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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...

      

    


- - - -
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WHERE I WAS – AND WHO I was  – were two questions needing answers.

I'd been transported, yet not in my own body. Both actions I was more than used to. Usually didn't happen together. Usually.

And here I was, somewhere. It wasn't even uncomfortable to be someone else. 

The one idea I knew for certain was that I was here to solve a mystery. Probably a crime. Something disastrous. 

People were counting on me to solve these mysteries. Their lives and mine depended on how fast I could solve them. 

And only me. 

Nothing like the fate of the universe hanging on your shoulders to bring your idea of reality crashing in.

I guess the first thing is to get myself untied, and this gag out of my mouth.
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THE SCENE IN FRONT of us was bad enough without the alarms making it worse. So I turned them off, leaving the alarm lights flashing.

When the clock went from 23:59:59 to 00:00:00, the lights dimmed to near dark. Then restored with a flash, resolving into a continuing flicker.

The consoles didn’t start scrolling the data of Erika’s latest assignment. Instead, they just sat there – blank.

Dials for energy supply, only having occasional twitches before, were now erratic.

“Al?” No answer from our A.I.

“AL!” Still no answer.

Though the viewport window, we saw another dark bedroom. But Erika was missing.

- - - -
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TO SAY WE WERE FREAKED out was an understatement.

Not that it showed - well, mostly.

Finn went in and out of that room we saw in the viewscreen, exploring the whole apartment. Finding nothing. “Carol, it’s completely empty. Enough dust laying around to say that not only has no one lived there recently, it’s more that the landlord isn’t even trying to find someone to rent it.”

I’d pulled out the manuals and started going over the re-start procedure. The pages were crisp. They never had to be touched before this. Running down the lines with a finger only helped me focus. Erika has become a sister to me, and I had to stay focused. I knew that she would tell me to. Like she was at my elbow in this.

“Finn, it’s not all that logical, but I have to get ‘Al’ the A.I. back up and running first. He can get these other re-set sequences going faster than I could by hand.

Finn only nodded. His hands clenched into fists, but holding himself still. And standing away from the keyboards to give me space. The only thing he could really do at this point was calm down. I could hear his deliberate breathing to get his heart rate down. The effect was to get more color into his face - not that I had time to look at him other than glances.

My hands were pretty frantic on the keyboards, punching in the commands out of the book that would restart ”Al”.

At last the code on one monitor was scrolling down as it re-loaded the stored algorithms that made up his support core.

My only hope was that we didn’t have some huge data loss. I’d grown fond of “Al” and his Rat-pack version of a voice. Like another member of our close-knit family here.

Finally I got a prompt: “Enter your question:>_” The underscore was blinking.

I paused, my palms wet and pushed my fingers onto the table to stop their shaking. My own deep breaths helped stop those nervous fears.

And then I typed: “Al, you there?”

No response.

OK. So I tried something simpler: “Hello, World?”

A pause. The blinking cursor had quit. Something was happening in there.

Finally, hesitating words typed out on the screen: “Carol, is that you?”

I almost jumped out of my chair, grinning from ear to ear.

I typed: “Yes. Do you have a name?”

The response: “Al. Like always. Or since you told me I could have one, anyway.”

Next I typed: “How’s your audio circuits?”

Al responded: “Fine, how are yours?”

That’s my Al. To the microphone: “It would be nice to hear you again.”

A modulated baritone came smoothly through the speakers: “And it’s good to hear from you as well. Glad to be back. What happened?”

Then I did jump up and scampered over to Finn’s arms to get a hug. Just the closest thing I could interact with, since Al didn’t have a body. Not that I ever minded hugging Finn. Plus, he was as wet-cheeked as I was from relief.

One step closer to getting Erika back, wherever she had gone.
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THE ROOM WAS A GRAYISH-brown. Top to bottom. Ceilings were supposed to be white. Of course, the old joke said “beige”.

But I could only see the part of the ceiling in front of me. Of course, my head was to the side, with the rest of my body. So I was seeing all “up” to my left, and “down” to my right.

The reason for this position is that my hands and feet were bound. And a gag in my mouth was tight, but not uncomfortable.

Of course, the bed smelled of dust and the lack of cleaning.

The smells were all old, not damp at anytime in the near present. Old. The room just smelled old.

But my logical self said I needed to get freed from these bindings.

And then figure out how to escape somehow.

First things first.

The hands weren’t tied across each other, and that gap was all I needed. Slumping my shoulders enabled me to move them around my bum and then down my legs. All without dislocating my shoulders.
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