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All points in space exist at one point in space.

All points in time exist at one point in time.







Chapter 1

Janet Thompson stepped through the doorport and gasped. This isn't San Diego! What went wrong? she wondered, jostled by a passerby, overwhelmed by the noise, offended by the stench, chilled by the cold, and half-blinded by the light.

Blinking, she turned to read the sign above the doorport that she'd just come through.

“Downtown Sacramento Transit Plaza,” it said on the lintel.

But I just came from Denver! Janet thought. She pulled her collar tight against the cold and looked around, wondering where she was. The cold was a wet, soggy rag, so unlike the crisp, dry cold of Denver. The classical cathedral dominating the square looked oddly familiar, but the steep pyramid piercing the sky behind it was the landmark she needed. The Transamerica Pyramid, San Francisco.

I step into a doorport in Denver headed for San Diego, and I end up in San Francisco, stepping out of a doorport that says I came from Sacramento.

The system's gone haywire, Janet thought, pulling her comcard from her purse. With a few thumbpresses, she dialed central California dispatch, the back line to the supervisor, her old friend Charlie Goodrich.

She looked around as her call went through. Doorports lined the square, people popping in and out of them every few seconds, the ports shimmering as they bent the fabric of space-time to bring two points together. The mid-morning doorport traffic heavy, all the people looked as if they belonged, none of them disoriented, as she was sure she looked. The usual knot of protesters stood down the street, waving signs predicting the apocalypse. Supercilious sacrilege! she thought, disliking their inflexible intolerance.

“Charlie here,” the voice said. “Janet, wonderful to hear from you.”

Janet held up her comcard so he could see her. “Hey, Charlie, how are you, old friend?”

Charlie was in his fifties, a bit overweight, balding and red-faced, a competent troubleshooter and Janet's typical go-to when anomalies like this cropped up. “What can I do for you, young lady?”

“I got a bad one, Charlie,” Janet said, the wind whipping her hair into her face. At least it blows away the urine smell, she thought. “I was in Denver, stepped into a port for San Diego, found myself here, stepping out of a port from Sacramento.”

“Uh-oh,” Charlie said. “Let me get a trace on that one. That the doorport behind you?”

“Yeah, sure is.” She'd made sure he could see it over her shoulder.

“Quite a snafu, that one. I hope Old Man Douglas doesn't get word about this. He'll give birth to extraterrestrials.” Charlie looked at something off screen, his hands moving across his tactile interface, the tactiface beeping at his every touch. “Say, you weren't playing with that prototype you and the boys are developing at Corporate, were you?”

“The recalibrator? I wouldn't dare; Old Man Jackson would excoriate me for using untested equipment. You know how careful he gets about R&D.”

“You mean, 'anal.' ” Charlie smirked.

Janet smiled. “Exactly what I meant.” Charlie always knew what she meant. They'd worked together for ten years on system maintenance and troubleshooting on the west coast before her promotion last year to VP of R&D.

“Nothin's comin' up, Janet,” Charlie said. “All systems read normal; those two doorports both pass a self-check. I'll do a reset for both and then recheck. It'll inconvenience our customers for about thirty seconds, so if you hear complaints, that'll be me. But you know what I'm not finding …”

“The record of my going through, right?”

“Right,” Charlie replied, frowning.

All ports were tracked and billed accordingly. A port from LA to SF was $35 one way. Wave your comcard at the sensor, wait for the green, step on through, pay your bill each month.

Great. No record. “Look, Charlie, I'm freezing, where's the nearest doorport to San Diego? The rest can wait.”

“Yeah, let's get you going.” He waved at his tactiface. “Forty feet west of you.”

“Left, right, up, down. I don't know west or east,” she protested.

“Sorry, to your right.”

Janet spotted it, headed that way. “Thanks, Charlie. I owe you one.”

“Pleasure to be of service. Say 'hi' to the family.”

“Likewise on your end. Bye.” She thumbed off the call, and his face was replaced with an alert. One new voicemail, three new emails, four new vidmails. Probably all of them wondering where I am, Janet thought, sighing and stepping to the right doorport.

She waved her comcard across the sensor, the light turned green, the doorport shimmered, and she stepped on through to San Diego—four doorports down from where she should have emerged fifteen minutes ago.

With a sigh, she headed through the Transit Center toward the local doorports, dodging a protestor and wondering what had gone wrong.





Alterlude #1

Officer Anthony Stewart checked that he had everything ready, scooped up his three-year-old, shouldered the day bag, and kissed his wife goodbye. “I'm so lucky to have you,” he told her. “C'mon, Suzy,” he said to his four-year-old and headed for the garage.

“I'll pick up the kids at three,” Sharon said as he stepped into the garage. “As usual.”

“Thanks, Honey,” Anthony said, the door closing between them. His hands full of child, bag, lunch, and briefcase, he managed to extract his comcard from his pocket and swipe it across the doorport sensor.

Space-Time Harmonic Aperture, it said across the lintel.

Fancy name for a doorport, Anthony thought. The light turned green, the surface shimmered, and he stepped from his garage into the nippy Denver morning. Making a beeline across the neighborhood square for the childcare doorport, Anthony saw that a line had already formed.

“Daddy, slow down,” Suzy complained, hanging onto his hand.

In his arm, his son Dustin giggled.

“Sorry, Honey,” Anthony said, his breath fogging up in front of him. “You both warm enough?” he asked, heading for the back of the line, looking around the square. Several doorports had lines in front of them. Rush hour. The bank of five doorports labeled “downtown Denver” was fifteen people deep. Anthony sighed, knowing he'd be there after dropping off the kids at daycare.

A woman with a child in her arms slid into the line just before he did. The child grinned over his mother's shoulder and stuck his tongue out at him.

Anthony flipped back his lapel to expose his badge. “All right, you're under arrest.”

The boy burst into tears, and his mother spun as though to rebuke him. Suzy giggled, and Anthony told the woman, “You're up,” pointing to the open doorport in front of her.

The mother scowled at him, waved her comcard across the sensor and disappeared through the doorport.

He swiped his comcard, the light turned green, the doorport shimmered, and he followed.

The mother with the bawling child entered the daycare center ahead of him, throwing dismayed glances over her shoulder.

Sheepishly, he entered behind her and set down his wriggling three-year-old son. “Sorry about that,” he said, his kids dashing off to play with their friends. “He stuck his tongue out at me.” Anthony stuck the day bag into his daughter's cubby.

“Oh,” the mother said, trying not to smile. She handed him the sign-in wand. “Jackie,” she said, offering her hand.

“Anthony,” he said, shaking it and turning. “Bye, Kids.” He waved.

“Bye, Daddy,” five kids replied, maybe one of them his.

He held the door for Jackie, and they headed up the walk for the doorports.

“County Sheriff?”

“Yeah,” he said, knowing the badge visible under his lapel.

“D.A.,” she said.

“Oh? Deputy or big cheese?”

Jackie smiled bashfully. “Assistant.”

“So I bag 'em and tag 'em, and you—”

“Lock 'em up and throw away the key,” she finished.

They both laughed and took their turns at the doorport.

Back at the neighborhood transit point, Anthony saw that the line to downtown was much shorter. After a couple minutes of talking shop, they'd stepped through the doorport into Civic Center Park. Across the street, behind yellow-striped sawhorses, a cadre of protestors chanted in unison and waved signs. “Doorports will be the death of us all,” one sign said. A cloud of steam rose above them, the protestors were so numerous. While Jackie headed to the courthouse, Anthony turned toward the County Jail, the Sheriff substation attached to the backside.

At his desk, Anthony sorted through the missing-persons reports filed overnight in the county. He scratched his head at the number, which had increased recently for no apparent reason. As the open squadroom came to life for the day, Anthony browsed through files on his tactiface.

“Hey, Stewart, did you find that 84-year-old who lost herself in her own closet?”

Anthony didn't even look. He just held up a single finger. A cackle of laughter followed. He didn't care; he liked what he did. No one else wanted missing persons, considered a promotional backwater at the department. Of course, having a hysterical wife call about a husband who'd been missing only four hours and was just checking out of a motel with someone who wasn't his wife, or an old man looking for “Bessie” who later turned out to be a forgetful basset hound so old she didn't know how to get home anymore, wasn't exactly detective work.

Some of it included matching a John Doe at the morgue with a missing persons report. A new body had come in, and some of the circumstances triggered his memory. Sorting through reports, he matched one to the John Doe. Per protocol, he personally had to port to the morgue and match it to the specs given him by the worried family member. Anthony pulled the profile onto his Sheriff's comcard.

Near the john was the doorport to the morgue.

Anthony swiped his card and stepped through the shimmering port.

“Stewart, got a match already?” Ruth the receptionist asked.

“I think so,” Anthony said, following her back to the meat locker.

“Column five, door three,” she said, gesturing him into the refrigerated area. Shiny aluminum panels mirrored their progress down the banks of drawers toward the one he wanted.

He slipped his comcard into the tactiface nearby, then pulled open the third drawer down.

An elderly male stared up at him with a bewildered expression, a mole on his left cheek.

On the tactiface, a drawn, bewildered face with a mole on the left check looked at Anthony.

“Biometric,” he said.

“Analyzing,” the tactiface replied, then the screen began to flash. “Match.”

“Let's get you back to your family, old guy,” Anthony said to the body, then covered him back up and slid the drawer back in. He shook off shivers outside the meat locker. “Thanks, Ruth.”

“Glad you found him, Stewart.”

Back at his desk, his tactiface began to flash, indicating he had an incoming call. He tapped the screen to answer. “Missing persons, Stewart here,” he said.

The face on the screen was that of a young man. “Hi, I'm calling from St. Louis, and I can't get a hold of my father in Denver today. We talk every day.”

Anthony nodded, smiling. A person wasn't considered missing until forty-eight hours had passed. “All right, Sir, I'll need to get some basic information.” He shrank the face to a corner of the screen and began putting in the information the young man was giving him.

Within seconds he had a match. Anthony verified all the major demographic details, then said, “Sir, my apologies but my records indicate your father died—”

“Last week, that's right. I did it again,” the young man said. “I'm sorry, I keep forgetting, it was so sudden, I must have dreamt about talking with him yesterday. Look, I didn't mean to waste your time.”

“Sorry about your loss, Sir, and it wasn't a bother at all.”

“I can't believe I did that, forgetting my own father died. My therapist says sometimes people do. You ever get calls like this before?”

“It's happened,” Anthony said, thinking they'd been all too frequent recently. His tactiface flashed, indicating another call. “I've got to go, Sir.” The caller hung up after another apology and Anthony picked up the next call.

The daycare.

Oh, great, he thought.

“Hi, Mr. Stewart, just wanted to remind you that the kids need to be picked up at three. I'm calling because of what happened yesterday.”

Oh, yeah, Anthony thought, I was supposed to pick them up but thought for some reason that my wife was going to. Been forgetting a lot lately. “Thanks for reminding me,” Anthony said. His therapist had told him to expect some of that around the anniversary. “I appreciate the reminder. So much to juggle, doing this all on my own.”

Anthony hung up, saw it was already noon. Seems like hours had passed without his having noticed. Looking up, he saw Captain Jameson approaching, the precinct Chaplain in tow. Father McClanahan had been to the house a number of times in the past year, but not recently.

“Captain Jameson, Father McClanahan,” Anthony said.

“Stewart,” the Captain said, his hand on Anthony's shoulder. “Why don't you join the Father and me in my office in about five minutes?”

“Certainly, Sir.” Anthony nodded to them and returned his attention to his reports. He could feel the looks of his coworkers, and he knew they could see he was suffering. It used to be they'd rib him about finding someone who'd lost themselves in their own closet. They hadn't done that for the last year. He thought it ironic he'd miss something he used to find so annoying.

He knew his work wasn't as thorough, and the Captain was probably going to suggest he take some time off. The tactiface told him how many reports he still needed to sort through. How can I take any time off? he wondered.

With a sigh, he headed for the Captain's office.

“Anthony,” the Captain said.

First names, Anthony thought, wants to keep it informal. “Captain, Father.” He nodded to them both.

“How are the kids, Anthony?” Father McClanahan asked. As precinct Chaplain, he knew all the officers, all their spouses' names, all their kids' names. “Dustin's four now, and Suzy three, eh?” And their ages.

Anthony hesitated, thinking at first that McClanahan had it backward. Why did I think that? Of course Justin's four and Suzy's three. “Uh, yeah, yeah, they're, uh, fine, Father. Thanks for asking. They still sometimes ask for their mother, but that's to be expected.”

“Tomorrow's the anniversary, Anthony,” Father McClanahan said. “Got anything planned?”

Anthony blinked back a tear. “I hadn't realized. No plans, since I guess I forgot. Funny how you forget things like that.”

“Anthony,” Captain Jameson said, “it's the forgetting that's got everyone concerned.” He sighed and looked away. “And how you sit there for hours not moving, man! It's unnerving!”

The Father put his hand on the Captain's arm.

“Maybe I could take the kids to the crypt,” Anthony said, not really seeing them anymore. “Yeah, I'll do that. Thanks, Father, for the suggestion, and thanks for the day off, Chief.”

Anthony found himself back at his desk without a memory of returning. It's just the grief, he knew.

His tactiface alerted him to the time. The squadroom was subdued as he rose and tidied his desk. He felt their eyes again and wished his suffering weren't so apparent.

His walk to Civic Center Park seemed to take no time at all.

“Hey, Anthony, put on your coat, it's freezing,” Jackie said, standing in line at the doorport.

He smiled, liking her, remembering their date two weeks ago, remembering he'd enjoyed himself for the first time since his wife … I can't think about that right now, he told himself.

At the daycare, he held the door for Jackie and they walked in together.

Justin glanced from Jackie to him. “Are we getting a new mommy?” he asked, Suzy watching wide-eyed beside him.

All Anthony could do was kneel, gather his kids to him, and weep. As though he hadn't wept at all since his wife had died.







Chapter 2

“Space-Time Harmonics,” Janet said, squinting into the lights, her voice echoing from the back of the auditorium, “allows us to bend the space-time fabric between two points and open a doorway between them. When first deployed forty years ago, doorports altered the fabric of our society. Planes, trains, and automobiles suddenly became obsolete. In less than ten years, the United States changed its primary mode of travel from hydrocarbon-powered vehicles to electricity-powered doorports, and the industrialized world is now but a few steps behind us. Doorports line our streets. Instead of cars in our garages, we now have three to five doorports each. Our houses used to be valued in part on how many cars fit in the garage. Now, it's doorports.

“But even that may become superfluous.

“Our current infrastructure requires two fixed doorports, one on either end, both finely calibrated to insure the safe arrival through that space-time aperture of its valuable human transit.”

Janet smiled, barely able to see past the glaring stage lights. “But what if, ladies and gentlemen, what if each doorport might be recalibrated for a different destination each time?”

A buzz began in the room. These are sector chiefs and division managers, she reminded herself. They know precisely what that means. “Less maintenance, less infrastructure, less real estate, less energy, greater flexibility, fewer transfers.”

“What about system instability?” shouted someone from the back.

Janet recognized the voice instantly.

Old Man Douglas, co-founder turned apostate.

Janet didn't hesitate. “Instabilities are an anachronism. Our network hasn't had a single anomaly in the last forty years.” Before today, she thought. “We have within our grasp the next generation of doorport, one that will leave our competition gasping and our customers smiling. Thank you, everyone!” Janet waved and walked off stage, trying not to run, hoping she didn't trip.

Backstage, she wiped her face, breathing roughly.

Old Man Douglas, twin brother to CEO Jackson Weintraub, was ninety years old, had been one of the two senior engineers responsible for developing the first generation of doorports and, on the eve of their rollout, had abruptly resigned from the project, had declared the technology dangerous, and had denounced the company engineers as charlatans, his twin brother among them.

He can think what he wants, Janet thought, having grown up with doorports. A forty-year-old engineer at R&D, she knew the reliability of the technology. He's a fool, she thought, making her way to the reception area, wondering how she was going to handle all the questions she was sure to get. Her secretary greeted her in the back corridor. “You look like you've seen a ghost.” The young man frowned and led her to a chair.

“No, just Old Man Douglas.” Janet sat, feeling somewhat disoriented.

“Who let him in? I had him escorted to the sidewalk just an hour ago!”

Janet shook her head. “He's irrepressible. Listen, Stan, any questions about my being late?” She had run onto the stage, hopelessly unprepared.

Stan shrugged. “Old Man Jackson was a bit miffed, watching on com from Denver, but he's always that way. Let's get you freshened up for the reception. You're still pale.”

“I'm not going—indisposed, all right?” Janet had to figure out what went wrong this morning. “I got that noon at Corporate anyway.”

“Old Man Jackson will be a bit miffed.”

“But he's always that way,” they said together, sharing a chuckle.

“Look, Stan, I called Charlie about … a glitch. I'm going to forward the call to you. You have to keep this under wraps. Got it?” She thumbed her comcard.

Stan's eyes went wide. “Haven't had a 'Charlie' in a year. That bad?”

Janet nodded. “Really bad, this time. I need a tight lid on this one, all right?”

Stan nodded, his eyes wide. He pulled out his comcard, which beeped. “Got it. Be careful. I'll cover for you here. Exit's that way.” Stan pointed.

Her coat over her arm, Janet stepped from the service entrance into an alley fifty feet from the street. Once outside, Janet breathed a bit easier, and headed for the nearest doorport. She checked her watch, the time ten-thirty PST. She was due back in Denver at noon MST, a half-hour hence.

Her husband Frank often chided her about the anachronism around her wrist, a self-winding mechanical watch, a relic from the pre-doorport age of internal combustion engines, smog-choked air, and climate change.

At the sidewalk, standing against the building as though stalking her, was Old Man Douglas. “Come with me,” he snarled, taking her elbow roughly and towing her down the street.

Janet planted her feet and tore her elbow from his grasp. “Lunatic! You don't know what you're talking about and haven't in forty years. None of your catastrophizing has any basis in reality, and none of your predictions has or will come true.”

“Latent effects of space-time perturbations might not be seen for another hundred years—or another day. Just because you can't see it coming doesn't mean it isn't there. Have you worked through the progressions? No! Because they won't let you!” He handed her a memchip and was gone before she could give it back.

Perturbed, Janet watched him as he scurried away, hunched over, his pink bald spot above a grey crown all she could see above the collar of his trench coat, his feet taking steps too rapidly for a frail, ninety-year-old man.

She headed toward the doorports lining the middle of the street, putting the chip in her pocket.

“Repent!” a bearded young man said, nearly striking her with his sign. “You're bringing about the end of time!”

She stepped nimbly around him, resisting the temptation to grind her heel into his instep. He sounds so certain, she thought, shaking her head. Medieval nut-job!

Reading the signs above the doorports, she continued walking, not finding the doorport labeled “Denver.” Albuquerque, Phoenix, Houston, Kansas City, Salt Lake City, De Moines, but no Denver.

She sighed and pulled out her comcard. In the corner was the icon for the prototype—she smiled, then shook her head. Thumbing for a map, she saw that the nearest Denver doorport was a twenty-minute walk. I'll never get there in time, she thought. Janet could have ported to a neighboring city and found a doorport for Denver there, but she didn't know what the distance between doorports was in that city.

Well, she thought, pulling up the prototype, wish I didn't have to use this. It hadn't been field-tested but had proved flawless thus far in lab tests. We'll have to start field tests soon, anyway.

Janet stepped to the nearest doorport, one labeled “New Orleans,” and used her corporate override to pull the doorport offline, a tool she carried from her maintenance and troubleshooting days with Charlie. She waved her comcard across the sensor pad. Thumbing the activate on the prototype, she watched the comcard screen as the prototype recalibrated the doorport in front of her to Denver, and recalibrated the destination doorport in Denver to align the space-time harmonic aperture.

The sensor beeped and flashed green, and the doorport shimmered.

Janet smiled and stepped from San Diego to Denver.

Civic Center Park greeted her with its cheerful bird calls, vendor bells, and bare, rustling trees. And of course, the cold, crisp winter day. The State Capitol dome gleaming under the noon-time sun, she stopped to don her jacket, then looked for the doorport that would take her to Corporate.

I could have ported directly to Corporate, she thought ruefully, checking her watch. Fifteen to eleven Pacific, she saw, rolling the watch ahead an hour to Mountain Time, striding toward the bank of local doorports, no protestors in sight.

A bell tolling from a few blocks away caught her ear. The Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception sounding the hour, she thought, enjoying the bells, having lived as a child within earshot of the Basilica, having heard its bells all through childhood.

She froze, startled, and looked at her watch.

11:45.

She searched between the trees for the Basilica tower.

12:00 noon.

Her throat tightened, her heart raced.

She held up her watch just under the tower clock face, the latter's hands vertical. Pulling out her comcard, it too stated the time was noon. The bells stopped tolling and her comcard started beeping, telling her she needed to be at Corporate.

My watch is never wrong! she thought, wondering what happened.

She found the doorport for Corporate and stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of the building. Across the street stood a cadre of protestors, behind yellow-striped sawhorses, chanting in unison, waving signs, a cloud of steam rising above them. Fanatics! she thought, flummoxed.

In the building foyer, the concierge nodded.

“Can you tell them that I'm on my way up, please?” Janet asked him, and stepped into the elevator.

“Running late?” the woman beside her said. Maxine, from finance. A royal bitch, Janet remembered, but hammered out contracts that were airtight. “Not like you at all,” Maxine said, eyes on the floor counter. “Stan says you're the queen of on-time. Admires that in you.”

Janet shrugged out of her jacket and snorted. “Late twice today for whatever reason. See you.”

Maxine nodded and got off.

The elevator dropped Janet off at the fifteenth floor.

The Vice President of Operations, Evan Jonas, Charlie's boss, swore under his breath as he whisked past her into the board room. The wood-panel, plush-shag silence of the executive suite was unnerving to her, in spite her having occupied an office here for the last two years.

The chaos and bustle of an operations nerve center for ten years had hard-wired her for excitement.

She slid into her chair in the boardroom, wondering why Evan had been late also. But then, Evan was always late, and making up excuses about missed deadlines, shoddy work, and poor compliance. If I were boss, Janet thought, first thing I'd do is fire him.

Old Man Jackson cleared his throat, eyes darting between Evan and her in silent rebuke for their tardiness. Jackson's gray crown below the pink scalp reminded her she'd seen his twin brother Douglas on a San Diego street not fifteen minutes ago.

Jackson and Douglas Weintraub had pioneered the technology, moving it from laboratory to world-wide implementation in a matter of years, Douglas having decamped on the eve of the doorport's simultaneous deployment in a hundred cities across the U.S.

“How was San Diego, Janet?” Jackson asked, voice gravelly with age.

“Splendid, sir.” She smiled.

“Saw my brother, I hear.”

While Old Man Jackson had built the doorport network, Old Man Douglas had promulgated research that purported to show the system would eventually collapse, that space-time perturbations would cause a rift that would swallow the Earth whole. No one had been able to replicate Old Man Douglas's research.

“Heard him at the back of the room, yes. Despite our efforts to keep him out.”

But the combined Weintraub research had been replicated across the globe, and thirty years ago, they'd been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in physics. Jackson had used his half of the award to expand the network, and Douglas to decry his brother's ambition and to proclaim an impending apocalypse.

Jackson grunted. “We should have Legal look into a restraining order. Soon he'll be assaulting our staff. Evan, what's going on? You're late!”

“Doorports at San Diego and Downtown Denver went off-line for no apparent reason, sir. We're looking into it.”

“That'll be my doing, Evan.” Janet held up her comcard. “I had to use the prototype recalibrator to get here on time, and I was still late. I'd have warned you but didn't have—” Janet smiled “—time.”

Those in the room chuckled.

“How'd it do?” Jackson asked.

“Perfect, sir,” Janet said, thinking, I must have misread my watch, or set it wrong.

Jackson lifted an orange folder from the table. “Excellent work, Thompson.” Her report on the lab testing, submitted just yesterday. “How soon to complete field-testing?”

“Three months max, sir,” Janet said, having suspected he might ask.

“Make it two. Coordinate with operations. Evan, get R&D whatever they need. Since this will require a large scale redeployment of resources, get me an estimate of how many doorports will go idle within the year. Include projections of where these idle ports might be redeployed—and think vertical, for godsakes! I hate those blasted elevators!” Jackson pounded the table. “Report on my desk in the morning, Evan!”

“Yes, sir!” Evan looked as if he'd been struck by lightning.

Two hundred million doorports in the United States alone.

He'll be up all night, Janet thought, knowing her task would be equally difficult.

“Yes, Mr. Weintraub?” Janet asked, entering his office.

Those dreaded words during the meeting had come just afterward—“Please see me immediately after the meeting, Ms. Thompson”—and she'd waited as everyone else had left, then had followed Old Man Jackson to his office.

“Call me Jackson, goddammit,” he said, as usual.

“Yes, Jackson goddammit,” she said, smiling sweetly.

He threw back his head and roared. “Glad our corporate stuffiness hasn't diluted your piss 'n' vinegar. Hate those suits. You know how many Vice Presidents we got? Twelve! I could fire 'em all and not a thing would change. How are you, Janet?”

“Wonderful, Jackson.” She didn't remind him she was Vice President of R&D. “How are your boys?”

“Eh? Can't get the Senator from Massachusetts to return my calls, and the Attorney General of Florida keeps our lawyers hoppin'.”

Bragging by complaint, she thought, liking him greatly. Earlier, confronted by his twin brother, she'd had to summon her courage to defy him, forgetting momentarily that she worked for Jackson, not Jackson's twin brother.

“How's Frank? Job's still open when he's done with that fathering.”

Janet shook her head at him. “You knew one of us would have to be at home with the kids. Why him and not me? He's as smart as I am.” Although an engineer, Frank had gone into finance and was CFO.

“You're the visionary,” Jackson said. “And he and I get in too many tiffs, both of us too strong-headed.” Then he glanced out the window.

Downtown Denver, the Capitol dome gleaming not far off, beyond it the Basilica clock tower. The office was floor-to-ceiling window on three sides, along the fourth wall, two doors. One led out, the other to Jackson's personal lair, where no one but Jackson went.

Janet had never seen the inside of the lair. It was rumored a pigsty, filing cabinets bursting with paper, diagrams crowding each other for wall space, not a single window, and one glaring, uncovered incandescent lamp.

“How's my brother?” Jackson asked.

“Didn't have the opportunity to ask; he was waiting for me when I came out, started spouting his usual drivel. Said, 'They won't let you see the projections. They won't let you see the equations.' Then he handed me this.” She tossed the memchip onto his desk.

He raised his eyebrow at her. “That's the reason I snatched you from your post-doctorate at MIT, you know?”

“What?” Janet was surprised. She'd never fully understood why a conglomerate like American Doorport would offer a twenty-eight year old brainiac without a moment of private-sector experience a whopping salary at a management-track technician's position.

“Take a week. Turn your duties over to your team. Look at those equations.” Jackson pushed the chip back toward her with the eraser of a pencil, as though it might be infected. “Decide for yourself if there's any merit to what he's propounding. I can't see it, but your Space-Time Harmonics are sharper than mine. That's what I saw in your work at MIT.”
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