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      Chi tossed the orange rubber ball with something short of a professional baseball player’s speed. And gave it more altitude and spin. Chi’s metal arm spun to a lazy stop.

      Igor raced full speed out across the field, tongue flapping, four legs barely touching the ground. A couple quick glances back and up enough to give the dog a solid fix on the ball.

      “It is quite impressive,” Chi said, watching the calculations of the dog’s speed, trajectory, and that same data of the ball. Probability showed the lines intersection in what would be the deep outfield—if this was a baseball diamond.

      A grunt came from the man on the other side of the radiant heater. The squat cylinder glowed a dull red as the light faded from the setting sun. Its efficiency would be much better within an enclosure, but Lee Fletcher, captain of the Notch, wanted to sit out under the stars. Humans.

      It was, Chi considered, as math and reality became one when Igor leaped into the air and her jaws snapped closed on the ball, perplexing. She landed easily and began a slow, easy trot back, tongue dangling out the side of her mouth. And here was the captain, wanting to sit under stars that they saw every day from actual space—without an atmosphere in the way. They could get much better views on the ship.

      “Igor shows a remarkable ability to track and intercept the ball.”

      “She should,” Fletcher said. “Otherwise she wouldn’t be much of a navigator, now would she?”

      “True,” Chi said. “Her intuitive sense of direction is a considerable asset—though I still fail to see how she is able to plot such exact courses in space.”

      “She smells out the course,” Fletcher said.

      A soft tone of disapproval came from Chi’s speakers. “It is illogical to suggest such a thing. In space, no one can smell.”

      “Be glad you can’t,” Fletcher said, with a bark of laughter. “When Igor farts even the rats in the hold pinch their noses.”

      “We don’t have rats,” Chi said. “Such contamination would be intolerable.”

      Fletcher raised the bushy gray eyebrow on the right side of his face. “If you think that, maybe I should have your circuits overhauled. Those rats elude you. I should get a cat.”

      Igor arrived at her easy lope. She slowed to a walk as she came up to Chi. She gave the ball a couple squeaky chews, then spit it—and drool—out onto the ground at Chi’s wheeled base. Her tongue hung out of her mouth as she panted.

      “Again,” she said. Her voice was rough, but understandable.

      “I’ve thrown the ball twenty-three times already,” Chi said.

      “Again, hydrant,” Igor said.

      Chi’s cylindrical top section rotated to fix primary lenses on Fletcher. “Must I continue this—game?”

      Fletcher tipped the tin cup in Chi’s direction. “Better do it.”

      Chi whistled disapproval. “You shouldn’t encourage her.”

      “Again,” Igor said. She barked for emphasis.

      Past experiences logged suggested that the consequences of not doing as the dog asked—demanded—could involve urination in public areas, chewed conduits, or other disruptive behavior.

      Chi extended the arm and picked up the ball.

      Igor half crouched and backed up, watching the ball with the sort of attention usually given to navigating a difficult gravitational anomaly.

      It took less than three seconds for Chi’s arm to spin up to full speed, a silver-tan blur topped by orange. It released the ball at the exact moment to send it soaring off into the distance—this time with considerably more power than a professional ball player.
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