workroom, the only
people that normally enter are by your invitation only,” Lou
answered while closing the outer door. Then he opened the inner
door to the workroom and they went in.

Charlie turned back, “You can't even see the chamber
from the window in the door.”

Lou smiled, “That's because it's not a window, it's a
view screen.”

“Really? I couldn't tell. Why not just use
windows?”

“They used to,” Lou answered. “But they found that
too often, because of the temperature differences sometimes
necessary to work on some equipment, the windows clouded over and
you couldn't see inside. Bosses are funny that way, they like to be
able to see their employees working.”

“Speaking of which,” Charlie said. “I've only been in
a couple of workstations, but I haven't seen a supervisor yet. You
do have them, right?”

Lou laughed, “Yeah, we've got 'em. We just don't let
'em out in public.”

Charlie laughed too.

Lou said, “Seriously, there's only one controls
supervisor for the whole station. She makes her rounds, and we see
her every day, but there really isn't much interaction unless
there's a problem. Of course, a new employee gets more attention
early on, but once you're settled in, there's not much supervising
that needs doing. She gives you your assignment, you work on it
until it's done, and then you get your next assignment.”

Charlie had never worked for anyone with such a
hands-off approach. “What if I can't do the assigned work, or just
lazy and don't do it?”

Lou looked Charlie over from head to toe and back.
Then looked directly in his eyes and said, “Then you're fired.”

Charlie looked a little nervous. “Just like
that?”

Lou smiled, “Charlie, you wouldn't be here if you
were incompetent or lazy. They'd already checked you out long
before they made the offer. Don't worry, it's actually a pretty
casual atmosphere and if you get stuck on anything, ask for help.
We get new and unusual stuff thrown at us all the time. You won't
get assigned anything that you can't handle, as long as you
recognize your limitations and are willing to ask for help.”

Charlie felt better. He looked around the room and
noted, “You know, I can see why Steve got confused, it really
doesn't look much different than the break room.”

“I know,” Lou said. “I was just giving Steve a hard
time. He's an excellent guide and he knows a lot about the station,
probably more than most, but it's fun to catch him now and again
when he strays outside his comfort zone.”

“And controls is outside his comfort zone?” Charlie
inquired.

“No, more like the controls workstation,” Lou
explained. “It's hard to do tours in the clean rooms because he's
not allowed to enter the individual workrooms. That's why I snuck
you out while he was talking to Susan.”

“You aren't going to get in trouble for this, are
you?” Charlie asked, a little panic stricken.

“No, I can invite anyone in, knowing that I'll have
to decon later. But Steve can't, he can only walk you past the
outer doors.” He paused for a moment and grinned a devilish grin.
“You know, he may not even realize those are view screens and not
windows in the door. I'll have to think about how I can use that to
my advantage.”

“Your secret's safe with me,” Charlie saluted,
smiling.

“Thanks, but I better get you back to him, he's
probably frantic by now.”

Steve and Susan were almost to the workroom that Lou
had taken Charlie to when they came out. “There you are,” Steve
said. “We were wondering where you snuck off to.”

“I figured Charlie would like to see the inside of a
workroom while he was here,” Lou answered. “And since you two were
engaged in unrelated conversation, I thought it seemed like an
opportune time.”

Steve turned to Charlie. “Did you see everything you
wanted?”

Charlie nodded.

“And did Lou answer all your questions?”

“Yes, it was very enlightening,” Charlie said and
winked at Lou.

Steve looked back and forth between Charlie and Lou.
“Hmmm, something tells me I shouldn't have left you two alone
together.”

Susan said, “You didn't, they snuck out.
Remember?”

Charlie held up both hands. “Lou just wanted to show
me a workroom. Isn't that why you brought me here?”

“Yes, of course,” Steve started. “But... No. You're
right. I'm glad you got a chance to see the inside of a workroom.
If you're done, Susan would like to talk to a Service Bay
manager.”

“Sounds good,” Charlie said. Then he turned to Lou.
“Thanks for the look inside.”

“My pleasure,” Lou answered. “I hope I'll see you
around. And Susan, it was a pleasure to meet you too.”

+++

As they left the main area Susan said to Charlie, “So
it looks like you've made a friend already.”

“I like him,” Charlie responded. “He seems like a
really good guy.”

“He is,” Steve said. “We pick on each other a lot,
but it's all in fun. He was one of the first people I made friends
with when I came here.”

“It's easy to see why,” Charlie said.

They got into the cart and drove into the service bay
across the corridor. It looked very much like the bay that they saw
when they first arrived, but there were only three transports here.
They drove to the far end, near the outer doors, to what looked
like a small building. The door opened as they came to a stop.

“Enro!” Steve called out.

A man looked up from the device in his hand.

“Enro, this is Charlie and Susan Samplin,” Steve
said. “They're here on a pre-employment tour, and Susan has some
questions about customer service.”

“Now's not really the best time,” Enro said rather
curtly.

Susan spoke up. “When would be a good time?”

Enro glared at her.

Steve turned to Susan and Charlie, “Wait here a
moment, while I have a word with Enro.”

Steve took Enro by the arm and led him a little away
from Charlie and Susan.

Charlie leaned over to Susan. “He doesn't seem quite
so pleasant as everyone else we've met here.”

“In a way, it's kind of refreshing,” Susan replied.
“If everyone was as happy as Steve and Lou seem to be, I'd begin to
suspect there was something in the water.”

Steve and Enro returned.

“Enro will be happy to answer your questions,” Steve
said.

“Well, c'mon then,” Enro said, and headed for the
small building.

The others followed him in. There was a table and
several chairs. Enro moved to the far side of the table and
motioned for the others to sit across from him.

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

Susan said, “I was wondering what happens if someone
comes in here for repairs and can't pay for them.”

“Can't happen,” was Enro's short reply.

“What, you don't let them land?” she asked.

“Of course we do. It's not possible that they can't
pay,” Enro responded.

“Okay, I'm confused,” Susan said. “If I had a
transport and it needed repairs, and I had no money, how would you
handle it?”

“You have a very narrow definition of 'pay'.” Enro
said, “There are many ways to pay for repairs that have nothing to
do with money. What else could you have in your transport that
would be of value to the company?”

“You mean like parts? I don't know, but let's assume
there's nothing that can be spared,” Susan posed.

“Okay, what other assets do you have?” Enro
asked.

“Assets? What are you getting at?” Susan asked.

“Everyone has assets. You have your head and you have
your body,” Enro said.

“My body? Are you suggesting prostitution?” Susan was
incensed.

Enro scowled and shook his head, “Use your head, what
possible use could the company have for your body?”

“Blood, plasma, that kind of thing?” Charlie
asked.

“For starters.” Enro nodded, “Sweat, finger and toe
nails, hair, dandruff, urine, feces...”

“Feces!” Susan interrupted. “What possible use...
Never mind, I don't want to know that. I guess I never considered
those things as assets.”

“It's true that those things aren't worth anything
around here, but the universe is a huge place and the company has
connections everywhere.” Enro explained, “I'm authorized to accept
almost anything as payment for services, but I really don't have to
negotiate very often. Ninety percent of the business is contract
work, and most of the rest are regulars.”

“Well, my concern was that nobody is turned away,”
Susan commented.

“That's the one thing I'm not authorized to do.” Enro
said, “As much as I'd like to sometimes.”

“Maybe you can answer something for me,” Charlie
said.

Enro nodded.

“What keeps someone with an axe to grind against the
company from getting hold of a shuttle, damaging it, and coming
here for repairs, with the hopes of doing damage to the
station?”

“Nothing,” Enro answered.

“Nothing?” Charlie was shocked, “That doesn't seem
very secure.”

Enro looked confused.

Steve interjected, “Charlie means what keeps them
from causing the damage.”

“But he asked what keeps them from coming,” Enro
grumbled.

“You're right,” Charlie said. “That is what I asked.
So you don't take any pre-emptive steps before they get here?”

“I don't,” Enro said, emphasizing the 'I'.

“What about once they're here?” Charlie tried again.
“What do you do to keep them from sensitive areas?”

“I'm not security,” Enro said plainly. “If you have
no more questions about service bay operations, I have work to
do.”

“Well, I do,” Susan said. “What exactly do you
do?”

“Primarily, I coordinate arrivals, departures, and
scheduled maintenance with Central Com, but I also assess damage,
provide quotes, and negotiate payments,” Enro answered.

“So you're the first person that people meet when
they arrive?” Susan asked.

“No, the assigned tran-tech is the first person they
see,” Enro answered. “I'm the one they talk to when they tell their
tran-tech they can't pay.”

Charlie was confused, “So, the tran-tech meets them,
but you assess the damage and provide the quote?”

“No. The tran-tech meets the transport, assesses the
damage, gives a quote, and receives the payment.” Enro explained,
“Once that's logged and deposited, he goes to work on the repairs.
If the customer disagrees with the quote, or says they can't afford
it, then I come out and reassess and provide a new quote. I do this
without knowing what the tran-tech quoted. Most of the time the
quotes are nearly identical because the damage is the same, but
it's a way of providing an unbiased second opinion. The customer is
free to choose either quote, but the payment must be received
before repairs will begin.”

“And if they have to use one of the, shall we say,
more exotic payment methods, do they have to wait until they've
provided everything?” Susan asked.

Enro nodded, “Unless they've got a contract, in which
case they've already paid.”

“Does the corporation ever do any work for free?”
Susan asked.

Enro stared at her for a moment, and then asked, “Why
would they?”

“Just to be kind,” Susan answered.

Steve interrupted, “I think this would be a better
discussion to have with Pastor Anslow”

Susan looked at Steve and then back to Enro, “Well,
thank you. That answers my questions.”

“Mine too,” Charlie agreed.

They all got up from the table.

“Thank you, Enro,” Steve said. “I appreciate you
taking time out of your busy schedule to talk with us.”

Enro seemed on the verge of exploding, “Don't...
mention... it.” He managed to say through his clenched teeth.

Once they were back in the cart, Charlie said, “I
don't think he liked us very much.”

Steve laughed, “No, it's just me he doesn't like. I
think he actually likes you two.”

“How could you tell?” Charlie asked, rolling his
eyes.

“He didn't argue with me when I reminded him that it
was part of his job to meet with prospective employees,” Steve
explained. “It usually takes a lot more effort and at least a
threat or two to get him to agree.”

Susan shook her head, “He doesn't seem like the kind
of person that the S.E.A. would want representing them.”

“Well, truth be told, there are some customers that
have requested that they not be sent to his bay,” Steve said. “But
there are at least twice as many others that have requested to
always be serviced in his bay and the tran-techs always want to
work there.”

“Really?” Charlie was surprised. “Why would anyone
want to subject themselves to that if they don't have to?”

“Because he's the best tran-tech that's ever been
employed by the S.E.A.,” Steve said simply.

“But he doesn't actually work on the transports, does
he?” Susan asked.

“Generally, no,” Steve explained. “He doesn't have
time. But for some reason, every problem that comes into his bay
gets repaired quickly and permanently. It doesn't matter who
actually does the work, the efficiency rating for his bay is always
on top.”

“You said the tran-techs always want to work there,”
Susan said. “Aren't they assigned to a bay?”

“Oh no, tran-techs are assigned to a vessel as they
are coming in,” Steve explained. “Centcom lets them know which bay
they need to go to. Although, if possible, once a shift is started
in a bay, they try to keep them there for the whole shift.”

“So the tran-techs don't work for Enro,” Charlie
speculated.

“Only in the sense that they're working in Enro's
bay,” Steve replied. “Enro is the bay supervisor and everything
that happens there is under his jurisdiction and his
responsibility. But he's not their boss in the sense that he would
critique or review their work or performance. He just helps them
get the job done, whether that means negotiating with the customer,
acquiring parts, helping move a heavy piece of equipment, or giving
repair instructions or suggestions. But, if there's any kind of
emergency in the bay, he's the undisputed authority. Everyone is
expected to follow his orders without question. It's the same with
all bay supervisors.”

“Are they all as gruff as Enro?” Susan asked.

Steve smiled, “No, Enro is a unique individual. The
others are much more normal in demeanor.”

“Why didn't you take us to one of them?” Charlie
asked.

Steve answered, smiling, “This bay was right across
the corridor.”

“Something tells me you did it to annoy Enro,” Susan
said.

Steve looked at Susan and chuckled, “No, that was
just a bonus.”

Susan frowned.

“Sorry, that was a joke.” Steve explained,
“Seriously, it was a conscious decision to bring you to see Lou and
the workshop he works in, but it was our discussion that led us to
the service bay, and Enro's was the closest. It really is that
simple.”

Charlie put his arm around Susan. “I thought you said
he was refreshing?”

Susan looked at Charlie, then at Steve, then back at
Charlie. “You're right, I did. It just seems an odd choice when
trying to convince someone to join you.”

“What would you have thought if I deliberately drove
you a long distance instead of taking you to the nearest one?”
Steve asked.

Susan shook her head and smiled, “You're right. I
would have probably wondered what you were hiding. I guess I just
have to stop being so suspicious.”

“Shall we go see Pastor Anslow now?” Steve asked.

“That's an excellent idea,” Susan agreed.

Steve took his Pic from his pocket and spoke into it,
“Pastor Anslow.”

“Yes?” Came from the Pic.

“Would now be convenient to bring the Samplins
by?”

“By all means. I've been looking forward to it. I'll
meet you at the chapel.”

“We'll see you there,” Steve said and returned the
Pic to his pocket.


Chapter 5

 “I'm so glad
to finally meet you. I've heard so much, I almost feel as if I
already know you.” Pastor Anslow was shaking Susan's hand.

“Heard from whom?” Susan asked.

“I'm sorry,” Pastor Anslow responded. “I've been
talking to Pastor Samuels, and he just raves about you. Your work
with the women's group and the outreach program is quite
impressive.”

“It's kind of you to say so, but I think Pastor
Samuels may have exaggerated some.” Susan was a little
embarrassed.

“Well, if you're even half of what Pastor Samuels
says you are, you would be a boon to any congregation.” Pastor
Anslow turned and took Charlie's hand. “And you must be Charlie.
I'm delighted to meet you as well. Pastor Samuels speaks very
highly of you, too.”

“I didn't think he even knew who I was,” Charlie
said.

“He said your help on the environmental systems was
invaluable,” Pastor Anslow was emphatic. “And your willingness to
pitch in where needed has been a real benefit, which he
appreciates.”

“How do you know Pastor Samuels?” Susan asked.

“Oh, I don't,” Pastor Anslow explained. “I've only
talked to him over the com. Once security sent me your information
I called your home church to find out about you.”

Susan was a little taken aback. “You got a report
from security about us?”

Pastor Anslow's cheery demeanor changed almost
instantly to concern. “Yes, but not much of one. Any time security
discovers a religious affiliation in a potential's file, they send
the appropriate clergy a heads up as a courtesy. Basically, just
your name and current address. I took it upon myself to call your
neighborhood church and see if you were a member. Once I got Pastor
Samuels on the line, he couldn't stop talking about you.”

Steve interrupted, “Susan has some concerns about how
the presence of the church on the station is handled.”

“Oh, I see,” Pastor Anslow said. “Would you like to
discuss these concerns as we walk through the chapel, or would you
rather go to my office?”

“Well, now, I don't want to be rude,” Susan turned to
Steve. “But I would really rather talk in private. Would you excuse
us, Steve?”

“Not a problem,” Steve said. “Pastor, if you would,
just give me a call when they're ready to go.”

“Of course,” Pastor Anslow replied.

“Then if you'll excuse me...” And Steve left.

“Here or in my office?” Pastor Anslow asked Susan, as
soon as Steve was gone.

“Oh, here's fine,” Susan replied. “I just want to
make sure that we both feel free to say anything we want to.”

“And why wouldn't we if Steve was here?” Pastor
Anslow asked.

“I'm not sure,” Susan continued. “I understand that
there are some restrictions that the corporation places on you, and
I wouldn't want you to feel intimidated.”

“Intimidated by Steve... Now that's funny.” He
laughed, and then turned more serious. “Truthfully, the only real
restriction is that we can only form our church from the employees
and families that live on the station. We cannot accept visitors or
customers as members. We can service their spiritual needs and
allow them to attend worship services, but if they want to join, we
have to refer them to a church either on surface, or at an
outpost.”

“You said the only real restriction.” Susan wasn't
satisfied. “What other restrictions are there?”

“Pretty much all of the restrictions have to do with
keeping unauthorized people off the station,” Pastor Anslow
explained. “Things like, no weddings that would involve
non-residents as either participants or attendees. No baptisms that
would involve non-residents. Church conference meetings can never
be held here. That kind of thing.”

“So they don't tell you that you have to avoid
certain topics in your sermons?” Susan asked.

“No. No one has ever told me what I can or can't
preach about. Here or anywhere else I've served,” Pastor Anslow was
intrigued by the question. “What types of subjects do you think
they would want me to avoid?”

“Well, we were just talking with Enro... Do you know
Enro?” Susan interrupted herself. Pastor Anslow nodded, so she
continued, “Well, I asked him if the corporation ever showed any
charity and did anything for free, and he answered that they
didn't. It just seems cold hearted to me, and I wondered if they
had a problem with you preaching about charity.”

“I think I understand what you're saying, and no,
they've never even so much as suggested anything I should or
shouldn't discuss, but I think you are laboring under a
misunderstanding.” Pastor Anslow leaned toward Susan. “The S.E.A.
is a business. There is nothing in any scriptures to suggest that
businesses should give anyone anything. The Lord calls on each of
us as individuals to heed His calling and follow His teachings. The
people that work for and run this station are some of the most
charitable I've ever met, but the function of this station is as a
business to repair ships. The corporation places value on every
service they render, and at the same time, they place a high value
on the worth of the customer. Giving their services away would
devalue those services, and when someone receives something they
didn't pay for, they begin to feel an indebtedness that eventually
grows into resentment. The corporation allows them the dignity of
paying for, or earning the repairs they require. No indebtedness,
no resentment. It's a good system that works.”

“Did they have a say in you being assigned here?”
Charlie asked.

“Only that I had to pass a security check,” Pastor
Anslow answered. “Just like everyone else on the station.”

“What if you hadn't passed?” Susan asked.

“Then another pastor would be selected,” Pastor
Anslow explained. “It's not as bad as it may sound. They have the
right and responsibility to protect this facility and everyone on
it. They have never expressed a desire to keep any specific
denomination from having access to the station, but they reserve
the right to reject individuals if they have a history that would
make them a security risk. They've provided this beautiful chapel
for our shared use and living quarters for the clergy. They do this
as a service to their employees because they recognize that they
can't ignore people's spiritual needs and it's just not practical
to send their employees to the surface or an outpost once or twice
a week.”

“How many times a week do you hold services?” Susan
asked.

“Two,” Pastor Anslow answered. “Sundays at ten am,
and Wednesdays at six pm.”

“And how many people attend each service?” Charlie
asked.

“That varies by quite a bit, but there are about
sixty members and more than half of them attend both services,”
Pastor Anslow replied.

“That's a lot,” Susan was impressed. “I didn't expect
that many people in a single congregation here.”

“Well, ours is the largest,” Pastor Anslow explained.
“Most of the congregations are in the thirties, but one has only
ten members.”

“That hardly seems worthwhile for the S.E.A. to
support a Minister for,” Charlie commented.

“It's not. I guess that's another restriction, but I
never really considered it so.” Pastor Anslow explained, “There has
to be a congregation of at least thirty members for the S.E.A. to
support a Pastor on station. If there are less than thirty, but
more than ten, then the S.E.A. will bring in a pastor once a
week.”

“What if there's an emergency?” Susan asked.

“It depends on the religion, but most emergency
services can be provided by any of the ministers on board,” Pastor
Anslow answered. Then, anticipating Susan's next question, he
added, “And for those that can't, a pre-approved minister will be
brought up. The S.E.A. has gone though great pains to build
relationships with all of the religions represented by their
employees, and has done their best to anticipate all
possibilities.”

“What if someone is the only one on board from a
given religion?” Susan asked.

Pastor Anslow looked directly into Susan's eyes for a
few seconds before responding, “Susan, I'm sensing there's
something deeper going on here. Is there a reason why you have such
a serious mistrust of the S.E.A.?”

“It's not that I don't trust them, I just don't know
if I'm willing to turn my life over to them,” Susan said.

“No, he's right, Susan,” Charlie said softly. “All of
your questions today make it seem like you think the S.E.A. is some
kind of evil entity. If you don't want me to take the job, just say
so, so we can talk about it.”

Susan looked into Charlie's eyes. Tears welled up in
her eyes, and she looked down at the floor. “Charlie, I love you,
and I know how excited you are and how much you want to work here.”
She paused to wipe her eyes. “I'm sorry, but I just don't know if I
can live in space.”

Charlie didn't know what to say. In all the time that
they'd been married, nothing had been important enough to him to
threaten their marriage. His being with Susan was the most
important facet of his life. It was what he lived and worked for.
But he had to admit, this was important. He really did want to live
and work here. It hadn't occurred to him that Susan wouldn't want
to. They hadn't been off planet very often, but she'd never
expressed any trepidation about going, and never showed any signs
that she didn't like it.

Pastor Anslow took Susan's hands and put them in
Charlie's. Then he spoke softly, “Susan, Charlie, you are not the
first couple to encounter this. The opportunity here is
extraordinary in many ways, but there have been cases of couples
splitting because of it. But that has always been a result of the
people involved not communicating about their fears and desires. By
recognizing this now, before a decision has been made, you have the
opportunity to discuss this fully and come to an agreement
acceptable by both. If you'd like, I can help facilitate the
discussion, or if you prefer, I can leave you two to discuss this
alone. But either way, it is important for you to discuss this
now.”

Susan looked at Charlie. “We've never needed anyone
to help us discuss our problems before.”

Charlie nodded.

“The chapel is open to everyone, so you may lose your
privacy.” Pastor Anslow pointed to a door off the right side of the
pulpit area. “I suggest that you use the parlor, through there.
I'll be right out here if you need me. Take all the time you
need.”

+++

Susan sat down on the couch as soon as they entered
the parlor. Charlie closed the door and remained standing.

“If you don't want to be here, then that's it. I
won't take the job. Nothing is more important than you,” Charlie
said.

“No, Charlie,” Susan replied. “It's not that simple,
and that's not fair. If you turn it down now, you'll always wonder
how it would have been, and eventually you'll blame me.”

“I'll admit it is important to me, but I'm not
willing to take the job if you aren't going to be here with me,”
Charlie said.

“I know,” Susan said. “And I guess I've been trying
to find something wrong with the station or the company so that I
could use it as an excuse for you to turn it down without me being
the bad guy. But, so far there's been nothing wrong. Everything I
could think of as an objection has been addressed and
resolved.”

“What is it that makes you not want to live here?”
Charlie asked.

“I don't know. It's just a feeling, and I don't know
where it comes from,” Susan replied.

“Is it that you'll have to be indoors all the time?”
Charlie sat down next to her.

Susan considered for a moment, “No, I don't think so.
The station is built with very high ceilings so there's no feeling
of claustrophobia, and we could take periodic trips to the surface,
so I'm sure that's not it.”

“Are you afraid that somehow you'll get sucked into
space?” Charlie asked.

Susan smiled, “Charlie, it's not like that. I don't
think we can resolve this by ticking off items from a list. It's
just a general feeling that this is wrong, but it's not rational,
not logical.”

Charlie didn't really understand. “Have you ever
experienced anything like this feeling before?”

“No, I haven't. Charlie, maybe I'm just imagining
things.”

They both sat in silence for a few moments.

“Charlie,” Susan broke the silence. “Don't take this
the wrong way, but things have never gone particularly well for us.
We've always had to fight and struggle for everything we've
accomplished, and it's always seemed like it was just you and me
against the universe. And now, this huge opportunity falls into our
lap with all wonderful things and no downsides. Doesn't that strike
you as odd? Aren't you the least bit suspicious?”

“No, I'm not,” Charlie said. “I feel like we're due.
That all the struggles have led us to this. That we've finally
arrived. I feel excited and positive. I want to work here, live
here, be a part of this station. And I want you to be here with
me.”

“Maybe if I understood why they sought you out it
would make a difference,” Susan responded. “I know you're a genius
when it comes to technical stuff, but that hasn't meant a whole lot
in the past. You've always had to seek out and convince someone to
hire you. They never seemed to recognize your potential, even after
a couple years of seeing you work. And they never understood that
our relationship is more important than their job. So what is it
that drew the S.E.A.'s attention? Why are they going to all this
trouble?”

“What's the difference, as long as they did?” Charlie
asked.

Susan shook her head and looked at the floor. “I
don't know. I don't know why it makes a difference. It just does. I
just can't explain it.”

“Then maybe it's time we forced the issue.” Charlie
headed toward the door. “I'll get Pastor Anslow.”

“Charlie, wait,” Susan got up and put her hand on
Charlie's arm. “What if that's not it? What if it's something
completely different and I'm just subconsciously blaming that to
avoid addressing the real issue?”

Charlie paused. He turned and looked into Susan's
eyes, “Then we'll deal with it, but we won't know until we get to
the bottom of this, so let's start here.”

Susan nodded and Charlie proceeded to ask the pastor
to join them. “We've come to the conclusion,” Charlie explained.
“That we need to know some things that have been deliberately
withheld from us.”

Pastor Anslow looked confused. “What is it that you
think I've withheld from you?”

Susan answered quickly, “Not you personally. But I
just have a serious trust issue here. I want to know why Charlie
was sought out and approached for this job. I want to know who the
Head of Service is, and why he specifically asked for Charlie.”

Pastor Anslow nodded, “You feel you're being deceived
and that is undermining your ability to appreciate what you're
being shown here. Is that it?”

Susan and Charlie both nodded.

“Would it help if I told you that there is a good
reason why you're being kept in the dark about that for now?”

Susan and Charlie both shook their heads.

“Okay. Then let me make a call.” Pastor Anslow
motioned for Charlie and Susan to wait in the chapel while he
placed the call.

Feeling better about the situation for the moment,
Susan and Charlie took a long look around the chapel. There were a
dozen rows of pews with an aisleway down the center in line with
the main entrance. The pulpit was a small wooden lectern with
intricately carved ivy leaves that threaded their way up from the
floor and wound their way around both the front and back, as if it
had grown up to cover the entire base. The doorways were all
surrounded with similar carvings that gave the appearance of having
been there since the dawn of time. There was a door on each side of
the pulpit area, the one on the right, of course, led to the
parlor. Charlie was just starting to speculate as to what the other
led to when the parlor door opened.

“I'm sorry,” Pastor Anslow said as he entered the
chapel, “but you'll have to be patient a little longer.”

“What does that mean?” Charlie was a little
upset.

“It means that I cannot answer your questions.”

“Can not, or will not?” Susan asked, becoming more
upset than Charlie.

“I cannot answer your questions about why Charlie was
chosen, and I don't know the name of the Head of Service. I didn't
even know there was such a position,” Pastor Anslow replied. Susan
and Charlie started to object, and Pastor Anslow held up both hands
to stop them. “But, the Station director himself is on the way here
to meet with you.”

Charlie and Susan were both stunned by this. Charlie
ventured, “Is it normal for the Station director to meet with
prospective employees?”

“I don't think so.” Pastor Anslow answered, “Other
than management, of course, I don't remember hearing of it before.
Of course, I don't hear about everyone that gets interviewed, but I
can tell you that I have never met the Station director, and he's
not often seen wandering the station. I find it extraordinary that
he didn't just request for you to be brought to his office.”

Susan and Charlie looked at each other, all traces of
anger gone.

“You must be very special, Charlie,” Pastor Anslow
said, smiling.

“I don't know why,” Charlie said. “I'm a good tech,
but I don't know why I would rate this.”

“Well, I have to admit, I was more interested in
Susan than you, Charlie. What is it you do?”

Charlie felt a little embarrassed. “Most of what I've
done has been in control systems, but my employment record hasn't
been all that impressive.”

“And you can't think of anything that would make you
stand out to someone on the station?”

“He was an outstanding student in his last year at
Tech Academy,” Susan bragged a little for her husband.

“But that was a long time ago,” Charlie added. “And
it's not like I received any awards or anything.”

“But several of your teachers wrote you letters of
recommendation,” Susan argued.

“They do that for anyone that asks,” Charlie
countered. “It's not that big a deal.”

“And you can think of nothing else that distinguishes
you?” Pastor Anslow asked.

“No, nothing,” Charlie answered.

Susan shook her head.

“Well, I guess we'll just have to wait for the
director,” Pastor Anslow said. “While we're waiting, do you have
any questions I can answer?”

Susan and Charlie looked at each other. Charlie
shrugged his shoulders. Susan looked around the room and motioned
toward the door on the left side of the pulpit area. Charlie nodded
and turned to Pastor Anslow. “What does that door lead to?”

“Storage,” Pastor Anslow answered. “For our
denomination specific items. We only use them during our individual
services. Since we share the chapel, the rest of the time it's left
as you see it now, with no specific religious artifacts.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” Susan said. “And the life
support system too?”

They talked for a while about the logistics of
swapping a life support system out while waiting for the Station
director. The main door opened several minutes later and a short
man in a navy blue suitcoat entered. He looked around the entire
room and spotted the three of them sitting in the front pew,
closest to the parlor. Charlie leaned over to Pastor Anslow and
whispered, “Is that the director?”

Pastor Anslow shook his head. “Security.”

The little man made his way down the main aisle,
continuing to look around the room and went to the storage room
door. He scanned the storage room quickly and then headed toward
the parlor. He gave a quick look around the parlor and then turned
toward them. “It's just us,” Pastor Anslow said as the man
approached.

“Of course,” The little man said. Then he brought his
hand up to his face and with his wrist near his mouth and his
forefinger in his ear said simply, “Okay”.

Immediately the main door opened again and in walked
a large man in a striking royal blue uniform. He walked confidently
and quickly down the aisle. Following him was a rather attractive
young woman carrying a device that Charlie recognized as a
notetaker. Immediately behind her was another large man dressed in
identical clothing as the little man. This man closed the door and
remained there.

“Hello, I'm Director Sureenon and you must be the
Samplins.” The director extended his hand toward Charlie.

As Charlie shook his hand he said, “Yes, I'm Charlie
and this is my wife...”

“Susan,” The director finished, turning his attention
to her. “Your ident photo doesn't do you justice, my dear.” He
smiled and kissed Susan's hand.

The director then turned to Pastor Anslow. “And it is
a pleasure to finally meet you as well, Pastor Anslow.” Pastor
Anslow just nodded slowly while shaking the directors hand. “So I
understand that there is some concern over the S.E.A.'s
motivations,” he said, turning to Susan.

Susan was a little taken aback. She hadn't expected
him to be so direct. “Well, yes,” she said. “I'm wondering why you
sought out Charlie and why no one will tell us who the Head of
Service is, even though he apparently specifically asked for
Charlie.”

“Would it help if I said there was a good reason?”
The director asked.

Charlie and Susan both looked at Pastor Anslow, who
smiled.

“No!” They answered in unison.

Director Sureenon pursed his lips and looked up at
the ceiling. After a few seconds he looked at Susan, “Tell me what
you think of the station, so far.”

Susan looked at Charlie, then back to the director.
“I'm afraid I'm not much of a judge. I haven't really given it a
chance.”

Director Sureenon pursed his lips again, and then
turned to Charlie and repeated, “Tell me what you think of the
station, so far.”

“I'm impressed,” Charlie answered. “It appears that
the design is very well thought out, and I've seen no signs of wear
in anything we've seen so far. The operations seem to be efficient
without being overbearing. The facilities and equipment are first
rate. From what I've seen so far, if this were a company on the
surface, I would be begging to work here.”

Director Sureenon smiled at Charlie and nodded. He
turned to Susan. “After hearing what your husband just said, do you
have anything to say?”

“Well, I have to admit that what Charlie said is true
and I would be excited for him,” Susan explained, “but we're not on
the surface, so there's more to consider than just the job. And I
can't get past the fact that you're keeping things from us, and
that's casting a pall over this whole experience.”

The director had been looking directly into Susan's
eyes while she spoke, and he continued looking for a few seconds
after she finished. He then looked at Charlie briefly, turned back
to Susan and said, “Then you're both agreed that it's not the job
or the facility itself that is troubling you.”

“No,” Susan answered for both of them. “The job seems
like a wonderful opportunity.”

“But only if it were on the surface,” Director
Sureenon concluded.

“That's not exactly what we mean,” Charlie explained.
“Taking a job on the surface doesn't mean completely changing how
we live. We've moved several times, but this is different. We would
be totally dependant on the Corporation for everything, including
the very air we breathe.”

“How can we trust to put our very existence into the
hands of people that have chosen to keep secrets from us?” Susan
added.

The director pursed his lips and looked up at the
ceiling again. After a few seconds he looked at Charlie. “What was
the least favorite thing you remember about Tech Academy?”

Charlie stared. “What?” he finally asked.

“What was the worst part of Tech Academy for the
whole time you were there?”

Charlie looked at Susan, “Well, the first three years
I couldn't have Susan with me. That was the worst.”

“Yes,” Director Sureenon probed. “But what was the
worst for the whole time?”

“I guess I don't understand the question,” Charlie
said. “Aside from Susan not being there, I liked it. I didn't like
having to do the homework, but I like what doing it did for me.
There were some people I didn't like, a bunch of the students and a
couple of instructors, but it's not like they made my life
miserable or anything, I just avoided them when I could, and
tolerated them when I couldn't.”

The director nodded as Charlie spoke. “What were the
names of the instructors?”

“Professors Shrum and Feinheldt,” Charlie answered.
“But I only had Feinheldt the first two years.”

The director nodded his head, “And what didn't you
like about Professor Shrum?”

“I just didn't like him.” Charlie shrugged his
shoulders. “At the time, I thought he hated me. He had a knack for
ignoring me when I knew the answers and only calling on me when I
didn't. It just seemed like his goal was to embarrass me whenever
he could.”

“So he was a lousy teacher,” Director Sureenon
concluded.

“Oh no, I learned a lot in his class,” Charlie was
quick to correct him. “He offered some of the most challenging, and
therefore rewarding, material that we had to cover. I didn't like
him, but I wouldn't call him a bad teacher.”

Director Sureenon considered what Charlie said for a
few moments, and then asked, “And what was your favorite thing for
the whole time?”

“That's easy. Professor Stolt, my class advisor,”
Charlie answered.

“And why is that?”

“He was always there for me, no matter what
happened,” Charlie explained. “If I was having trouble with my
studies, he would help me find the answers. If I had a problem with
the other students, he was always in my corner. If I thought I was
being unfairly treated by an instructor, he was always there to
listen.”

“Did he intercede with other teachers on your
behalf?”

“No. He always told me that I had to work things out
with them on my own, but he always listened and tried to help me
understand both sides of the issue. Although one time, after a
particularly bad day in Professor Shrum's class, he told me,”
Charlie changed his voice to imitate his old professor, “’Someday
you will have to work for an ass. You might as well learn how to
deal with one now.’” Charlie laughed, “And he was right. I've
worked for many since then.”

Everybody laughed, even the small security man.

Director Sureenon said, while still laughing,
“Haven't we all.” Then he turned more serious. “Charlie, what if I
told you that you would be working for Professor Shrum?”

Charlie stopped smiling and stared at the director.
“I'm not sure.” He said slowly, “I'd have to think about that. Are
you saying that he's the Head of Service?”

“No, I'm not saying that, I'm asking what effect that
would have on your decision.”

“Well,” Charlie turned and looked at Susan. “I guess
it wouldn't keep me from taking the job,” he turned back to
Director Sureenon. “But if he treated me like he did at school, I
don't think I could work for him for very long. One of the things
that made it tolerable at school was knowing that it would end once
I graduated.”

“And if I told you you'd be working for Professor
Stolt?”

Without hesitation Charlie answered, “I'd jump at the
chance. It wouldn't even make much difference what the job
was.”

“Because he'd be easier on you?” The director
questioned.

“No, he always expected me to do the work,” Charlie
looked wounded. “I just know that whatever the job was, I'd be
treated fairly, and with respect. And he'd listen to my concerns
and ideas.”

“I see.” The director scratched his head. “And this
is more important than what the actual job is?”

“Well,” Charlie sensed a trap. “In the case of
Professor Stolt, I know that the work would be something I'd be
interested in doing. But if you take Professor Stolt out of the
equation, then it's equally as important as the job.”

“So you would expect that whomever you work for,”
Director Sureenon grabbed the forefinger of his left hand in his
right, “the work should be interesting, and,” he added the left
middle finger, “that you need to be treated fairly and with
respect, and,” he added the left ring finger, “that your concerns
and ideas are listened to.”

“That would make for my idea of the perfect job,”
said Charlie.

“And you haven't experienced this with your other
employers?”

Charlie shook his head. “Never the whole
package.”

Susan interrupted, “This is not answering the
question.”

“You're right, it's not,” Director Sureenon
acknowledged. “I would like to speak to Susan alone, if I may.”

Charlie looked at Susan. She nodded. “Okay,” he
said.

Director Sureenon escorted Susan into the parlor. The
small security man and the young lady attempted to join them, but
the director stopped them. The young lady returned to the pew and
the security man took up a post just outside the door.

“Excuse me,” Charlie addressed the security man.
“Maybe you can answer a question that I've been trying to get
answered all day?”

+++

Director Sureenon closed the door and motioned for
Susan to sit down. Susan sat and the director sat across from
her.

“Mrs. Samplin,” the director began. “May I call you
Susan?”

Susan nodded.

“Susan,” he began again, “it was determined that if
Charlie knew who the Head of Service was, that he would accept the
job without due consideration to the choice he was making.” Susan
started to object, but Director Sureenon held up his hand. “Wait,
please. He has just confirmed as much in the conversation we just
had.”

“So Professor Stolt is the Head of Service,” Susan
said.

“Technically, no. There currently is no Head of
Service.”

“But I don't unders... You want Professor Stolt as
Head of Service and he made Charlie a condition of employment?”

Director Sureenon nodded, “In a manner of
speaking.”

Susan was disappointed. “So you wouldn't be
interested in Charlie at all, if it weren't for your desire to hire
Professor Stolt.”

“Frankly, as you are well aware, his employment
record has not reflected the type of worker we normally pursue, no.
However, due to Dr. Stolt's insistence, we dug deeper than the
normal employment records and found that Charlie is an exceptional
technician. The technical expertise and intuition he shows in his
work is above the quality of some of our current employees, and
that's saying a lot. His past employers have not recognized
Charlie's potential. In short, Susan, we want Charlie for Charlie,
now.”

“Then even if Professor Stolt decided to turn you
down, the offer to Charlie would still be good?”

“I can't separate them,” the director said. “We have
met all of Dr. Stolt's conditions except this one, so we either get
both, or neither. But you see, the decision is in Charlie's hands.
And Dr. Stolt made it very clear that if Charlie was unwilling to
accept this position without knowing that he is involved, then the
whole deal is off. Can you see now why it was necessary to keep you
in the dark about our motivations?”

“Yes, I understand that part, but why did you have to
make it so blatant that you were keeping a secret?”

“A simple mistake,” Director Sureenon shook his head.
“Steve was also a former student of Dr. Stolt's, and he was excited
about the prospect of him coming to the station. When he initially
contacted Charlie he let it slip that Dr. Stolt had asked for him.
Not by name, of course, and not deliberately, but he knew
immediately that it was a mistake. Steve is a very honest and
straightforward guy, so he told Charlie the truth about not wanting
to influence his decision. We immediately contacted Dr. Stolt and
explained what happened, and he backed out. If it weren't for
Steve, that would have been the end of that, however the offer to
Charlie was still on the table. As I said, at that point we knew we
wanted Charlie for himself. And Steve convinced Dr. Stolt that the
damage done was not irreparable, that Charlie still didn't know
that Dr. Stolt was involved, and would be making the decision on
his own.”

“And he gave you another chance,” Susan said.

“Yes. He stressed how important it was to keep
Charlie from knowing, but he agreed that Charlie would be able to
accept not knowing while he made his decision. Unfortunately, we
hadn't counted on the effect it would have on you.”

Susan suddenly felt the weight of the world on her
shoulders. “So I have to keep this from him as well.”

“Unfortunately, Susan, it's not that simple anymore,”
the director said evenly. “You have convinced Charlie that he needs
to know before he can make a decision. Can you now convince him
that he doesn't?”

“But you've already kind of let it slip with your
questions out there,” she said, pointing at the door.

“I know, but it was necessary to determine Charlie's
state of mind, and that was the only way I could think of to
accomplish it.”

“But now, if I come out and say I'm okay with this,
he will assume it's because you told me that Professor Stolt is the
Head of Service, but if I lie to him... no, I won't lie to
him.”

“I don't want you to lie to him, but we have to
determine if Charlie, and you, want to live here and become part of
our community. And we have to do that without the influence of Dr.
Stolt.”

“Then you have to take Professor Stolt out of the
equation,” Susan said.

“Umm, what do you mean?”

“I mean you have to tell Professor Stolt that you
were not able to live up to his conditions and withdraw the offer.
We can then explain everything to Charlie and that he's not a
factor in the decision anymore.”

Director Sureenon sat back and looked at Susan, “You
don't think Charlie will feel responsible for taking away the
opportunity that we offered to Dr. Stolt?”

“The way you've explained it to me, you were the one
pursuing Professor Stolt, not the other way around,” Susan
explained. “It would seem to me that putting him in the Head of
Service position was more important to you than to him, and Charlie
will understand that.”

The director looked up at the ceiling and pursed his
lips. Susan added, “And there's nothing to keep you from pursuing
him again if Charlie takes the job.”

He jerked his head down to stare at her. Then a smile
crept onto his face. “You are a shrewd woman, Mrs. Samplin.”

“Perhaps,” Susan replied. “But it was your errors
that brought us to this point, and based on the way you've handled
things so far, I'm not sure Professor Stolt would be interested
anymore. In fact, I'm not sure that I want to become a member of
your community, and Charlie will not take the job without me.”

Director Sureenon's expression changed, becoming more
serious. “Is that a threat?”

“No, it's an honest assessment of the circumstances
and my feelings.” Susan was calm. “What we've seen of the station
and its operation, so far, has been outstanding. But rather than
allay the feelings of mistrust I've had, this conversation has
served to confirm them. I'm willing to believe that this is not how
you normally conduct business, but I will have to be convinced. And
so will Charlie.”

“So, what do you suggest?”

“Withdraw your offer to Professor Stolt and explain
everything to Charlie like we discussed, but do not mention
pursuing Professor Stolt again if Charlie takes the job. Then let
us continue the tour and interview process and make our decision
based on all of the information. Also, if Steve is going to
continue as our guide, I think he should be present during all of
this as well so he knows exactly what has transpired.”

The director thought about it for several seconds and
looked at his watch. Then he rose from his seat and opened the
door. “Call Steve and have him meet us in the main conference room
in ten minutes, and see if you can get Professor Stolt to join us
on a conference call,” he said to the young lady. Then he turned
back to Susan and offered his arm. “May I escort you, my dear?”

+++

“Charlie, my boy, it's good to see you.” Professor
Stolt's image was on the large view screen in the conference room.
“Can I assume you've accepted the job already?”

“No,” Director Sureenon interjected before Charlie
could say anything. “Unfortunately, Dr. Stolt, we were not able to
fulfill our part of the agreement. It was not possible for us to
allow Charlie to make a decision without divulging your identity.
Therefore, it is my sad duty to withdraw our offer to you.”

“I see,” Professor Stolt said without a hint of
disappointment. “And have you also withdrawn your offer to
Charlie?”

“No, we still consider Charlie to be a viable
candidate for employment, if he is willing.”

“Very well then, we part with no hard feelings.”

“But Professor, I've cost you your job.”

“Nonsense, Charlie,” Professor Stolt laughed. “I set
the conditions, and they weren't able to meet them. It is they that
have lost me. Now it's up to them to convince you to stay. Charlie,
consider carefully what they are offering you. Talk it over with
Susan and take your time. Sometime after you've decided, drop me a
line and we'll catch up. And Susan, it's good to see you, too.”

After they said their goodbyes to the professor,
Director Sureenon explained everything and as Susan predicted,
Charlie was guarded but accepted the explanation. They continued
the tour and visited one of the medical facilities, had dinner,
visited the park and went through the Upper mall, eventually
bringing them back to their apartment for the night.

“I'll come and get you at oh-nine hundred for
breakfast. We'll tour Central Com and the corporate offices. Then
after lunch you'll have your interviews.”

“Thank you Steve, and goodnight,” Susan said.

“Yeah, we'll see you tomorrow,” Charlie added.

Susan plopped down on the couch and took off her
shoes.

“Do you want some coffee?” Charlie asked, heading for
the kitchen.

“Is there any?” Susan asked turning to look at
Charlie.

“There's a coffeemaker so I assume they have some
around here somewhere.” Charlie opened the refrigerator. “Here we
go.”

“I would love some then,” Susan answered and put her
head back to relax.

After Charlie got the coffee going, he came back into
the living room and joined Susan on the couch. “So, what do you
think?” he asked.

“I think I'm tired. It's been a long day, Charlie,”
she said, deliberately avoiding the question.

“I know, but we need to talk about it,” Charlie
countered.

“I know, you tell me what you think first.”

“I think it's the best job offer I've ever had. It's
a shame about Professor Stolt, but even without him, it's a sweet
deal.”

“What about living on the station?” Susan asked.

“I don't think it will be hard for me,” Charlie
answered. “I spend most of my time indoors anyway and like you
said, it's not like we're shut into teeny-weeny little rooms. I'm
more interested in what you think.”

“I think I could get used to it,” Susan said.

“Really? You’re not just saying that for me, are
you?”

Susan smiled, “No, Charlie. I really do think I could
get used to it. The way they've designed that park, it really makes
you feel like you're outside and there seems to be plenty of things
to do around here. I would like to go back and see Pastor Anslow
again to talk about church activities, but it doesn't really
matter. I'm sure there's plenty to be involved with there.”

“And you don't have suspicions about the S.E.A.
anymore?”

“Well, I still think they screwed up, but there
really isn't anything else they could have done to rectify the
situation, so I guess I can forgive them for that. But I'm not sure
that I totally trust them yet.”

“I agree, but I think they're more trustworthy than
anyone else I've worked for,” Charlie said.

Susan nodded, “I can't argue that, but don't you
think we need to hold them to a higher standard?”

Charlie agreed quickly, “Oh sure. But I think they
meet a higher standard. They really seem to be just as interested
in our well-being as they are in the business.”

Susan thought about that for a few seconds. “I guess
that's true.”

“I can't believe they still wanted me without
Professor Stolt, though.”

“Charlie, they want you for you. I'm completely
convinced of that. It's true they wouldn't have looked at you if it
weren't for Professor Stolt, but once they found out how good you
really are...”

“I know. I just wanted to hear you say it,” Charlie
laughed.

“Oh, Charlie, I've always known how good you are.”
She moved over, slipped her arms around him and kissed him. Then
slid down to rest against his side with his arm around her
shoulder.

“So you're no longer holding the resentment you felt
earlier?” Charlie asked.

“No, I really do think they just made an error. I
might have done the same in their position. It is too bad that you
won't be working for Professor Stolt, though.”

“You know, I was thinking about that. If we accept
the job, maybe I can convince Director Sureenon to approach him
again. It sounds like my decision was the only sticking point, and
if I'm already an employee that wouldn't be an issue.”

“What a good idea. Why didn't I think of that?” Susan
smiled, knowing Charlie couldn't see her face.

“I'm a little confused on what's going to happen in
the interview. They already know everything about me, and with the
discussions we've had today, I'm not sure what else there is to
cover,” Charlie said.

“Well, I suppose they just want to see if there's
anything they might have missed. But they also need to discuss the
actual job you'll be doing. Remember, Steve said he didn't know
what it'd be when he took us to see Lou.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” Charlie smacked his
forehead with the palm of his hand. “I guess there's plenty to
discuss, although I can't imagine anything that would change my
mind.”

“So you've decided?” Susan asked.

“Well, unless you don't think I should,” Charlie
responded.

“I think it's safe to say, unless something major
happens tomorrow, that we'll be moving here soon.”


Chapter 6

 “It's amazing
how much stuff you can accumulate and cram into such a small
space,” Susan complained as they were watching the movers put the
last of their belongings on the truck.

“That's okay, there's twice as much room in the
apartment on the station,” Charlie replied.

Susan smiled a devilish grin. “I guess we're just
going to have to buy a whole bunch of new furniture to fill it
up.”

Charlie shook his head. “We've got some debts that
need to be paid off first.”

Susan laughed, “I'm just kidding. This stuff will
last us for a while.” She pointed to the back of the truck.

“Well, that's the last of it,” the moving man said.
“It should be waiting for you when you get to the station.”

“I don't understand why we have to take a public
transport to the station,” Susan complained to Charlie. “It would
just seem easier to go up with our stuff.”

“Sorry ma'am,” the moving man answered, “but there's
no room. The only section that's fit for people is the cockpit, and
there's only two seats, you know, for the pilot and co-pilot.”

“But surely our stuff is not going to fill an entire
transport,” Susan asked. “Wouldn't there be plenty of room?”

“Room maybe, but no cycled air and no A.G.” the man
said. “That's why there's warnings about not sending pets through
freight.”

“I didn't realize there was no artificial gravity on
them,” Charlie was surprised. “So all of the transport cases are
clamped in place?”

“Yep,” the man nodded. “We'll be leaving now.”

“Okay,” Charlie acknowledged, and then turned to
Susan. “We better get going, too. We don't want to miss our
transport.”

+++

As they entered the ground station and followed the
signs to the public transport, they noticed a commotion ahead of
them. There was a group of people holding signs and chanting
something that Charlie couldn't make out. Some of the signs had big
red X's painted over drawings of transports, or stations. Some said
such things as “Man Does Not Belong In Space!” or “Save Our Solar
System”. They were contained behind a cordoned off area that kept
them from physically interfering, but were hurling comments at
anyone that approached the gate.

“I can understand the sign about Man not belonging in
space,” Susan whispered to Charlie, “but what is it that they think
we need to save our solar system from?”

“I don't know,” Charlie whispered back. “I don't
understand why they're allowed to do this here.”

“That was in the news about a month ago,” Susan
explained. “They won a court case that decided that since this area
is open to the general public, not just ticket holders, that they
had the same rights as if it were a public sidewalk. So, as long as
they don't accost travelers, they're allowed to do it. I'd kind of
like to get one of their pamphlets to see what their complaint is,
but I'm a little scared.”

“I'll get you one,” Charlie walked over to the rope.
The whole crowd squeezed close to yell at him while he accepted a
pamphlet from a short woman carrying a stack of them. He considered
trying to tell them that they were defeating their own cause, but
decided against it and just returned with the pamphlet. He handed
it to Susan who glanced at the title “How We Are Destroying Our
Solar System”, and then slipped it into the flap of her travel bag,
deciding she would read it later.

They boarded the transport and found their seats near
the middle of the craft. “Quite a bit different from the last trip,
isn't it?” Charlie commented as they sat down. Charlie was on the
aisle and Susan the next seat in. The seat next to Susan had a
man's sport coat on it and in the last seat, next to the other
aisle, sat a woman who looked to be in her mid to upper forties.
“Maybe we should have asked Neal how much it costs to hire
him?”

“Oh, you just want to see Skeet again,” Susan
teased.

Charlie laughed, “I have to admit, I wouldn't mind
talking to her again. She has some really interesting ideas on user
interface designs.”

“Well, maybe we'll see them again sometime,” Susan
patted Charlie on the knee.

The woman down the row interrupted, “I'm sorry, I
didn't mean to eavesdrop, but did I hear you say you know Neal and
Skeet?”

“Yes.” Susan turned to her. “We met them when they
gave us a ride for our tour of SEAMS16. We really liked them. How
do you know them?”

“My husband used to work with Neal.”

“So you're residents on SEAMS16 too?” Charlie
asked.

“Oh, heavens no. I could never live in space,” She
shook her head. “That was before Neal went to the station.”

“Do you still keep in touch?” Susan asked.

“Not as much as we'd like. We used to see him
regularly when he worked on the station, but it's hard now, with
Neal always on the go. But that's why I just had to say something.
We haven't seen them since shortly after Neal's sister died. How
are they? How is little Skeet adjusting to living on that
transport?”

Susan smiled. “Well, 'little' Skeet is not so little
anymore but she seems quite happy. In fact, they both seem quite
happy.”

“Oh, I'm so glad to hear that. Honey, these people
rode with Neal recently.” Her husband had returned to take his
seat.

“Really, how is he doing?” he asked.

“I was just saying to your wife, that it seems like
they're both happy,” Susan replied.

“Oh that's good,” he said. “Shame about the girl's
parents. We weren't sure how Neal would handle having a young girl
thrust on him. He never had children of his own, you know.”

“No, we didn't. Neal told me he wasn't sure how it
would work out either, but in his words 'now he can't imagine life
without her'. By the way, I'm Susan and this is my husband Charlie
Samplin.”

“I'm sorry, I should have introduced myself earlier,”
the woman apologized. “I'm Doris and this is Larry. We're the
Fenwells.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Larry said. “Can I assume
you're going to SEAMS16?”

“Yes,” Charlie shook Larry's hand. “I just got
hired.”

“Oh, you'll love it there,” Larry said with
enthusiasm. “Neal always talked about how great it was to work
there, even when he was considering leaving. If it weren't for his
overwhelming desire to be his own boss, I'm sure he would have
stayed there forever. For years he tried to get me to join him
there.”

“And you didn't want to?” Charlie asked.

“Oh, I wanted to...” Larry turned to look at
Doris.

“I told you you could go,” Doris said
unapologetically.

“But that you wouldn't be coming with me,” Larry
complained. “Some choice.” Then looking back to Susan and Charlie
smiling, “It's okay, it's an old argument. I'm not unhappy with my
current position.”

“What is it that you do?” Charlie asked.

Doris answered quite proudly, “He's the regional
sales manager for Embellish Metals. The primary supplier for the
S.E.A.”

Larry looked down and shook his head. “I'm just a
glorified salesman. The way she tells it, you'd think I owned the
place or something.”

“Well, you are an important man in the company,”
Doris said with finality.

“Well it sounds like a very important position to
me,” Susan said. “Do you get to the station often?”

“Oh, no. I've only ever been there once, when I first
got the position. We do all our work over the coms.”

“I'm sorry, I guess I just assumed you were heading
there.”

“No, we'll be getting off at the moon base. I have a
meeting with the mining operations manager there. But then we're
off on vacation to the outpost.”

Charlie was surprised. “You vacation on the
outpost?”

“Oh, yeah,” Doris said. “They have a romantic getaway
package that is to die for.”

“I'm sorry,” Susan was confused. “I thought it was
just a government installation.”

“Oh, no,” Doris gushed. “It's much more than that.
They have hotels, casinos, racetracks, spas, carnivals... Tons of
stuff.”

“Wow, I had no idea.” Susan looked at Charlie. “We'll
have to look into that.”

Charlie nodded. “Sounds like a lot of fun. Have you
ever seen any aliens there?”

“Oh, yeah. There's folks from everywhere,” Larry
said. “We met a nice Leporid couple the last time we were there.
It's always interesting.”

“It sounds like it,” Susan said in a dreamy
voice.

+++

After the layover on the moon base, Charlie and Susan
were left alone in their row. In fact, almost half the passengers
had gotten off and the transport seemed almost empty.

“How long until we get there?” Susan asked.

“I think a little under two hours, but I'm not sure.
I'll ask the attendant when she comes by.”

“That's all right,” Susan said. “It's not really that
important, I've got my novel to read, and there's no way I can
finish it before we get there anyway.”

“And I've got all these station procedures to read
through,” Charlie agreed.

“You know, with all the excitement about getting the
job and moving, you never did tell me where they decided to place
you. Will you be working in controls?”

“Actually, I still don't know where I'll end up.
They're starting me out in a training program,” Charlie had a note
of amusement in his voice.

“I would have thought four years at tech academy and
six years experience would be all the training you'd need,” Susan
said.

“It's to familiarize me with the station systems,”
Charlie explained. “I'm going to start by doing LSS maintenance and
safety systems inspections. Then I'll do a stint in communications.
After that I spend some time working in Central Control. They're
even going to give me pilot's training.”

“Pilot's training? I thought you were just joking
about that.”

“Well, I was, kind of,” Charlie admitted. “But they
told me that Steve mentioned my interest in becoming a transport
pilot and they asked me if I wanted that included in my training. I
figured, why not? So I said yes.”

“How long does this training program last?” Susan
asked.

“I guess that depends on how quickly I pick it up,”
Charlie answered. “But probably not much more than a month or two,
maybe longer for the pilot cert, but I think that's kind of an
ongoing thing a couple hours a week.”

“And then?” Susan pressed.

“And then they'll evaluate my skills against the
station needs and place me where they think I'll do the most good,”
Charlie answered.

“You don't have a say in the matter?”

“Of course I do. I could hardly be doing 'the most
good' in a job I can't stand doing.”

“Hmm, I guess that makes sense.” Susan was not really
convinced.

“Look,” Charlie said, “let's not start looking for
problems that aren't there again. We've got three days to get
settled in before I start working. The hiring bonus should easily
carry us through to my first paycheck, so let's just relax and
enjoy the ride.”

“You’re right,” Susan adjusted her seat and her
attitude. “It'll be fun.”

+++

“Steve!” Charlie called out as they stepped off the
transport, “I was wondering if you'd meet us.”

“Of course,” Steve responded. “I wouldn't miss it.
And I've got a surprise for you.”

“A surprise?” Susan asked. “What kind of
surprise?”

“Well, if I told you, then it would hardly be a
surprise now would it?” Steve smiled. “You'll see when we get to
your apartment.”

“This isn't the kind of surprise where our stuff got
misdirected to the outpost and won't make it here for another week,
is it?” Charlie asked.

“No, nothing like that,” Steve laughed. “It's good. I
promise. All your stuff is there, waiting for you.”

“I thought you wouldn't be keeping secrets anymore,”
Susan said in a teasing voice.

“It's not a secret, it's a surprise,” Steve defended
himself. “And you'll see what it is as soon as we get to your
apartment.”

“Well, then, let's get going,” Charlie said.

As they got into the cart Susan's travel bag tipped
over and the contents fell out, some inside the cart and some
outside. Steve and Charlie both bent to help Susan pick up her
things. Steve picked up the protestor's pamphlet. A dark expression
came over his face as he held it.

“You don't believe in this stuff, do you?” Steve said
in an angry, accusatory tone, shaking the pamphlet in Susan's
face.

Susan and Charlie had never seen Steve angry before,
and were taken aback.

“It's just a pamphlet we picked up at the ground
station. I haven't even read it yet,” Susan explained. “I wanted to
find out what they're so upset about.”

“Well, don't bother,” Steve crumpled the pamphlet up.
“It's all a bunch of made up lies by a bunch of crackpots that just
want to put us out of business.” He was yelling by this point.
“They're sick, they're ruthless, and they don't care who they hurt
or what it costs.”

Charlie stepped between Steve and Susan so they were
standing so close their noses were almost touching. Charlie took
the pamphlet out of Steve's hand and handed it back to Susan
without breaking eye contact with Steve. With a strong and clear
voice he said, “Obviously you're upset about this group, but we
don't know anything about them, so whatever your problem is, don't
take it out on us.”


Chapter 7

 Steve stood
silently for a few seconds, glaring at Charlie, but then the fire
went out of his eyes and he looked away. “I'm sorry,” he said in a
meek voice slumping down to the floor against the side of the cart.
“Susan, I'm so sorry. I was... That was... Oh, God, I'm sorry.”

Charlie and Susan looked at each other. Charlie
shrugged his shoulders. They had never seen Steve like this, and
didn't know what to say. Susan had already put the pamphlet back in
her travel bag out of sight. She knelt down and put her hand on
Steve's knee. “Steve, we don't know why you got so upset, but you
must have a reason. Maybe if you explain why...”

Steve looked up and there were tears in his eyes.
“I... no... It's just that... I'm sorry. You didn't deserve that. I
know that you would never... It's just...”

Charlie put his hand on Steve's shoulder. “It's just
that you can't form complete sentences?” he said in a joking
manner.

Steve laughed through his tears and shook his head.
He took a deep breath, wiped his face and said, “Look, what I did
was unforgivable, and I'm truly sorry, but I just can't talk about
it. It still...hurts too much.”

Charlie and Susan helped Steve up and Susan said,
“Well, let's just go, then, and you can tell us about it another
time.” Then, trying to lighten the mood, she added, “You've got to
show us that surprise.”

+++

All of their stuff was waiting for them in the
apartment, just as Steve had promised. A big banner was stretched
from above the door on the left, across the outside of the lift, to
above the door to the kitchen. It read “Congratulations and Welcome
Charlie and Susan” with the official S.E.A. logo on each side. On
top of the largest stack of moving boxes was a very large basket.
Inside of it there was a large bottle of champagne and two glasses,
some small boxes of different kinds of crackers, several hunks of
various cheeses, and a little sign that read “Welcome” and had a
card attached. Susan went right over to it and pulled out the card.
She turned to Charlie. “All it says is 'Check your messages'”.

They went over to the main com panel where an
indicator was flashing that there were two messages waiting.
Charlie said “Play message one” and the display lit up. Station
Director Sureenon's smiling face came on the screen. “Welcome to
your new home...” it began.

Steve interrupted, “This is the canned welcome
speech. You can view that later, you want to see the other
message.”

Charlie said, “Stop” to the com.

“You listened to our messages?” Susan asked, a little
miffed.

Steve answered quickly, “Oh no, I just know who it's
from. Go ahead.”

Charlie said, “Play message two”.

Professor Stolt's face appeared on the screen,
“Congratulations, my boy. I'm happy to hear that you accepted the
job. I'll look forward to working with you. Yes, that's right. They
convinced me to come after all. I won't be coming immediately, as I
promised the Academy that I would remain until the end of the term,
but then we'll be working together. I can't tell you how much I'm
looking forward to it. Anyway, I know you've got some unpacking to
do, so I won't keep you from it. Enjoy the champagne and cheese,
and I'll see you in a couple months.”

“Surprise,” Steve said with a satisfied look on his
face.

“You're right, Steve,” Charlie beamed. “It definitely
is a good surprise. So they decided to follow my advice and try
again. It's going to be great.”

“As soon as I heard, I called him,” Steve explained.
“He used to be my professor too, you know. I told him how happy I
was that he was coming and he said he wanted to be the one to tell
you. Since he can't come for a while,” he turned to Susan, “and
we've learned our lesson about keeping things from you, we decided
this would be the best way.”

Susan nodded in agreement, “It was.” She turned to
Charlie. “This is happy news. I know how much he means to you,
Charlie.”

“I can't imagine life any better than this,” Charlie
said, grinning ear to ear.

Steve smiled, “Well, I know you're anxious to start
unpacking, and I have to get back to work. Everything's been moved
into the rooms you designated, but if you need help with anything,
just give me a call and I'll swing by.”

“Oh,” Susan pleaded. “Can't you stay and have a glass
of champagne with us?”

Charlie nodded in agreement. “Please?”

“I'd love to,” Steve declined. “But you've only got
two glasses, and besides, I'm on duty. I'll drink plenty at the
reception in your honor tonight.”

“Oh,” Susan said. “I had forgotten all about
that.”

“Is that formal?” Charlie asked. “'Cause I don't have
a tux.”

“Technically, no,” Steve explained. “It's supposed to
be a casual atmosphere to allow you to meet and get to know
everyone, but these kinds of events don't happen very often on the
station and the women feel it's a good excuse to dress up, so the
women will be wearing dresses and most of the men will be in suits,
although I don't think anyone will wear a tux.”

“Sounds perfectly reasonable to me,” Susan said,
matter-of-factly.

Charlie smiled, “Okay, I'll wear my good suit.
Assuming the moths haven't eaten it.”

+++

Six hours later, Charlie was in his suit, sitting on
the couch, waiting for Susan. They had managed to get most of the
furniture put together and arranged, but the only boxes they had
time to unpack contained some of their clothes. “Hurry up, Susan.
Steve will be here any minute.”

“I'll be down in a few minutes,” Susan called back.
“If Steve comes, just welcome him in and give him a drink. I won't
be long.”

Charlie was about to respond when the door chimed. He
went over and let Steve in. “Sorry, Susan's not ready yet.”

“No problem, my date's not ready yet either,” Steve
said. “We have to pick her up on the way.”

“Do you want some of that champagne now?”

“No, thanks. Actually,” Steve confided. “I don't
really like champagne.”

“Well, I'd offer you something else, but the only
other thing we have is water.”

“Don't worry about it. I can wait till we get to the
party.”

Charlie invited Steve to sit in an overstuffed chair
and he sat back on the couch.

“You said you were a student of Professor Stolt, so
you went to Tech Academy?” Charlie asked.

“For two years,” Steve answered. “But it just wasn't
for me. I like working with people a lot more than machines. So I
transferred to a state college and got a degree in business
management.”

“So what do you do when you're not being a 'Tour
Guide'?”

“I work in Employee Relations,” Steve explained.
“Most of my time is spent reviewing personnel requests. It's my job
to try to balance the department requests with the company's needs,
and find the most suitable candidates for any given position. And
if I do say so myself, I'm pretty good at it.”

“But that's not how it worked with me...”

“No, you were a specific request, which doesn't
happen very often, and if you'll forgive me, after my initial
investigation I actually didn't think you would be a good fit
here.”

Charlie started to protest, but Steve stopped him.
“But Professor Stolt was insistent that I probe deeper, and I'm
glad I did. What I found was that you weren't being challenged. The
people you worked for mistook your lack of enthusiasm as a sign of
disgruntlement, but the work you performed was always excellent and
I realized that you were bored. I don't think you will have that
problem here.”

“So you don't really have an opening for me.”

“We have several. In fact, we always have several
openings. The hard part with you is to figure out where to put you.
From what I've been able to gather, I think you could work almost
anywhere.”

“Is that why I have to go through this training
process?” Charlie asked.

“Oh, no. Everyone goes through that to one degree or
another,” Steve assured him.

“You mean Professor Stolt will have to go through it
too?”

“Well, probably not all that you will. But he will
have to do LSS maintenance and safety systems inspection. All
employees are required to be familiar with life support systems and
station design, in case there's an emergency. But...” Charlie had
clearly stopped paying attention to what Steve was saying. Steve
followed his gaze to see Susan coming around the lift.

Her hair had been teased out to frame her face and
fell to her bare shoulders. Her dress was made from a very deep,
almost black, shade of purple material. It had a collar that looked
like a diamond necklace. From a single point on the front of the
collar, it widened out to cover and frame her breasts. It continued
at an angle and wrapped around both sides to join together in the
small of her back. It was close fitting through the waist and
followed the contour of her hips ending with the front of the hem
cut just a few inches above the knee, and then sweeping down to her
ankles in the back, where it touched the straps of a pair of
matching high heels with open toes. She was carrying a short
matching jacket over her arm. Both men appeared to have lost their
ability to speak.

“Well, gentlemen,” Susan said, pleased with the
reaction. “Shall we go?”

Steve was the first to regain his voice. “Yes, of
course. But I must say, Susan, you look stunning.”

“Why, thank you, Steve,” Susan said and then turned
to Charlie. “And what do you think, Charlie?” She spun around
slowly to show off the dress from all angles.

“I knew there was a reason I married you,” Charlie
said softly. “You look gorgeous.”

Susan smiled, “Thank you. Now help me put my jacket
on so we can go.”

+++

“She should be ready to go,” Steve said as he pressed
the control beside the door. “She told me she was nearly ready when
I went to get you.”

The door opened to an attractive young woman in a
simple, and close fitting, little black dress.

“Diane, meet the Samplins, Charlie and Susan,” Steve
said. Then, turning to Charlie and Susan. “And this is Diane
Walker.”

“Actually, we've already met,” Diane said, “although
we were never introduced.”

“I recognize you,” Susan said. “You're Director
Sureenon's assistant.”

“Oh, yeah,” Charlie added. “I didn't recognize you.
You look different with your hair down.”

“And my skirt up?” Diane laughed. “Susan, you look
stunning. Where did you get that dress?”

“You know,” Charlie said, looking at Susan. “I was
wondering the same thing.”

“I made it.” Susan answered, “The collar is what's
left from my grandmother's wedding dress, but the rest is all my
own design. I've just been dying for a chance to wear it.”

“Wow, that's amazing work. I'll have to get you to
make one for me,” Diane said. “Would you like to come in for a
minute?”

Steve complained, “Diane, you said you'd be
ready.”

“I am,” Diane responded. “I'm just trying to be
polite. Let me grab my jacket and we can go.”

+++

The reception was held in a workshop that was almost
completely open. Walls had been erected around the LSS sections to
hide them from view, but balconies had been built on both sides of
the upper level. Across the wall between the two balconies was a
banner similar to the one that was in the apartment, but this one
said, “Welcome Charlie and Susan Samplin” in big gold letters. A
big buffet table was set up against the wall directly below the
banner and wrapped around the LSS section, two bars were stationed
near the end of the tables in the back, under the balconies. The
balconies and the areas below the balconies were filled with tables
and chairs. About a third of the main space was covered with a
raised wooden dance floor in front of a small stage where a combo
band was playing. The rest of the main space was littered with
small, but tall drink tables. The room was quite full of people and
the party seemed to be in full swing when they arrived, even though
it was just after seven.

“Wow,” Susan said. “Is everyone on the station
here?”

“Oh, heck no,” Steve answered, looking around. “I'd
say there's only about half of this shift here. But it's definitely
a lot of people.”

Charlie looked panic stricken. “We're not going to
have to make a speech or anything, are we?”

“No,” Steve explained. “At some point you're going to
be brought up on stage and introduced, but you don't have to say
anything unless you want to. Shall we start by getting something to
eat?”

“Excellent idea,” Charlie said. “I'm starving.”

They made their way to the buffet table, where there
was food of all kinds. It appeared that the front table was mostly
filled with hors d'oeuvres and desserts, with stacks of plates in
the corners. The side tables were filled identically with meats,
fruits, vegetables, salads, breads, and condiments. They filled
their plates, and unable to find a free table on the main floor,
went up to a balcony where there were several. They selected one
close to the rail so they could look out over the crowd while they
ate. Throughout the meal, Steve or Diane would point out people and
explain who they were. Sometimes adding little personal information
about them, sometimes just what department they worked in. Watching
over the rail, they failed to notice when a man in a tie and
sweater, and a short, slightly plump woman came up behind them.

“Are these seats taken?” Lou asked, startling them
all.

“Lou!” Charlie smiled. “I'm so glad you came.”

Lou shook Charlie's hand, “This is my wife Brenda.
Brenda, this is Charlie and Susan. And of course you know Steve and
Diane.”

Brenda took Susan's hand. “I'm so happy to meet you.
When Lou came home and talked about how you were giving Steve a
hard time, I just knew I wanted to meet you.” She winked at
Steve.

Lou looked a little embarrassed, and Susan didn't
know how to react to that. “Well, I didn't really mean to be hard
on Steve. But...”

“Oh, don't worry,” Brenda interrupted. “Steve just
knows so much that it's fun to watch him squirm a little when he
doesn't have all the answers.”

Lou leaned over to Brenda and in a whisper loud
enough for everyone to hear said, “He's sitting right there.”

“Oh, it's okay,” Brenda retorted. “Steve knows I love
him. Don't you, Steve?”

Steve nodded his head and laughed, and everyone
joined him.

Steve stood up. “I'm going for more drinks, anybody
want anything?”

Lou and Charlie stood up as well and Lou said,
“Ladies, if you will excuse us. We men will endeavor to acquire
liquid libations for all of us.”

The girls gigged and gave their permission.

As the men disappeared from view, Susan's face grew
serious. “While they're gone, maybe you can fill me in on something
that happened earlier today.”

Diane said, “The pamphlet.”

“He told you,” Susan nodded. “Why did he react so
violently?”

“He blames them for killing his sister,” Diane
said.

“They did kill his sister.” Brenda was emphatic.

“It was just one guy that happens...”

Susan interrupted, “I don't want to get into a
political debate, I just want to know what happened.”

“His sister Emily was on a transport that exploded on
its way to the outpost. It was discovered that a bomb was detonated
from one of the passenger seats. According to the official report,
the passenger that was assigned to that seat was an active member
in KOSSP.”

“I'm sorry, kosp?” Susan asked.

“Keep Our Solar System Pure, K-O-S-S-P. I'm sorry, I
thought you read the pamphlet,” Diane answered.

“Not yet, we've been too busy unpacking,” Susan
explained. “I don't remember hearing anything about that. Did this
happen recently?”

“About a year ago,” Brenda explained. “ But much of
the story was quashed so that it wouldn't affect travel. But
there's rumors of several similar acts and attempts.”

“But they're unconfirmed and KOSSP denied
responsibility, saying that the individual acted alone,” Diane
said.

“And you believe them?” Brenda turned on Diane.

“I never said that, I'm just trying to give Susan all
the facts,” Diane retorted. “I don't have any more love for KOSSP
than you do, but Steve has to get past this, and that won't happen
as long as the mere mention of KOSSP sets him off.”

“Look,” Susan interrupted, “I'm sorry I brought it
up. Obviously you both care for Steve in different ways, but I
think we better change the subject before the boys come back, or
we're likely to set Steve off again. And I definitely don't want to
do that here. But we'll have to talk about this further another
time.”

Diane and Brenda looked at each other, “You're
right,” they said in unison. Then, to change the subject, Diane
said to Brenda, “Did you know Susan made her dress herself?” They
were deep in conversation about fashion design when the boys came
back with the drinks.

They had just sat down when a hush came over the
entire hall. Even the band stopped playing. Everyone was looking
over toward the main entrance. Director Sureenon had just entered
the room dressed in what looked like a dress military suit. On his
arm was a large woman dressed in what can only be described as
attire fit for royalty. The director motioned for the band to play
and people began to return to their conversations, although the
topic shifted.

“I can't believe he's here,” Brenda exclaimed.

Susan and Charlie were confused. “Doesn't he always
come to these kinds of parties?” Susan asked.

“Almost never,” Lou answered.

“Why didn't you tell us he was coming?” Steve said to
Diane.

“I didn't know,” Diane whispered, the shock still on
her face.

“But you're his personal assistant. How could you not
know?” Steve pressed.

This seemed to wake Diane up. “Because he didn't tell
me,” she said, harshly. “He doesn't tell me everything, you
know.”

Steve retreated fast, “No, of course he doesn't. I'm
sorry.”

“You must be really special, Charlie,” Lou said.

“How do you know he's not here to see Susan?” Brenda
chided.

“Okay, so they're both special,” Lou responded and
then turned to Charlie and Susan. “What I want to know is,
why?”

Susan and Charlie turned to each other. They both
shrugged their shoulders. “I have no idea,” Charlie said.

“I think I know,” Diane said. “I don't know what you
said in the parlor the other day, but I think you made quite an
impression on him, Susan.”

Brenda poked Lou in the ribs.

“I don't know why. I just told him about what I
thought of the situation,” Susan stated.

“Well, apparently that was enough, 'cause here he
comes now,” Steve pointed over toward the lift.

“Susan and Charlie Samplin,” Director Sureenon spoke
out when he reached the table. “May I introduce my wife
Penelope?”

Everyone rose from the table as Susan shook
Penelope's hand.

“Oh, please,” Penelope looked around. “All of you,
please, sit down. This is a party. There's no reason to be so
formal. May we join you?”

Steve jumped over and grabbed a couple chairs from
the nearest table, “By all means, director,” he said. “Can I get
you something to drink?”

“No, thank you, Steve. Sit down and relax. We're
fine,” Director Sureenon assured him.

“So dears, how was your trip?” Penelope asked.

“Quite pleasant, Mrs. Sureenon,” Susan answered. “We
met a delightful couple on the transport named Fenwell.”

“Larry and Doris?” Director Sureenon asked.

“Yes,” Charlie said. “So you know them, then?”

“Of course,” Director Sureenon replied. “He's our
contact for Embellish Metals. Funny you should run into him. It's
almost time to renew their contract.”

“Well,” Susan explained, “they got off at the moon
base, but Doris said they were on their way to the outpost for a
vacation.”

“Really,” Penelope said. “Horace, you must ask him
about it when you talk to him. It will drive him crazy wondering
how you knew.”

“I'll be sure to do that,” Director Sureenon replied
then turned to Charlie. “I understand that you received a message
when you arrived?”

“From Professor Stolt, yes,” Charlie answered. “I'm
glad you took my advice and tried again after I accepted.”

The director looked over at Susan, who shook her head
slightly. “Why yes, Charlie, thank you. We're looking forward to
having him join us.”

“Not as much as I'm looking forward to working for
him,” Charlie smiled.

Director Sureenon laughed, “Perhaps. Perhaps. Did you
get moved in okay?”

“We've got tons of boxes that need to be unpacked,
but yes, it looks like everything made it okay.”

“Good, good. Well, enjoy your party. And Susan, will
you save a dance for me later?”

“Um, certainly,” Susan answered, a little
startled.

“And you, Charlie, must save a dance for me,”
Penelope commanded.

“Of course,” Charlie replied.

“Speaking of which,” Brenda grabbed Lou's hand. “It's
time we got down there.”

Lou surrendered to his wife and, getting up, said,
“If you will excuse us.”

The four of them headed for the lift, “Wow, a
personal visit from the Station director. You two are going to be
the talk of the station for months,” Steve said as soon as they
were out of earshot.

“Oh great, just what we need. Celebrity status. No
pressure there,” Charlie complained.

“I'll keep you posted on what the rumor mill comes up
with,” Diane offered.

“I wouldn't worry about it too much,” Steve said.
“Rumors fly, but nobody means any harm by them. But it is an
unusual event to have the director come to a welcome party--or any
party, for that matter. In fact, I don't think I've ever even seen
him in a restaurant.”

“That's because, as a rule, he doesn't go to them,”
Diane said. “He takes his meals in his office or in his quarters.
The only time he goes out to eat is on his wife's birthday and
their anniversary.”

“Then why is he here?” Charlie asked.

“Well, like I said,” she replied, “I think he's
singularly impressed with Susan.”

“What in the world did you say to him?” Charlie asked
Susan.

“I really don't know,” Susan said. “I can't think of
anything that was all that significant.”

At that moment a voice came from the speakers.
“Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please.” The room
quieted, “Thank you. Charlie and Susan Samplin, could you come to
the stage, please?”

“Well, I guess we better go,” Charlie said. They got
up and headed for the lift. As they made their way toward the
stage, they became aware of people pointing and watching them. As
they passed Lou and Brenda, Lou patted Charlie on the back.

Waiting on the stage with the microphone was the
bandleader. “Ladies and gentlemen, as you know, we welcome a new
member of the family today. Please welcome Charlie and Susan
Samplin.” He paused for the applause. “Charlie is the newest
employee of the Station, but I understand that as of right now,” he
looked over at Director Sureenon, “we don't know what department he
will be working in.” There was some murmuring in the crowd. “But
wherever he ends up, I know he will be welcomed with open arms.”
More applause. “Would you like to say something, Charlie?” He held
the microphone up to Charlie.

“Umm, I don't have anything prepared, so I guess
just, ‘Thank you’. I'm looking forward to getting to know you and
working with you.” Thunderous applause.

“And Susan, would you like to say something?”

“Just, ‘Thank you,’ and have fun, everybody.” More
applause. Charlie and Susan moved toward the stairs at the side of
the stage.

As the applause died down, the bandleader said, “You
heard the lady. Let's get this party rolling.” Then he turned to
the band, “One, two, three...” And the band started playing
again.

As they reached the bottom of the stairs, they
noticed someone sitting alone at a table away from the rest of the
crowd. He waved for them to come to him.

“Is that Enro?” Charlie whispered to Susan.

“It is,” Susan said. “We’d better go say 'hi'.”

As they grew close, Enro rose. “I just wanted to
welcome you to the station,” Enro said when they reached him. It
sounded a little forced.

“Thank you,” Susan said. “The information you
provided was helpful in making our decision.”

Enro's face turned red. “Umm, glad I could help.” He
turned to Charlie, “Do you think you'll be working as a transport
technician?”

“I really don't know, but I don't have any experience
with transports,” Charlie answered truthfully.

“Not important if you have the aptitude,” Enro said
gruffly. “Are you a decent technician?”

“So I've been told,” Charlie replied.

“None of that false modesty crap,” Enro barked. “Are
you or aren't you?”

“Yes, I'm a good technician, and a decent engineer
when I get the chance,” Charlie said.

“Then I'll see you get a chance to work transport
repair as part of your training program,” Enro said.

“Umm, thank you.” Charlie replied, “I'll look forward
to it.”

“Good. Well, uh, enjoy your party.” He sat back
down.

“Thank you,” Susan said, gently pushing Charlie
toward the dance floor. “And thank you for coming. It was good to
see you again.” But Enro no longer seemed to be paying
attention.

Once out of earshot, Susan said somewhat
sarcastically, “Well, that was pleasant.”

Charlie laughed, “That's probably as pleasant as he
gets. I'm surprised he came at all.”

“Well, Steve did say he thought he liked us,” Susan
laughed back.

Lou and Brenda were making their way toward them with
a tall woman in tow. “Charlie,” Lou said when they got close enough
to be heard, “I want you to meet Angela Broadman. She's the
division head for controls. Angela, this is Charlie Samplin and his
wife, Susan.”

“Of course. I'm very glad to meet you Charlie,”
Angela said. “And you too, Susan.”

“Likewise, I'm sure,” Susan said.

Angela smiled a slightly patronizing smile at Susan
then turned back to Charlie. “Lou tells me you have extensive
experience in controls?”

“That's true. Most of my professional life has been
working in controls, but I'm not familiar with transport controls.
Everything I've worked on has been ground based.”

“The difference is minimal and not worth worrying
about. The sad part is that we don't have an opening right now. But
I understand you are going through the full training process, so
maybe by the time you're done, something will have opened up.”

“Well, we can always hope,” Charlie said,
smiling.

Steve had come up behind him as he was speaking, “I'm
sorry to interrupt, Angela, but Charlie, there's someone back here
who wants to see you and they're on a very limited schedule.”

Of, course,” Angela said. “It was a pleasure to meet
you and I'm sure we'll get a chance to talk again.”

“It was nice to meet you too,” Charlie replied as
they shook hands. Then Angela turned and walked away without
another glance at Susan.

“Don't worry about her,” Brenda said. “She treats me
the same way. Like I don't exist. I think she has a problem with
the women that live here that don't work for the station.”

Susan nodded, “It's not the first time I've been
snubbed by one of Charlie's bosses.” She turned to Steve. “Who is
it that wants to see us?”

“C'mon, I'll show you,” Steve took her hand and led
her through the crowd with Charlie in tow.

“Neal!” Susan called, as soon as she saw him. “What
are you doing here? I thought this was only for employees?”

“Technically it is, but as a subcontractor I get some
special privileges while I'm here,” Neal laughed.

Steve explained, “He's only allowed to dock to
deliver a fare or if he needs repairs. And he's only allowed to
leave the bay while he's getting repairs, but then he has pretty
free range.” Then he turned to Neal. “Isn't it amazing how you
always need repairs when we're having a welcome party?”

“An amazing coincidence, to be sure,” Neal
smiled.

“What about Skeet?” Charlie asked. “Is she here with
you?”

Susan poked Charlie.

“She's over there with a couple of her friends,” Neal
said, pointing to a table where Skeet and two other girls and a boy
were seated. “They don't get to see each other in person very
often, so when she found out about the party she called her friends
to meet her. I hope you don't mind.”

“I'm glad it worked out,” Susan said, looking over at
her. “It must be hard on her to not see her friends often.”

One of the other girls noticed Neal pointing and
nudged Skeet. She turned around, waved, and then turned back to her
friends.

“Probably,” Neal said. “But she never complains.”

“How long are you able to stay?” Charlie asked.

“That's why I asked Steve to find you,” Neal frowned.
“I just got notified that my repairs are done, so we have to leave
in just a few minutes, and I wanted to be sure to say hi, and
congratulations.”

“Oh, that's a shame.” Susan said, “I was hoping we'd
get a chance to talk.”

“I wish we could stay longer too. I should have known
better than to go to Enro's bay, too damn efficient. But we can
talk any time,” Neal said. “Now that you're residents, I'll just
send you my comlid so you can call me anytime.”

“I'm sorry,” Susan was confused. “Comlid?”

“Communications Link ID, comlid for short,” Neal
explained. “Surely you had a link ID on the surface?”

“Oh, sure,” Susan nodded. “I've just never heard it
called that before. We just always called it a 'link ID'. And
speaking of Enro, he's one of the things I wanted to talk
about.”

“He's quite a character, isn't he?” Neal laughed.

“Yeah.” Charlie said, “He was here. We just spoke to
him.”

Neal and Steve both stared at Charlie. Steve was the
first to speak. “Enro was here?”

Charlie and Susan both nodded.

“Wow. Two firsts in one party,” Steve said.

“Two?” Neal asked.

“First Director Sureenon and now Enro,” Steve
explained.

“Oh,” Neal seemed less surprised by the addition of
the director's name.

“So what did Enro have to say?” He asked Charlie.

“He told me he would make sure that I got some
transport duty as part of my training.”

Steve and Neal were staring again.

“What?” Charlie asked. “It's true.” He looked to
Susan for support.

“Honest. That's what he said,” Susan confirmed.

Steve looked at Neal. “It's official. The end of the
universe is here.”

Neal nodded. Then they both laughed.

“Charlie,” Neal said. “I liked you right off, but
there must be something about you that's even more special than we
know. To my knowledge, Enro has never asked for anyone to work in
his bay, ever.”

“Me, too,” Steve added. “He of course puts in labor
demands, but he's never asked for anyone specifically, much less
someone who isn't even a transport tech. This is
unprecedented.”

Charlie and Susan looked at each other again.

“Well, I knew he was special,” Skeet announced,
having heard the last part of the conversation as she and her
friends approached.

“Hello, Skeet,” Charlie smiled.

“Hi, Skeet,” Susan smiled too.

“Hi,” Skeet replied. “These are my friends, Shari,
Jenny, and Karl.”

“Hi,” Charlie nodded toward them.

“How do you do?” Susan said. “I'm Susan and this is
Charlie.”

“This is your party,” Shari said. “Everybody knows
who you are.” Her friends giggled.

“How do you guys know each other?” Susan asked.

Jenny answered, “We live here.” Pointing to Shari and
Karl, “And we have school with Skeet.”

Susan looked confused. “But I thought you hardly ever
got to the station,” she said to Skeet.

Now it was the kids' turn to look confused. “We
don't,” Skeet answered.

“They have school over the com,” Steve explained.
“There aren't enough children on board to hold a real school here,
so the outpost offers classes over the com to the station and
anyone that doesn't have a home port with their own school.

“Like me,” Skeet said.

“Do you get to interact with each other during
class?”

“Oh, sure,” Skeet said. Her friends nodded their
heads. “I can have as many kids on my screen as I can fit, but I
usually just have them,” pointing at her friends. “And the
teacher.”

“And William,” Jenny teased.

Skeet turned beet red. “Jennnnnyyyyy,” she
hissed.

“Then this William is a very lucky guy,” Charlie said
and winked at Skeet. Skeet smiled.

“Skeet, I've received word that the repairs are
complete,” Neal said. “We have to go.”

“Hmm. That didn't take as long as I thought it
would,” Skeet said. “We have to stop going to Enro's bay.”

“Tell me about it,” Neal said. “Well, folks, I guess
we have to say goodbye. But keep in touch.”

“Oh, wait.” Susan said, “I forgot to tell you, we ran
into some old friends of yours. Larry and Doris Fenwell.”

“Really?” Neal was surprised. “Where in the world did
you run into them?”

“Public Transport, on the way to the moon base,
coming here,” Charlie answered.

“But they were on their way to the outpost for
vacation,” Susan added.

“Thanks. I haven't seen them for years.” Neal mused,
“Maybe we'll need to make an unscheduled stop at the outpost.”

“Really?” Skeet perked up. “The outpost?”

“Maybe we'll run into that young man of yours,” Neal
said, which made Skeet's friends giggle. And then to the others he
said, “So we have to go. Enjoy your party. And please, keep in
touch.”

“Bye, Susan,” Skeet said. “Bye, Charlie.”

“It was great to see you again,” Charlie said.

“Come again when you can stay longer,” Susan
added.

And with that, Neal, Skeet and her friends left.

Susan turned to Steve. “Do you have someone else that
we need to meet right now?”

“Umm, no, not right now. But, there are several more
people you should meet tonight.”

“Good. We'll meet them later.” Susan turned to
Charlie. “Charlie, I want to dance.”

“With me?” Charlie asked, teasing.

Susan grabbed his hand and led him to the dance
floor.

Diane came up to Steve as he was watching them go.
“You're not going to believe this,” she said. “I just saw Enro
leaving.”

“I know,” Steve replied. “Charlie said he told him
that he would make sure he did a stint in his transport bay as part
of his training.”

Diane stared at him for a moment, then looked over
and watched them dancing. “What is it about them?”

“I don't know,” Steve answered softly, also watching
them.


Chapter 8

 “Susan, I'd
like you to come work for me,” Director Sureenon said as she
returned from a twirl.

“Work for you?” Susan froze.

“Yes.” He gently forced her to resume dancing. “I
need someone in the office that isn't afraid of me.”

“And you think I'm not afraid?” she asked.

“Well, I think that even if you are afraid of me, you
are still willing to tell me what you think, and not what you think
I want to hear.”

“You know, people say that,” Susan replied. “But in
my experience, they don't really mean it.”

“Really. And what experience is that?”

“After asking me to come work for you because I'm
honest, are you now questioning my honesty?”

The director smiled. “Not your honesty, your
experience.”

“I have served on three separate committees at three
different churches and had three different chairpersons tell me
that, and they all couldn't deal with what I thought. Two of them
suggested that I might be happier in a different committee, and the
third suggested a different church altogether.”

“And I heard such glowing reports from Pastor
Anslow.”

“And he got them from Pastor Samuels. I know. I am
perfectly capable of holding my tongue, but when I am asked for my
opinion, I give it. At our last church, there was never an occasion
where my solicited opinion differed with that of the chairwoman. Of
course, the beauty of volunteer work is you can back out at any
time and not have to explain your reasons.”

“I see,” Director Sureenon looked amused. “So you
equate me with a church committee chairperson?”

“No... well, yes, in a way.” Susan explained, “People
in authority usually get that way by making a series of correct
decisions. This tends to breed a kind of arrogance.”

“So I'm arrogant?”

“I don't know you well enough to make that judgment,”
Susan smiled. “You have to believe that the decisions you make are
the correct ones and that you can handle anything that you're
presented with. If you didn't believe that, you couldn't do your
job and if you hadn't done that, you wouldn't be the station
director.”

“Yes, but isn't that just confidence?”

“Yes, if it stops there, but what I've seen far too
often is the next step, where the person believes they are the only
one capable of making those decisions.”

“But I'm the only one that can make certain decisions
in regards to this station.”

“Yes, but only because you've been tasked with making
them, not because you're the only one capable of making them.”

“I see your point,” the director nodded.

“Do you still believe you want me working for
you?”

“More than ever.”

“What would I be doing?” Susan asked.

“Frankly, I'm not sure. I want you as an advisor, but
that, by itself, is hardly full time work. The problem is that when
I would need you, it would be at a moment's notice, which is why I
want you working in the office. But there's not really anything
there that isn't already being done.”

“Have you discussed this with anyone else?” Susan
asked.

“Just my wife.”

“And what did she say?”

“It was her suggestion to come here tonight and
discuss it with you in this fashion.”

“And you wouldn't be here if it weren't for that
suggestion?”

“No. We don't normally attend these types of
functions.”

“Why not? If you don't mind my asking.”

“Officially, it's because I don't want to put a
damper on the party by making people nervous.”

“And unofficially?” Susan pressed.

“I will answer on the condition that it be kept in
the strictest confidence.”

“You can trust me.”

He whispered in her ear, “I suffer from a form of
agoraphobia. I have an unusual fear of crowds.”

“You?” Susan was surprised.

“Yes, me. It's not something I'm proud of, and I'm
not sure of the effect it would have if it were widely known. So I
keep it to myself and try my best to avoid situations where I have
to be in the middle of a crowd.”

“Like right now,” Susan pointed out.

“Um, yes. It is taking all of my will power to resist
running out of the room right now.”

“Well, clearly this is important to you, but I don't
know if I'm ready to accept.”

“I wasn't expecting or asking for a decision now. I
wanted to broach the subject so you would think about it, and I
wanted to let you know I'm interested, before someone else snatches
you up.”

“What makes you think I'm interested in going to work
for anyone?” Susan asked.

“Nothing, it's just a hope,” The director smiled as
the song ended.

“Well, you've definitely given me something to think
about.”

“Then you will at least consider my offer?” Director
Sureenon asked.

“Of course,” Susan replied.

“Then I will thank you for the dance, madam.” The
director bowed.

“Thank you, sir,” Susan curtsied back.

Charlie and Mrs. Sureenon rejoined them.

“Director Sureenon,” Charlie said. “Your wife is an
excellent dancer.”

“As is yours,” the director returned the compliment.
“Now if you will excuse us, we must retire for the evening.”

“Of course,” Charlie acceded

“Thank you for coming,” Susan added.

“It was a pleasure to meet you both,” Mrs. Sureenon
said. “And again, welcome to the station.”

After they were gone, Charlie and Susan headed back
to the dance floor.

“So what did you and Mrs. Sureenon talk about?” Susan
asked.

“Mostly small talk. You know, 'How long have you been
married?' and 'Where did you grow up?', that kind of thing. For a
large woman she's remarkably light on her feet. What about you and
the director?”

“I don't want to discuss it here, but he wants me to
come work for him,” Susan whispered into his ear.

Charlie pushed back and looked into her face.

“We'll talk about it later, but I need to let it sink
in a little. And I don't think we should talk about it in such a
public place,” Susan told him.

“Okay, but... wow,” Charlie said.

“And don't tell anyone,” Susan said.

“Don't tell anyone what?” Steve asked. He and Diane
had come up from behind Charlie.

“Nothing,” Susan answered. “Just husband and wife
stuff.”

Steve looked at her, then shrugged his shoulders.
“Charlie, can I borrow your wife for a dance?”

“Only if I get to dance with Diane,” Charlie smiled
and offered Diane his arm.

“So, what did you think of Mrs. Sureenon?” Diane
asked.

“She seems like a nice person,” Charlie answered.
“She looks a little intimidating, but once we started talking, she
was really fun.”

“Hmm. I've been Director Sureenon's personal
assistant for a little over two years and I don't think I've ever
had a conversation beyond a polite greeting.”

“Well, she seemed very nice to me.”

“Oh, don't misunderstand. I didn't mean to imply that
she isn't. I'm just a little jealous. You haven't even been on the
station for a whole day and you danced with her, while I've been
here for two years, working closely with her husband, and I hardly
ever see her.”

“Well, surely she has friends on the station and gets
involved in some activities.”

“Not that I'm aware of. She occasionally goes
shopping at the malls, and she sometimes comes by the office to
have lunch with the director. But other than that, I don't think
she ever leaves their apartment,” Diane explained. Then added,
“Except to watch Zeegee.”

“Zeegee?” Charlie asked. “What's that?”

“Steve hasn't told you about Zeegee?” Diane stopped
dancing and stared.

“No, I take it that it's some kind of game?”

“Oh my gosh. It is the game, at least to hear Steve
talk about it. I can't believe he didn't tell you all about it on
your tour.”

“Well, I've never been one to follow sports. Maybe he
knew that and didn't think I'd be interested.”

Diane laughed, “That's never stopped him before.”

“So tell me about it,” Charlie prodded.

“Well, I don't understand all the rules and
everything, but it's a game like most sports. There's a ball and
goals at either end of the playing field and teams of nine players
on each side.”

“So the object is to get the ball to your opponents’
goal. Sounds pretty straight forward.”

“Yes, but it's played in zero gravity.”

“Oh, that would make it interesting. How do they move
about?”

“Well that's where the skill comes in. There's a
series of poles mounted from the floor to the ceiling across the
field that they can use to push off from, but they're far enough
apart so that you can't reach from one to the other.”

“So what happens if you get stuck out of reach?”

“Well, that's a common ploy,” Diane explained. “To
stop an opponent's momentum where they can't reach a pole to push
off from. The players try to kind of swim to the nearest pole, but
it takes forever. They usually end up getting rescued by a
teammate.”

“Rescued how?” Charlie asked.

“Usually a player will get a good push off the
nearest pole and hope that he has enough momentum to carry them
both to another pole, but sometimes when he bumps into the other
player he stops, so even if the other player is back in the game,
he's stuck until he gets rescued.”

“I think I'd like to see that.”

“I'm sure you will. Almost everyone goes. There are
four official games a week, one for each shift, but there's almost
always a group of people playing. You can ask Steve to take you
tomorrow.”

“No, I think I'd better help Susan unpack tomorrow,”
Charlie shook his head.

“Hmm, probably a good idea,” Diane smiled.

“So are these professional players?”

“No, they're all amateurs. The teams are made up of
employees and residents. There has been talk on and off about
attempting to form a league with the other stations, but it never
seems to go anywhere.” Diane paused for a moment. “I can't believe
I'm talking about this.”

“You don't like the game?” Charlie asked.

“On no, it's not that. It's just that I hardly ever
get the chance to actually have a chat about it. Steve usually
dominates the conversation.”

“How long have you two been dating?”

“Almost since I got here. He asked me out two weeks
after I was hired by the director.”

“Was he your tour guide too, then?” Charlie
grinned.

“No. Well, I guess he was, but not until later. I
didn't have a pre-employment tour like you and he wasn't even aware
that I'd been hired until after I was moved in.”

“I thought he was responsible for finding new
employees?”

“He is, but technically I'm not a station employee. I
work directly for Director Sureenon. I spent my first week on the
station just trying to find my way around. I knew how to get from
my apartment to the office and back, but if it weren't for Jan, in
the office, I don't think I ever would have found the grocery
store.”

“So Steve saw you wandering lost in the station and
came to your rescue,” Charlie said dramatically.

“Hardly.” Diane laughed, “He thought it quite amusing
that the director hadn't thought to arrange a full tour, and teased
me about it until I agreed to go out with him.”

“That seems kind of mean,” Charlie said.

“Yeah, it sounds that way, but it didn't really seem
like it at the time. We were just flirting. So how did you and
Susan meet?”

“She moved into the neighborhood when I was in the
sixth grade. We started walking to and from school together and
then started studying together and the next thing I knew, we were
dating. I'm not even sure when we went from friends to, umm, more
than friends.”

“That's sweet. So you've never really dated anyone
else?”

“Oh sure, I dated a whole bunch of girls in high
school, but it never seemed to last very long. And Susan was quite
popular, but when it came down to it, we were always there for each
other and eventually figured out that we were what each other was
looking for.”

“And you've been together ever since,” Diane stated
as the song ended.

“Yeah. It was tough while I was at tech academy, but
we got through it. I can't imagine life without her.”

“And you don't have to,” Susan said, taking Charlie's
arm.

“I don't know about you guys, but I need a break,”
Charlie complained. “Shall we get some drinks and find a
table?”

“Good idea,” Susan agreed. “Why don't you guys get
the drinks and we'll find a table.”

“Works for me,” Steve agreed. “Let's go,
Charlie.”

“So, tell me about 'Zeegee',” Charlie said, as he and
Steve moved toward the bar.

“How late are we expected to stay here?” Susan asked
Diane as they sat down.

“There's really no rule about it. The party will
continue until the wee hours of the morning whether you're here or
not, so you're free to go anytime. Are you getting tired?”

“Kind of. It's been a long day and I want to get an
early start unpacking tomorrow.”

“Do you mind if I ask you about what happened in the
chapel parlor the other day?” Diane asked.

“What would you like to know?”

“Primarily, what you said that made Director Sureenon
agree to call Dr. Stolt and confess that he wasn't able to uphold
his end of the agreement.”

“I just told him the truth. That if he didn't, he
wouldn't get either Professor Stolt or Charlie. But that by
withdrawing the offer to Professor Stolt, he still had a chance to
get Charlie, and possibly down the road, Professor Stolt as
well.”

“But I thought it was Charlie that thought to suggest
going back to Dr. Stolt?”

“He did. But I didn't see any reason to point out
that I thought of it first.”

Diane nodded knowingly. “What we do for our men,
eh?”

“So tell me what it's like working for Director
Sureenon,” Susan prompted.

“He's a good man. Definitely the best I've ever
worked for, but this is only my second job since graduation, so I
don't have a large base to compare to. But he's very focused on the
station running as smoothly as possible.”

“And what do you do for him?”

“My primary function is to document his decisions and
see that they get carried out. My title is Personal Assistant, but
I really don't have anything to do with his personal life. I only
deal with his professional duties.”

“So you're with him the whole day?” Susan asked.

“Pretty much the whole work day. And I'm on-call
'round the clock, although he almost never calls me during off
hours.”

“Are you seen as an authority figure by the station
personnel?”

“I don't think so. It's pretty clear when I'm making
sure that things are getting carried out, that I'm just the
messenger. If there's a problem that's keeping something from being
done, I just schedule the necessary appointment. But again, there's
not a lot of that type of stuff to deal with. Most of the time the
director is a very hands-off manager. He firmly believes in hiring
the right person for a job, and then letting them do it. He sets
the goal, but he leaves the method to the manager. As long as the
method works, he sees no reason to interfere, and from what I've
seen, he takes it as a personal failure if a manager or their
methods don't work out.”

“So he's very selective about who he hires?”

“To a fault. Keep in mind that he only hires
management, but he orders a full investigation into the background
of everyone he wants to hire and he doesn't just read the
summaries, he reads the whole report. He personally talks to
references and verifies everything he's told.”

“Doesn't that eat up a lot of his time?”

“That's what he sees his job to be,” Diane explained.
“Like I said, he feels his job is to find the right person, and let
them do the job of running their part of the station. If he's done
that part right, then there's very little for him to do in regards
to station operation.”

“He does meet with the management staff regularly
though, right?”

“He usually holds a management meeting once a month,
because he thinks it's important for the different department heads
to interact, but he also meets with them individually on a regular
basis too, to make sure that their needs are being met.”

“And you are always in on those meetings?” Susan
asked.

“Always. In fact the only meeting that I haven't been
in since I started working for him is the one he had with you. And
he has never, before or since, barked orders at me like he did when
he came out of that parlor. That's why I'm so curious as to what
went on in there.”

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean for...”

“Don't apologize. I'm not upset at his reaction, I'm
impressed by you. I've never seen anyone spur him to action the way
you did. He's usually very slow and deliberate, and he seldom
treats anything with the sense of urgency he showed following that
meeting. And on top of that, I think he liked it. I'm not sure how
to describe it, and I'm pretty sure no one but me would notice, but
there's been a subtle change in his whole person. Kind of a
regeneration.”

“Well then, in that case, glad I could help,” Susan
said cheerily.

Diane looked around. “Where are the boys with those
drinks?”

“There they are,” Susan said, pointing over to a
group of men, apparently in heated discussion.

“Oh, no,” Diane said.

+++

“...No, no, no! It was a clear foul. The ref just
refused to call it,” Steve complained.

“That's my point. Unless the ref calls it, it's not a
foul, and by letting it get to you, you're no good the rest of the
game,” a man in a blue suit said.

“But there needs to be some way of challenging the
ref for not doing his job,” a man with a red tie chimed in.

“The ref has to have discretion over what to call and
what not to,” yet another man added.

“But this wasn't even close. It was a clear violation
right in front of the ref. They should only have discretion if it's
a close call. Otherwise, the team has no confidence in the
integrity of the game.” Steve was emphatic.

“It doesn't matter. The ref did what he thought was
right,” the man in the blue suit said, “You just have to let it go
and get on with the game.”

“Steve we have to get back to the...” Charlie
started.

“But that's just it. The ref didn't do what's right,
he did what he wanted, because he wasn't being impartial! And when
that happens there has to be a remedy, or what's the point of
playing.”

“But you don't play, Steve,” the man in the blue suit
sneered, “You just watch.”

“Whoa, Trent.” The man in the red tie moved into
Trent's face. “That's low. Even for you.”

“C'mon, Steve,” Charlie pulled on Steve's arm. “The
girls are waiting.”

Steve glared at the man in the blue suit, but allowed
Charlie to pull him away. Once out of earshot, Charlie said, “I
thought you were going to hit him.”

“I might have, after that last crack,” Steve
replied.

“What did he mean by that?” Charlie asked.

“I tried playing when I first got here, but I get
sick in zero G. I couldn't play more than a couple minutes, and
then I was sick for the next three hours.”

“Does he play?”

Steve laughed, “Barely. He's on a team, but he hardly
ever gets to play because he's so bad.”

“If he's that bad, how did he make the team?” Charlie
asked.

“It's an open league. Anybody that wants to play can
sign up, and they get placed on a team by lottery. Once on a team,
you stay there until you either resign or throw in for another
lottery.”

“But if it's an open league, doesn't that mean
everyone plays?”

“Yes, but the coaches decide who plays and when. They
can't kick anyone off the team, but they don't have to play them
much and if it's a particularly close game not at all.”

“Well, if I never got to play, then I don't think I'd
stay,” Charlie said.

“Most people don't. They just put their name in the
next lottery and hope to be put on a different team where the coach
might be more likely to play them, or if they aren't good enough,
they just resign.”

“But not Trent?”

“No. He did the lottery for a while, but none of the
coaches would play him. He got to play for a whole period once due
to injuries, but in his first maneuver he got stalled between poles
and no one bothered to rescue him. Even though the coach didn't
have a choice, he thinks the coach likes him, so he's stayed with
the team.”

“So he thinks since he's on a team and you can't
play, that he's better than you?”

“He thinks he's better than everyone,” Steve
laughed.

“When are you going to learn to steer clear of
Trent?” Diane sounded a little disgusted. “And where are our
drinks?”

“Arrrgh,” Steve groaned. “They're still on the table.
I'll go get them.”

“No!” Charlie and Diane said in unison.

“We can do without the drinks,” Diane said.

“Charlie, I'm tired and I want to get an early start
tomorrow. Can we go?” Susan asked.

“I don't know,” Charlie turned to Steve. “Can
we?”

“Sure, this party will go on all night with or
without you,” Steve answered.

“And without us,” Diane said.


Chapter 9

 “That was a
nice party, but I am sooo tired.” Susan collapsed on the couch.

“Yeah, I just hope we can remember half those
people’s names,” Charlie sat down beside her.

“What were you guys arguing about?”

“Not me. It was Steve and that guy Trent.” Charlie
was defensive.

“Okay, what were they arguing about?” Susan sounded a
little exasperated.

“Zeegee. It's a game they play here on the
station.”

“They got that upset over a game?”

“Well, apparently Steve takes the game quite
seriously, even though he can't play himself. But I think the
argument had more to do with something going on between Trent and
Steve than anything to do with the game.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, Steve was explaining to me about how the game
is played,” Charlie explained. “You know, he described the playing
field, the objective, and the basic rules of play. It sounds like a
pretty fascinating game, and there's a match tomorrow...”

“But...” Susan started to object.

“Don't worry, I told him I couldn't go, depending on
how far we got unpacking,” Charlie reassured her. “Anyway, then he
started explaining some of the basic moves and this Trent guy just
horned in on the conversation. He never introduced himself or
anything. He just treated Steve like he didn't know anything and
interrupted to 'correct' him almost every other word. The thing
was, he never really contradicted what Steve said. He would just
say the same thing in a different way. It was really annoying. At
first we tried to ignore him, but when Steve started explaining
what the refs do, it turned into a direct argument between them,
and then several others joined in.”

“So it sounds like Trent kind of picked a fight,”
Susan said.

“That's the way I saw it,” Charlie replied.

“Well, I found out a little about why Steve got so
upset about that pamphlet,” Susan said.

“I didn't want to ask him about it.”

“Well, according to Diane, he blames the organization
that printed that pamphlet for killing his sister.”

“What?”

“Well, apparently she was on a transport that was
blown up by a suicide bomber that was a member of KOSSP, or Keep
Our Solar System Pure.”

“That's horrible.”

“Well, the organization claimed that they had nothing
to do with it, but Steve doesn't buy it. He thinks they're all to
blame, and apparently Brenda believes that too.”

“Well, no wonder he got so upset.”

“Well, Diane says there's no evidence to support it
and wants him to accept that it was just that one guy, so he can
get past it, but Brenda agrees with Steve and thinks Diane is
wrong. I thought they were going to get into it right there, but I
forced a change in subject before you guys got back.”

“Man. I guess there's a lot more to Steve than we saw
on the tour.”

“There is, but I still like him,” Susan said. “In
fact, I think I like him better now that he's not so...
plastic.”

“I know what you mean. I know he pretty much had to
be upbeat for the tour and sometimes it was a little wearing, and I
liked him anyway. But this somehow makes him more real, more
normal.”

“I like Diane, too. At first I wasn't sure, but after
talking to her a while, I think we could really be good
friends.”

“And Lou and Brenda, too,” Charlie added. “They all
seem like good people. I think we're going to like it here.”

“I think you're right.”

+++

“Oh, man!” Charlie was excited, “That was a fantastic
game. I don't think I've ever seen anything like it. I can't
believe this isn't being shown on vid everywhere.”

“I told you,” Steve was equally excited. “And that
was just an average game. You should see the blue team play. It'll
knock your socks off.”

“But it's non-stop. How can they keep going like
that?”

“You definitely have to work your way into it. But
when you're in there, it's pure adrenaline. And the periods are
only ten minutes long.”

“Yeah, but you only get five minutes to rest up for
the next one.”

“That's why you need depth in the team. So you can
rotate players out.”

“And anyone can sign up and play?” Charlie asked.

“Yup. Anyone. You think you'd like to try it?”

“Eventually, but I need to understand the game better
before I do. Do they have some kind of training program for
that?”

“Not officially, but the field is always open so as
long as a game or practice isn't scheduled, you can come and work
out on the poles or join in a pickup game. But don't ever try it
alone. If you get stuck between poles it can take a very long time
to get out.”

“Yeah, I could see that. When the two whites stalled
that red and he was trying to get to the pole, it didn't look like
he was making any progress at all.”

“I know,” Steve laughed. “If his teammate hadn't
given him a foot kick during that switch back, I think he'd still
be there.”

“I've got to bring Susan to the next game,” Charlie
said. “Words just don't do it justice.”

“I'm so glad she let you come.”

“I'm glad Diane offered to help with the unpacking.
It sounded last night like she enjoys the game too.”

“I don't know. Sometimes it seems like she's really
into it, and other times I think she only comes because I enjoy it
so much.”

“Well, I don't know how anybody could not like
it--never a dull moment throughout the entire game. If ground-based
games were like this, I might have gotten interested in them a long
time ago. One thing I don't get, though.”

“What's that?” Steve asked.

“Well, I know I saw the red team score six times, but
they only ended up with a score of five. Why is that?”

“Do you remember that foul in the second period?”

“I remember the ref flashing that light, but I didn't
know what it meant.”

“Well, there was a deliberate head kick, which is
against the rules, so the ref flashed the foul.”

“But the game didn't stop?” Charlie was confused.

“No, nothing stops the clock. Fouls just reduce the
score.”

“What about injuries? Don't they stop the clock?”

“I suppose they would if it were serious. But there
hasn't been a serious injury since they put up the glass
walls.”

“They used to play without the glass?”

“Oh, yeah,” Steve explained. “The game was played
differently back then. They worked hard to avoid the edges of the
field. But every so often a player would have too much momentum and
over shoot from high up, and the gravity well in the stands would
bring him crashing down into the audience.”

“I would have thought they'd have put up the walls
after the first time it happened.”

“No, after the first time they mandated helmets. It
usually only resulted in minor injuries to the player and the fans
he crashed on. They didn't put the walls up until someone
died.”

“Oh, man.”

“Yeah, one of the players overshot over empty
stands,” Steve explained. “He couldn't get oriented and hit
headfirst. It was a sad day. They suspended all Zeegee matches,
even pickup games. But the players and fans formed a committee to
petition for reinstatement, and the glass walls was the compromise
they worked out.”

“Well, the way they use them now, it's like they've
always been there,” Charlie observed.

“Yeah. It can be a little tricky because the gravity
wells from the stands spills over through the glass a little, but
as long as you hit it fast and can push back off with your hands or
feet it can be a very effective move.”

“I was surprised about the goal, though. When Diane
described it, I had pictured a line that you had to get the ball
across, and when you explained the player's positions, I figured it
was some kind of net. I didn't expect that the goal was only
slightly larger than the ball itself. You need good aim to be able
to throw it in.”

“Yeah. That's why most of the goals are scored by
stuffing, even though it's harder to get past the goalie.”

“It didn't seem that hard for Red,” Charlie
laughed.

“Well, I think White's goalie had an off day. She's
usually pretty hard to force away. And she still stopped at least
half the attempts.”

“That's true. I guess Red was just better at not
letting the ball get near their goal. White didn't have as many
chances to attempt to score.”

“Oh, yeah. Red was definitely the better team, but
they still only won by two.”

“I'm still confused about the foul, though. You said
it was a head kick, but there seemed to be a lot of kicking and
punching out there, but that was the only foul the whole game.”

“It's all about intent. When you're scrambling for
the ball almost anything goes, as long as your focus is on the
ball. You can grab, punch, kick, whatever, as long as you aren't
trying to hurt the other player.”

“How can you punch at someone and not be trying to
hurt them?”

“It's nearly impossible to really hurt someone when
there's nothing to keep the body from moving away from the blow. So
as long as the player you punch isn't flat against a pole or a
wall, he just glances off. They wear helmets and the uniforms are
lightly padded throughout, so you hardly ever come away with more
than bumps and bruises. But if you were to punch someone while his
back is against a pole, it could really hurt him.”

“So you can hit someone anyway you want as long as
they're not backed into something,” Charlie surmised.

“Except for the head. It's never okay to deliberately
hit someone in the head,” Steve corrected.

“But isn't it just as hard to hurt them that way as
anywhere else?”

“Maybe, but it's not worth the chance. A head injury
is always serious, so it's always a foul if you deliberately hit
someone in the head, but it's only a foul everywhere else if the
player is trapped and can't glance off.”

“You keep saying 'deliberately'. So it's not a foul
if you accidentally kick someone in the head?”

“No, it's not. That does happen pretty often and
you'll often hear the crowd call foul when it's against their team,
but that's what the refs are for. If they think it was intentional,
they call a foul, but if they don't think so or if they didn't see
it, they don't.”

“But you were saying last night that one of the refs
didn't call one he should have.”

“Yeah, and it's not the first time he's done that.
I'm convinced he's got something against one of the Flanks on the
Blue team, so he lets a lot of questionable calls go when it's
against her, but calls her on it when she returns the favor. But in
their last game she got kicked in the head right in front of him.
It was clearly deliberate, and should have been called, but because
he was closest, the other ref deferred to him, and he refused to
call it.”

“Did they lose the game because of it?” Charlie
asked.

“Naw, they were way ahead so it didn't matter to the
score, and a lot of people think it's no big deal because of that.
But he should have called it anyway. I can see letting it go if
it's hard to tell if it was deliberate or not, but a deliberate
foul has to be called regardless of the score, to maintain the
integrity of the game and faith in the refs.”

“Was she hurt?” Charlie asked.

“Well, she didn't look right when she left the game,”
Steve explained. “But whether it was a result of that kick or just
the normal aches and pains, I couldn't tell from where I was. But
again, that's beside the point. He still should have called
it.”

“Oh, I agree. I just wondered about her.”

“Well, she seemed okay last night, at the party.”

“She was there? Did I meet her?” Charlie was
surprised.

“Yeah, Angela Broadman, the head of Controls.”

“She plays Zeegee?”

“One of the best Flanks in the league.”

“Wow, I never would have guessed it from meeting her
last night. Did you know she told me that there aren't any openings
in Controls?”

“Really? I thought there was. But if she says there
isn't, then there isn't. It's her department. But don't worry,
we'll find a place for you.”

“Enro seemed interested.”

“Yeah, about that,” Steve said. “I have to tell you.
That had to be the biggest shock of the night, even bigger than
Director Sureenon. Enro has never been to a welcome party and he
has never expressed interest in anyone before. Do you know him from
somewhere before?”

“No, we never met before that day on the tour. And I
can't think of anything that I said or did to draw his
attention.”

“And yet, somehow you did. It's a puzzle I haven't
been able to work out, and I tried. I spent half the day looking
back through your file and his, and I can't find any connection. I
did find out kind of an odd thing about him, though.”

“What's that?” Charlie was curious.

“He never went to tech school.”

“At all? Not any tech school?”

“None. He was an assembler on the crew when the
station was first assembled. Everything he did then would have been
low tech.”

“So how did he get to be a bay supervisor?”

“Director Sureenon hired him,” Steve explained. “It
was one of the first things he did after taking over. Of course,
this was long before I got here, and there isn't much detail in the
file.”

“But you said he has the highest efficiency
rating?”

“And he always has. From the first day he arrived,
his bay has run more efficiently than any other department or bay
on the station.”

“You don't think there's something fishy there, do
you?”

“Oh no, the stats are accurate. I just found it
amazing that there's nothing in his background to indicate why the
director hired him. But he's definitely the best there is, and you
can't argue with his results. And if it hadn't been for his
apparent interest in you, I would never have found all this out. I
wouldn't have even looked. But none of it explains his interest in
you.”

“Let me know when you figure it out, okay?” Charlie
teased.

“I will. And I will figure it out, you just wait,”
Steve promised.

“I have no doubt,” Charlie laughed.

+++

“Where does this go?” Diane asked, holding up a small
table lamp.

“How did that get in that box? It goes in the living
room. Just set it aside and I'll take it down, next trip.”

“So he asked you to work for him, but didn't specify
the job?”

“Yeah,” Susan explained. “He said he wants me to be
an advisor, and that it wouldn't be full time, but I would have to
be available at a moment’s notice, so he wants me in the
office.”

“So that's why you were asking all those questions
about working for him last night.”

Susan nodded, “I'm not sure what to do.”

“I'm sorry, and please don't be insulted by this, but
I can't imagine why Director Sureenon would need your counsel. In
the two years that I've worked for him I have never seen him
solicit anyone's opinion about anything.”

“Oh, I'm not insulted,” Susan assured her. “I've been
thinking the same thing. But I'm a little concerned that he never
asks anyone's opinion.”

“That didn't come out right. He does ask for opinions
when trying to help a department head deal with a problem in their
department. But when it's a decision that he needs to make for the
station, he just makes it. He takes his time and considers
carefully, often asking for more information, but he doesn't ask
for opinions, only facts.”

“So, do you think he's arrogant?”

“No. He's never struck me as being arrogant. He shows
absolute confidence in his people, and although he seldom leaves
his office, he's always made himself available to anyone who wants
to see him. I've never seen him make a bad decision.”

“I have,” Susan said.

“You're right. He himself called it a bad decision.
But that's the worst decision I've seen him make, and no offence,
but it was a pretty minor mistake.”

“It almost cost him two employees.”

“True, but the station has operated smoothly for a
long time without those two employees. It would have continued to
operate just as well.”

“I can't argue that,” Susan conceded. “And he managed
to get what he wanted in the end, but I told him what he needed to
do to accomplish it. He didn't think of it himself.”

“I wasn't aware of that,” Diane looked impressed.
“That must be what has impressed him so much.”

“So, do you think I should go to work for him?

“I'm not sure. What did Charlie say?” Diane
asked.

“For a while all he could say was 'wow',” Susan
laughed. “But he thinks I should at least talk to him some more and
find out what I would be doing.”

“I think that's good advice. I don't know what there
is in the office for you to do, but I'm pretty sure you wouldn't be
satisfied with empty busy work. And I suspect the director knows
that, too. I'm sure he would want your input on what would be
acceptable to you.”

Diane pulled a sweatshirt out of a box. Susan pointed
to the dresser.

“I guess I'm confused as to why he thinks I need to
be in the office all of the time. It would seem to me that with a
Pic, I would be available at all times.”

“That sounds like a good subject to bring up with the
director,” Diane said.

“I guess.”

“Susan, I can't tell you what to do, but two years
ago I was in your position. I did not seek my position. He came and
offered it. The difference, of course, is that he offered me a
specific position, but I still had to consider whether I wanted to
work for him or not, and the question I kept coming back to is;
'Why shouldn't I work for him?' The only negative to the deal was
that I would have to live on the station, and I realized that was
just a fear of the unknown.”

“And do you have any regrets?”

“None. I enjoy what I do. I love living on the
station, and he has been the best boss I've ever worked for.”

“So I'd be a fool not to at least talk to him,” Susan
concluded.

“Susan,” Diane laughed. “I haven't known you long,
but I don't think I could ever consider you a fool.”

“Thanks. I just hope you're right,” Susan responded.
“Umm. Diane, I'd like to ask you a little more about KOSSP.”

Diane held up a pair of sweatpants. “With the
sweatshirt?” Susan nodded. “I don't know how much I can tell you,
but ask away.”

“Well, I finally got a chance to read that pamphlet,
and while most of it sounds like xenophobic crap, I wonder about
the science behind their claims of altering the orbits of the
planets by affecting the gravitational fields.”

“What?” Diane asked.

“Well, they claim that by building all these stations
and saturating the open spaces with all the ships and transports,
that we're causing the planets to shift their orbits around the sun
and will eventually alter the ecosystems of all of them, making
them uninhabitable.”

“Wow, I've never heard that before.”

“So you don't know if there's any truth to it or
not.”

“No, but I think I know someone that would.”

“Not Director Sureenon,” Susan sounded doubtful.

“No, not Director Sureenon,” Diane said in a mocking
tone. Then, returning to her normal tone, “I have a friend in
astrophysics at the outpost that should be able to tell us. I'll
call her later and see what she has to say.”

“You don't want to call her now?” Susan asked.

“No, the boys will be back from the game soon and I
wouldn't want to be in the middle of that conversation when Steve
came through the door.”

“Hmm, yeah, good idea. Well, I think we've done
enough unpacking for today. You want something to drink?”

“Sure, what have you got?”

“Umm, water and coffee. Sorry, we haven't had a
chance to get groceries yet. All we have is what was left over from
the surface.”

“Coffee's fine,” Diane said.

“Oh,” Susan remembered. “We do have some champagne
left. Would you rather have some of that?”

“No thanks, coffee would be good. I haven't had much
to eat today, so alcohol is probably not a good idea.”

“Coffee it is, then,” Susan said and started for the
lift.

Diane pulled a black lace teddy out of the box she
had been unpacking. She held it up in front of her. “And where
should I put this?”

+++

“Steve was right. Some of this stuff is actually
cheaper than it was on the surface,” Susan told Charlie as they
made their way down an aisle in Ronstetter's Market. “I don't
recognize some of the brands, but I've had that on the
surface.”

“Do you think we'll be able to get some beef?”
Charlie asked.

“I don't see why not, they seem to have everything
else, although it may be frozen.”

“I guess that would be okay, as long as it's not
canned. I don't think I could survive long on canned meat.”

“I agree, but the recommended provisions list
includes a couple cans of meat for each person.”

“The what list?” Charlie asked.

“Recommended provisions. It was on the com when we
got here. They recommend a certain amount of stores in case of
emergency. Here, I put it on the notetaker,” She handed the device
to him.

“I guess it's a sensible precaution. I thought there
were only the two messages when we arrived. What else was on the
com?”

“There were only two messages. The list was part of
the residence documents that Director Sureenon mentioned in the
canned message.”

“Oh, I must have missed that part,” Charlie said,
knowing full well he'd never gotten around to watching that
message.

“And there was a message this morning telling you
where to report tomorrow. You're supposed to meet a T. Farnsworth
in the main corridor on level sixteen at six o'clock.”

“In the morning?” Charlie complained.

“Yes, in the morning. The message said oh-six
hundred. It will do you good to have to get up in the morning.”

“I suppose. But that means I should be done at noon.
Do you want to go out for lunch when I get back?”

“Actually, I thought I'd have lunch waiting for
you.”

“That sounds good, too,” Charlie smiled.

“Yeah, well don't get used to it,” Susan teased.

“Oh, my gosh, look, they have fresh coconuts!”
Charlie picked one up and held it out to Susan.

“And bananas. I can't believe they can get them here
undamaged,” Susan agreed.

“There's a grove twenty minutes from the ground
station.” A man's voice came from behind them. “Those bananas were
picked just yesterday.”

They both turned to see a short man with a bare head,
wearing a white butcher’s apron.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “The name's John. John
Ronstetter.”

“As in Ronstetter's Market?” Susan asked.

“That's me. And you are Charlie and Susan
Samplin.”

“You know us?” Charlie was somewhat surprised.

“I catered your welcome party. And I try to learn new
faces that are likely to become familiar.”

“I knew you catered the party, that's why I wanted to
come shopping here, but I'm sorry, I don't remember seeing you
there,” Susan said.

“Oh, I wasn't there during the party,” John said. “I
just set things up and left my staff to keep the tables full and to
clean up after. I can't stay out all night like I used to.”

“Well, the food was wonderful, and rest assured your
staff did a wonderful job,” Susan complimented.

“Thank you,” John replied. “It's nice to get feedback
like that. Is there anything I can help you find?”

“Thanks, but I think we'd rather just walk through
the whole store,” Charlie said. “We're not really looking for
anything specific, and we just want to get a feel for the whole
place.”

“Fair enough. But if there's anything you want and
can't find, let me know and I'll do my best to get it for you.”

“Thanks. We'll remember that,” Susan said.

“Well, it seems we have made another friend,” Charlie
said after John left.

“Well, he was certainly friendly, but I'm sure he's
like that with all his customers,” Susan countered.

“Maybe, but did the grocer back home know your
name?”

“Hmm. Good point,” Susan conceded. “Although, we need
to start considering here as home.”

“Huh?”

“You said, 'back home' as if we were on vacation. I
think we need to alter our thinking.”

“You're right, but it will probably take a little
while to fully assimilate. After all, we've only been here a couple
days.”

“I know,” Susan said. “I'm just saying we need to
make a conscious effort until it becomes second nature.”

“I suppose, although I think it will happen
naturally, without having to try.”

“You're probably right, but it wouldn't hurt to try.
Would it?”

“No, I guess it wouldn't hurt.” Charlie picked up a
large, odd shaped, purple fruit or vegetable, he couldn't tell
which. “Do you think this is from an alien planet?”

“Charlie,” Susan laughed. “That's an eggplant.”

“Well, it looks alien to me.”


Chapter 10

 “You look
very handsome,” Susan said. Charlie was standing in front of the
full-length mirror admiring the fit of the uniform that had been
provided. It looked like a close fitting union suit. As Charlie
twisted and turned, the material seemed to stretch or contract as
needed to follow his movements. It was black with red reflective
stripes running down the outside of the arms and from the armpit to
the bottom of the leg where the pants tucked into the simple black
work boots. There were two patch pockets on the chest and two on
the seat, and two large pockets on the outsides of the thigh. On
the right arm near the shoulder was the corporate logo and on the
left, the station emblem and just below that was another small
pocket.

“It's kind of a tight fit, but it breathes and moves
freely, and doesn't bind anywhere,” Charlie said. “It'd be awfully
hard to get anything caught in any machinery. It's a pretty well
designed uniform. Look, the pockets on the front are just the right
size for a small notetaker and they even have a pocket on the
sleeve specifically to hold a Pic.”

“Are you sure that comes apart? What if you have to
use the bathroom?” Susan asked.

“Watch.” Charlie pinched the stripe on the right side
at the waist. The suit separated by itself as if it were being
unzipped all the way around the waist, resulting in a neatly hemmed
shirt that slightly overlapped pants with a one inch waistband.
Charlie then aligned the stripes again and gave it another pinch.
The suit resealed itself, leaving no trace of either the hem or the
waistband. “And it works from either side.” He demonstrated by
pinching the stripe on the left.

“I guess they really did think of everything,” Susan
agreed and then teased. “I especially like how it shows off your
cute butt.”

Charlie smiled and turned to her, “Come here and kiss
me. I have to leave.”

“It's a little early, isn't it?” she asked as she
slipped into his arms.

“A little, but I don't want to take a chance of
getting lost and being late my first day.”

+++

“You're T. Farnsworth?” Charlie was shocked. He had
arrived at the designated spot five minutes before he was scheduled
to be there, but had been waiting for nearly fifteen minutes.

“Yes, I am Trent Farnsworth, and for the next two
weeks you will be following my instructions on life support systems
maintenance.”

“Umm, Oooh kay,” Charlie wasn't quite sure how to
respond.

“Is there a problem?” Trent sounded like a drill
sergeant interrogating a new recruit.

“Uh, no. I just didn't expect to be working with
you,” Charlie confessed.

“Why not?” Trent sounded irritated. “I am the
authority on this station's life support systems.”

“I... I didn't know that,” Charlie explained. “I knew
that I'd be training on the LSS systems, but I wasn't told who
would be conducting that training.”

“You will refer to the life support systems as just
that,” Trent commanded. “'LSS systems' is redundant and does not
show the proper respect for the operations that keep everyone
aboard this station alive.”

“Umm, okay,” Charlie responded.

“We will begin by performing an equipment replacement
on a vacant apartment. It will be easier for someone without any
experience, like you, to perform that simple procedure until you
can begin to recognize what can and can't be repaired in place.
Follow me.” Trent turned on his heel and started down the corridor,
leaving a stunned Charlie standing.

Charlie just stared for a moment. The last time he
had been treated like that was in Professor Shrum's class. Deciding
he'd better just make the best of it, he ran to catch up. “I
understand that the whole procedure takes less than five
minutes.”

Trent stopped and looked at Charlie. “Who told you
that?”

“Steve, when he gave me my tour,” Charlie
answered.

“You would do well to not put too much stock into
what Steve tells you.” He said Steve's name like he had just eaten
something foul. “He only has a layman's understanding of anything
technical and isn't a reliable source of information.” He started
walking again.

“So how long does it take?”

“If done correctly, it takes four minutes and
thirteen seconds,” Trent said with an air of superiority.

“Sounds like less than five minutes to me,” Charlie
said under his breath as they entered a workshop.

“The first thing you need to understand is that the
life support system for each apartment is always in the same
place,” Trent said.

“Directly behind the bathroom on the second level,”
Charlie put in.

Trent continued as if Charlie hadn't spoken, “In the
center of the rear wall on the main level of every workshop unit is
the life support system for that unit. Directly above that assembly
is a platform that provides access to the adjoining apartment life
support system.”

“Yes, I saw that on my tour.”

“Every workstation can be decorated differently and
often will hide the life support system for the workshop and the
access platform above it,” Trent droned on. “But there is always an
access to both the life support system for the workshop and the
platform above it.”

“And I assume a lift to access it from,” Charlie was
beginning to grow irritated.

“It is not wise to assume anything. You need to learn
these things so you will know and not have to assume,” Trent
scolded. “There is lift access to every platform large enough to
carry a life support assembly and up to two technicians. In this
case, the lift is on the left side of the platform as you face the
back of the workshop,” Trent pointed to the lift, “but that is not
always the case. Sometimes it can be on the right side and
sometimes it can be directly in front of it.”

“Got it,” Charlie said. “The lift is somewhere around
the platform and I'll have to look for it.”

“Don't be so flippant. It is not always easy to
locate where the lift is because it is often well hidden.”

“Behind walls. I got it. This is all obvious. Can we
just get on with it?”

“I would suggest you adjust your attitude,” Trent
said. “You don't want to receive a negative review on your first
day on the job. It is a privilege to work on this station and there
are many who would jump at the chance to take your place.”

Charlie had had enough. “Maybe so, but I am an
Academy trained, experienced technician and I did not apply to work
here. I was sought out for employment. I understand the need to
receive training in these specific systems, but I'm not incompetent
nor stupid and I would appreciate if you would stop treating me
like a child.”

“I understand the circumstances of your hire and
you're only here because you're the favorite of some guy they want
to put in the office. I earned my position on this station and you
have been assigned to me to be trained as I see fit. If you don't
like it, feel free to resign,” Trent countered.

Something clicked in the back of Charlie's mind. “So
you think I'm not worthy of this position. Is that it?”

“I will make that assessment after your training, but
my instincts say no, you're not.”

“I see, so you think I need to prove myself to you,”
Charlie was reverting to the mindset that got him through Professor
Shrum's classes.

“No, I think you just need to receive this training.
I couldn't care less if you comprehend it or not.”

“Fine. Then let's get this over with,” Charlie
resigned.

“Fine, now where were we?”

“Lifts can be on the right, left or directly in front
of the platform,” Charlie recited.

“Oh yes, and they are often hidden from view...”
Trent droned on as if their exchange hadn't taken place.

+++

“Susan!” Charlie called out as he closed the
apartment door behind him. “This was the worst first day of work
I've ever had. You won't believe who I got stuck with for LSS
training. That Trent guy, you know, the one from the party that
started that argument with Steve. He's the one that's supposed to
be giving me training, but he talks to me like I'm five years old.
He's such a jerk... Susan?” He suddenly realized that Susan hadn't
responded. He went into the kitchen. “Susan?” The kitchen was
cleaned up. Everything put away. He stepped back out to the living
room. “Susan, are you up there?” He called up to the bedroom. No
response. “I thought you were going to make me lunch?” he said
quietly. He went back to the main com and checked the messages.
There was one from Susan.

“Charlie, I'm so sorry. I meant to have a great lunch
waiting for you, but I got an invitation from Mrs. Sureenon to have
lunch and I didn't feel like I could turn her down. I promise to
make it up to you later. There's some tuna salad in the fridge and
bread in the cupboard. I'll be home a little later. I love
you.”

“Great. A perfect end to a perfect day.”

The com indicated another message, from Steve.

“Charlie, it's Steve. I just heard who you were
training with today.” Charlie checked the timestamp on the message,
11:02 am. “I'll see what I can do about getting that changed, but
you may have to suffer through it for a while. Call me when you get
this. Talk to you later.”

Charlie decided not to call Steve back until after
he'd had something to eat. He prepared himself a tuna salad
sandwich, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and headed up to the
second level. Once upstairs, he stripped off his work uniform. It
wasn't particularly dirty, but after the day he'd had, he wasn't as
proud of wearing it as he had been in the morning. After finishing
his sandwich he decided a long, hot shower was what he needed to
wash away the frustrations of the day. He kicked off the rest of
his clothes, downed the last of his beer and got in the shower. He
just stood there for several minutes letting the hot water flow
down over his head. Without opening his eyes he grabbed the bottle
of shampoo and started washing his hair. As he leaned back to rinse
the shampoo off, he felt a pair of arms wrap around his waist. He
smiled and said, “ You better be my wife.”

+++

“I'm really sorry I wasn't here when you got home,”
Susan sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on a tee shirt. “But
how do you say no to the director's wife?”

“Don't worry about it,” Charlie continued to lie
back, watching Susan get dressed. “So? What did she want? Was she
trying to convince you to work for her husband?”

“Actually, we never really talked about that.” Susan
went to the dresser and pulled out a fresh pair of jeans. “She just
wanted to have lunch and get acquainted. She's really very
nice.”

“But didn't Diane say that she hardly ever leaves her
apartment?” Charlie asked.

“Yes, I asked her about that and she said it's true,
but she's been wanting to change that for quite some time. She took
the occasion of the unusual circumstances of our arrival to, as she
put it, 'start a new chapter of her life'.”

“Why didn't she do it before?” Charlie sat up.

“She was concerned about the perception of
favoritism. She said that she had never really discussed it with
her husband. She just didn't want to do anything that would make it
difficult for him. But after the party, she explained her dilemma
and he told her to not be concerned about it, as long as she
doesn't expect him to actually show any favoritism.”

“And she chose you as her first friend on the
station?”

“Not exactly. She invited a half a dozen women, none
of which are employees of the station.”

“But what if you decide to take the job?” Charlie
asked.

“Well, she said it wouldn't matter to her if it
didn't matter to me, since I was offered the job before she decided
to do this. And I think I've decided that I'm going to turn the job
down anyway. I just don't like the idea of doing busy work just so
I'll be in the office in case he needs me. But I am going to offer
that if he wants, he can call me.”

“I think that's fair,” Charlie nodded and lay back
down. “So is this new women's club going to be meeting every
day?”

Susan laughed, “It's not a women's club. Penny just
wants to make some friends, you know, people she can talk to and go
shopping with and stuff. I'm glad she did it, because I was
wondering how to meet some people to make friends with, too.”

“So was there anyone else there you know?” Charlie
asked.

“Brenda and Penny were the only ones I knew by name,
although I didn't think of her as Penny until she told us all to
call her that. I recognized Julie and Patty from the party, but I
couldn't remember their names. And I hadn't met Crystal and Lupin
before today.”

“So, what did you do?”

“We just had lunch and talked.” Susan came back over
and sat on the bed next to Charlie. “Just kind of got to know each
other. It was fun, but I feel bad for not being home for you on
your first day. By the way, how did it go?”

“Lousy. I'm training with that Trent guy.”

“The one that...”

“That's the one. He's a real jerk. Treats me like I'm
five years old, and thinks I don't deserve the job and says they
only hired me to get Professor Stolt. Steve's going to try to get
me re-assigned.” Charlie suddenly sat up. “Damn, I was supposed to
call Steve as soon as I got his message.” He jumped out of bed and
rounded up some fresh clothes. “What do you want to do this
afternoon?”

“I don't really have any plans. I thought maybe we'd
do some exploring,” Susan suggested.

“Sounds good. Let me call Steve and then we can go.”
Charlie decided to go downstairs and use the main com panel. A
moment later Steve's face appeared on the screen.

“Do you want the bad news or the worse news first?”
Steve asked.

“I guess it doesn't matter,” Charlie sighed.

“Well, the bad news is that I couldn't get you
reassigned and you'll have to endure it.”

“And the worse news?”

“Trent requested the assignment.”

“What? Why?”

“That's the part I don't get,” Steve responded. “Do
you have plans this afternoon?”

“Susan and I were going to go explore the station for
a while. What did you have in mind?”

“I'd just like to get together and talk, but I can't
get away for a couple more hours. Take your Pic with you and I'll
give you a call when I get done here.”

“Will do,” Charlie closed the com channel.

Susan came out of the lift. “What did Steve have to
say?”

“There's nothing he can do about Trent, and get this,
Trent asked to train me.”

“Why would he do that?” Susan asked.

“I don't know. Probably just wants to torture me.
Steve wants to get together later and discuss it.”

“Well, if he can't do anything about it, what's to
discuss?”

“I don't know, but he's known Trent longer. Maybe
he's got some ideas on how best to handle him.”

“Couldn't hurt, I guess. When does he want to get
together?”

“I'm going to bring my Pic and he's going to call
when he gets off.” Charlie held up his Pic.

“Okay. You want to start by finding the lower mall?”
Susan suggested.

+++

“He actually said that?” Steve was so loud that
several people at adjoining tables stopped their conversations and
turned to look.

“Yeah,” Charlie responded. “What I can't figure out
is how he knew your initial reason for investigating me. Has he
been given access to my personnel file?”

“No, at least not legitimately. Besides, there's
nothing in the file that says why we pursued you.”

“Pastor Anslow knew the details of the situation
before we met with him. How did he know?” Susan asked.

“He did?” Steve looked surprised.

“Well, he seemed to,” Susan explained. “He gave us
the same 'can't answer' line that you did when pressed. And he
called the director directly when it became clear that we couldn't
accept not knowing. How many other people knew?”

“I wasn't aware that the Pastor knew. I thought only
Director Sureenon, Diane, and I knew. Oh, and of course, Professor
Stolt. But I don't see how anyone could have learned it from
him.”

“Did Trent go to Tech Academy?” Charlie asked.

“Yes, he did. What are you getting at?” Steve was
intrigued.

“He treats me exactly the same way Professor Shrum
did. I'm just wondering if there's any connection there.”

“Hmm. I checked his file earlier, looking for some
reason why he would request to train you,” Steve said.

“And did you find anything?”

“Wait, Charlie, how is this going to help you?” Susan
was confused. “Even if you find a connection between Trent and
Professor Shrum, what good does that information do?”

Charlie thought for a few moments. “I don't know. I
guess I just want to know why he has such disdain for me.”

“It could just be because we've become friends,”
Steve shook his head.

“Somehow, I think it's more than that,” Charlie
smiled at Steve. “Although he clearly doesn't like you.” He gazed
off into the distance. “I get the feeling that it's more personal
than that, something about me in particular he doesn't like.”

“Well, he did graduate the same year you did.”

Charlie jerked his head back to stare at Steve. “He
did?”

Steve nodded. “Obviously you don't remember him.”

“Actually, I don't remember too many people from my
class. I spent most of my time studying and every chance I got I
left to see Susan. I wanted the education, but I didn't really have
any interest in campus life. I'm sure he wasn't in my dorm. Do you
know if he was in any of my classes?”

“Sorry,” Steve replied. “The file doesn't include
class schedules. You'll have to figure that out on your own.”

“That's okay,” Charlie nodded. “Knowing he was in my
class is all I need to know. I'll just check my yearbook when we
get home. One other thing though, Steve, he said that he is the
authority on this station’s LSS. Is that true?”

Steve laughed out loud for several seconds.

“What's so funny?” Diane had just arrived to join
them as Steve burst out laughing.

“Trent, (ha ha), said, (whew), he said he's the, (ha
ha), authority on the LSS. (ho ho),” Steve managed.

Diane giggled, “Oh, that is funny.”

“I'm sorry,” Susan said. “I don't get the joke.”

“Me, either,” Charlie added. “Are you saying he's
not?”

Steve couldn't stop laughing, so Diane explained.
“He's a standard grade tech who's full of himself. He is one of six
technicians whose only job is the life support systems and the
other five are station brats on the waiting list to go to tech
academy. Almost all other techs do inspections and maintenance as
filler work when there isn't enough work in their own departments
to keep them busy. LSS maintenance is considered menial work by
almost everyone on the station, and to brag about being the
'Authority' is just, well, laughable.”

“But isn't LSS a critical station system?” Susan
asked.

Steve finally stopped laughing, “Of course it is, but
that's the whole point. Because it's so critical, it is the
best-designed piece of equipment on board. Every part is designed
to be extremely reliable and easy to service. There is only one
model, and the level of redundancy on the station makes it
extremely low on the priority list of required repairs. While it's
true that Trent is the only one that actually rebuilds units when
required, almost anyone on the station is capable of doing it.”

“Well, if that's true, then why do I need two weeks
of training on it?” Charlie asked.

“Now that is an excellent question,” Steve was
suddenly sober. “Who told you it would be two weeks?”

“I thought it was typical. My training schedule shows
it and Trent said he has me for two weeks.”

“I only had one week and as far as I know, that's
what's normal. I can't imagine anything that would make it last two
weeks.”

“Well, based on today I think Trent could make it
last two months,” Charlie complained.

“Why, what did he have you do?”

“Almost nothing. I stood and watched him repeatedly
swap out the same two units on an empty apartment. He wouldn't even
let me try until just before break, and then he said I did it
wrong, so I watched him swap them out until just before the end of
the shift. He let me try again, then told me I did it wrong
again.”

“What did he say you did wrong?” Diane asked.

“He didn't. That's the most frustrating part. He just
said that I wasn't paying close enough attention.”

“What steps did you do?” Steve asked.

“I placed the system in maintenance mode,
disconnected the station umbilical. Then I released the primary and
secondary mounts, rolled the unit out and to the side, then rolled
the replacement unit into position and reversed the process,”
Charlie explained. “It's a straightforward procedure. I have no
idea what I could have missed.”

“Well, the only step in the printed instructions you
didn't mention was verifying the apartment was vacated, but you
already knew you were working on a vacant apartment.”

“Wait,” Charlie's eyes narrowed. “Printed
instructions? Is there some way of verifying that the apartment is
empty from the LSS panel?”

“He didn't give you printed instructions and he
didn't explain it to you?” Steve started to get upset when Charlie
shook his head. “That son-of-a-... Yes, when you put the unit into
maintenance if there's a life reading in the apartment the
indicator is amber. Otherwise it's green.”

“I remember seeing the green light when I put it in
maintenance mode, but I thought it just meant the unit was in
maintenance mode.”

“Well, it does, but it also indicates life readings
in the apartment by the color,” Steve acknowledged.

“You mean he doesn't explain anything he's doing
while he's showing you?” Susan asked.

“No. In fact, I would say that he's not really
showing me. He's just doing it in my presence. I guess he expects
me to ask, if there's something I don't understand. But so far he
hasn't done anything I don't understand. I would have asked if the
light came on a different color, but since I didn't know printed
instructions exist, and he didn't explain it, how was I supposed to
know?”

“You couldn't,” Steve agreed. “You can access the LSS
manual from the library through your main com and download it to a
notetaker if you want. The swap out procedure is on the first page,
but you already know all the steps now.”

“Still, I like to review manuals of equipment I'm
expected to work on,” Charlie explained. “I guess I expected to get
them on the job. I'll download them to my notetaker tonight and
make a big show of reviewing them while he goes through the
procedure tomorrow. Maybe that will placate him.”

“I'll have a word with his department head tomorrow
and find out why you were scheduled for two weeks instead of one,”
Steve said.

“Thanks, but don't. I think that would just reinforce
his already low opinion of me and make him even worse. I managed to
put up with Professor Shrum for four years, I think I can handle
Trent for two weeks.”

“At least Professor Shrum gave you the assigned study
materials,” Susan said.

“Actually, he didn't,” Charlie explained. “He would
post the assignments on the panel outside his classroom, but he
never told us he did that. Half the freshmen class usually drop out
in the first week if they aren't clued in by a charitable
upper-classman.”

“And who was your charitable upper-classman?” Steve
asked.

“No-one actually, I was lucky,” Charlie smiled, then
a thought struck him and he frowned. “Or maybe not so lucky. I
wasn't quite sure where I was going the first day, and I didn't
know how long it would take, so I got there really early. Before
Shrum even. I ended up reading everything that was on the display,
including the assignments. I even got a chance to read that day's
assigned material before class so I was well prepared. I think it
annoyed Shrum that I didn't have the same dumbfounded look on my
face that the rest of the class did and looking back, it may be why
he was so hard on me all those years.”

“Most teachers like students who are prepared,” Diane
said.

“Most teachers want their students to learn. I think
Shrum just enjoyed torturing his students,” Charlie responded.

“Did you have him when you were at Tech?” Diane asked
Steve.

“No, I didn't take micro electronics,” Steve shook
his head.

“Look, most of his students didn't have a problem
with him,” Charlie explained. “But if you caught his attention, he
was merciless. He didn't really want to interact with the students,
he just wanted them to come to class, turn in their homework and
listen to his lectures. He always asked, but seldom got questions
at the end of his lectures because he took great delight in
embarrassing the questioner, but with me it didn't matter if I
asked a question or not, he would go out of his way to embarrass
me.”

 


“Like how?” Diane asked.

“Oh, things like asking me questions about stuff we
hadn't covered yet, or announcing to the whole class when I got a
low grade. That kind of thing.”

“And that went on for four years?” Steve asked.

“Well, it wasn't so bad my senior year,” Charlie
smiled at Susan. “I never got a low grade and there was very little
that he could catch me on, so he kind of gave up.”

“But if Trent was in those classes he would have seen
how you were treated,” Susan pointed out.

“Yeah, but everyone I talked to thought Shrum was
just a jerk,” Charlie dismissed. “I think they were glad it was me
and not them he was picking on.”

“But if Trent thought highly of Professor Shrum, then
he might have believed you were stupid,” Steve put in.

“Well, based on how he acts, it would seem he's
modeled himself after him. So you're probably right. I've got to
check my yearbook so I know for sure.”


Chapter 11

 “C'mon in.
I'm almost ready,” Susan invited Diane in. “I can't say I was
surprised to find the message from Director Sureenon wanting to
meet today, but I am surprised he sent you to escort me.”

“I volunteered,” Diane explained. “Anytime a
non-employee is allowed in the corporate offices, they have to be
escorted and I thought it would give us a chance to talk before we
get there.”

“Did he give you some idea of what job he wants to
offer?”

“No,” Diane admitted. “In fact, he hasn't mentioned
it at all in my presence.”

“Is that unusual?” Susan asked.

“Kind of.” Diane thought for a moment. “Look, I don't
want to give the wrong impression. It's not that I think he's
keeping anything from me. It just hasn't been a topic of
conversation.”

“But he must have some idea of what he wants to offer
and I would think he would have had some research done into its
feasibility.”

“If he has, I don't know anything about it. And that
would be unusual.”

“Do you think he doesn't want to say anything about
it in front of you because we're friends?”

“Absolutely not. He's never kept anything from me
because of my associations. He just sometimes makes decisions
without discussing it first, and when he does, I don't know
anything more than anyone else until he announces it. That's
all.”

“I'm ready, shall we go?” Susan motioned toward the
door and then continued the conversation. “I am curious about what
position he'll offer, but I think I've already decided to turn him
down.”

“Oh?” Diane sounded disappointed. “How come?”

“Well, I just can't see myself sitting in an office
doing busy work all day, every day. I have plenty of interests that
keep me occupied and interested and I don't want to give any of
that up. I don't mind if he wants to occasionally pick my brain if
he thinks it will help, but I can't just sit around waiting for
that to happen.”

“Oh, I understand,” Diane sounded a little more
encouraged. “But he already knows that you wouldn't be able to do
that, so whatever he has in mind must take that into
consideration.”

“Well, we'll see.”

None of the lift doors were open so Diane called out
“Lift.”

“Did you ever find out about the KOSSP claims?”

“There's nothing to it,” Diane said.

“Nothing at all?” Susan was doubtful.

“Well, there's no question that the planets are
shifting in their orbits, but it's part of the natural evolution of
the system and has been going on since its existence. According to
my friend, nothing we do or fail to do makes any difference.
They're taking a little bit of fact and scientific observation and
bending it to try to stir up fear and controversy. It's an age-old
strategy that can have short term effect, but falls apart once the
full story becomes common knowledge.”

“Well, thanks for finding out for me. And thank your
friend too.”

“Oh, she said she was already looking into it. Turns
out they had just had an incident on the outpost and she was
ordered to investigate their claims anyway.”

“What kind of incident?” Susan was concerned.

“She said it was a simple protest that got out of
hand. And to placate the group, the administrator ordered an
investigation into their claims.”

“I'm surprised they were willing to go to the outpost
to protest.”

“Well, they’re trying to convince the people that
live in space, not to,” Diane replied. “They pretty much have to go
where they are to do that.”

“I suppose so. But to me, it's a little like going
into a lion’s cave and trying to convince the lion not to live
there. You're more likely to get eaten than convince him to
leave.”

Diane laughed as they entered the lift.

“Quite frankly, Susan, I can't think of any job here
in the office that would appeal to you.” Director Sureenon came
around and leaned on the desk, directly in front of where Susan was
sitting. Diane was sitting in a chair off to the side of the
room.

 


“I had come to pretty much the same conclusion,”
Susan replied evenly. “But I want you to know that I do appreciate
the thought, and if there's anything I can do to help, feel free to
call me.”

“Can we formalize that arrangement?” Director
Sureenon asked.

“What do you mean?” Susan was confused.

“I would like to put you on the payroll as an On-call
Advisor.”

“What exactly is an On-call Advisor?”

“Essentially, you'll receive a small On-call fee to
be available. If I feel I need or want your input, I'll call for
your help, and you'll receive additional consultation fees for your
time.”

“What do you mean by 'to be available'? Would that be
all the time, or just during business hours?”

“Actually, I've been going back and forth about that.
My initial thought was to have you in the office, but of course,
that would only make you available during office hours. However
while I keep regular office hours, I am the director twenty-four
hours a day and can be called upon at any time. Under this
arrangement I would want you to be available at any time, in much
the same way that I require Diane to be available at all times.
However, Diane can attest that seldom would you be called during
off hours.”

Diane nodded.

“It's clear that you work on a different schedule
than Charlie does, so what would be considered on-hours?” Susan
turned back to the administrator.

“The administrative office hours are from nine AM to
four PM, weekdays, and you're right, it's a different schedule from
every other operation on the station because everything else
operates around the clock in shifts. And I feel compelled to point
out that the shift that Charlie will ultimately work hasn't yet
been determined.”

“I would prefer that if I have to work, it is while
Charlie is working. Although that doesn't mean the hours would have
to match exactly.”

“Well, keep in mind that we're not talking about
regular work hours, but simply an as-needed, on-call that would
most likely come during office hours. However, it is quite probable
that I would need to call you at a time that Charlie is not
working.”

 


“What if I'm in the middle of something and can't get
away?”

“You will have to make your apologies and get away as
quickly as you can.”

“No,” Susan said simply.

“No?” Director Sureenon was taken aback.

“No, I'm not willing to accept those conditions,”
Susan expanded. Diane looked up and almost dropped her
notetaker.

Director Sureenon moved over and sat in the chair
beside Susan, “I don't think these conditions are
unreasonable.”

“They are reasonable conditions for someone who is
seeking this position, but I'm not. I like you and want to help,
but I am not seeking employment and I am not willing to accept
conditions that would interfere with my life with Charlie.”

“So you would only want to be available during
Charlie's shift?”

“No, that's not what I'm saying. I would need the
freedom to determine the priority of your call, based on my own
criteria, not yours. And I would have to be able to refuse if I am
unwilling to interrupt my plans.”

“I see. Is there anything I can offer that would
change your mind?”

“As I said, I do want to help, so here are the terms
that I am willing to work under. Keep your money. You can feel free
to call me at any time, day or night, weekdays or weekends, and if
I am available I will help you in any way I can. If I am not
available, I will feel no guilt over having to refuse you, and you
will not harbor any animosity toward me for turning you down.”
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