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        In the immortal words of Spider Robinson:

        Everything in this story is a lie.

        And apart from factual statements in the Author’s Note.
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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Since my otherwise well educated, well informed mom had never heard of Schrödinger’s cat, it occurred to me that perhaps as many as three other people on the whole planet might not find the title of this story as titillating as I do. Wherefore . . .

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      In 1935, hoping to convey the seemingly paradoxical thinking required to understand early interpretations of quantum mechanics, Physicist Erwin Schrödinger published a description of a theoretical experiment which attempted to illustrate the difficulties of explaining how quantum mechanics extends from subatomic to macroscopic systems.

      The experiment, according to:

      http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schr%C3%B6ding er’s_cat . . .

      
        
        A cat is placed in a sealed box. Attached to the box is an apparatus containing a radioactive atomic nucleus and a canister of poisonous gas. This apparatus is separated from the cat in such a way that the cat cannot interfere with it. The experiment is set up so that there is a precisely 50-percent chance that the nucleus will decay in one hour. If the nucleus decays, it will emit a particle that triggers the apparatus, which opens the canister and kills the cat. If the nucleus does not decay, then the cat remains alive.

        According to quantum mechanics, the unobserved nucleus is described as a superposition (which means it simultaneously exists partly as each) of a “decayed nucleus” and an “undecayed nucleus.” However, when the box is opened, the experimenter sees only a “decayed nucleus/dead cat” or an “undecayed nucleus/living cat.” Oversimplifying the above explanation to the level of a Monty Python skit, until the box is opened, on the quantum level the cat is potentially simultaneously both alive and dead. However, the very act of observing changes the situation: Lifting the lid causes one potentiality to disappear at that moment, leaving only the other.

      

      

      (Unless, of course, you’re one who subscribes to the widely held theory that every yes/no decision spawns off two complete, divergent universes, each going forward from that point, with events developing according to the decision which created them. As one can imagine, this theory contemplates quite a lot of universes. . . .)

      Think about all this long enough and a headache is inevitable. In fact, enough people have gotten enough headaches that, in retaliation, a broad spectrum of alternative examples have been proposed. Here are three. Personally, I take responsibility only for the first. The second is to be found unattributed on more than three websites, which means, in the real world of the “Interweb(s),” it’s public domain. The third is courtesy of a Facebook friend (with apologies to Sheldon Cooper, Ph.D.). There are many other examples. Brace yourselves, however; the bar for quantum physics stand-up comedy is not that high:

      

      Q. How many quantum physicists does it take to change a light bulb?

      A. Depends upon whether you look at it.

      

      (Thank you! Thank you! I’ll be here all week. Tell your friends.)

      

      Mrs. Schrödinger to her husband: “Erwin, what have you done to that cat? He looks half dead. . . .”

      

      And finally, partly courtesy of The Big Bang Theory: ♬ Warm kitty, cold kitty, hidden from my view: Live kitty, dead kitty, which are you? ♪

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Not that any of that actually explains the title . . .

      —DRP
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            DARK AND STORMY NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      After charging down the slopes of the Canada Rockies, the huge, unseasonably cold, mid-August Alberta Clipper weather system roared across the Midwest, gaining momentum as a line of ever more massive thunderstorms, spawning dozens of tornados in the nation’s heartland, as well as straightline high winds and destructive microbursts, damaging hail, and widespread flooding.

      Arriving in Florida, it collided head-on with a slowly rotating, steamingly humid dome of ninety-seven-degree air parked over the state from just north of Mouse Central to Key West, overlapping and drawing even more moist heat from the almost blood-temperature Gulf of Mexico on the west and the equally warm Gulfstream to the south and east.

      At that point, with such extreme temperature differentials and so much atmospheric moisture, the weather turned really nasty: Virtually continuous lightning turned night into an actinic, stroboscopic caricature of daylight. Thunder’s sound levels threatened the structural integrity of major buildings. Nearly opaque rain descended in horizontal sheets. Tornadoes erupted statewide, and even straightline wind gusts routinely topped hurricane force.

      The abrupt realization that it was indeed a “dark and stormy night” through which he soon would be departing for home caused Harold Butterfield to suppress an internal wince. It wasn’t so much the increased practical hazards and discomfort surrounding the roughly three-hundred-mile drive through frightful weather which distressed him (though the prospect certainly lacked appeal) so much as being forced to participate in the cliché. Harold despised clichés.

      Most clichés anyway—in point of fact, he was a mobile database of movie, TV, and commercial quotes and snippets, many of which had attained their cliché status so long ago that by now they were commonly regarded as respectably quotable folk wisdom. Harold’s preferred use of them, however, tended toward the contextually unexpected, obliquely bent or fractured, and generally managed, however subtly, to be socially inappropriate.

      Part of his disapproval of clichés, at least those used in a cliché fashion, arose from a recognition of and fondness for good, original, unpredictable speech and writing. The majority, however, grew out of his conviction that clichés were a symptom of the type of thought regimentation to which originality is anathema.

      The carefully concealed, but utterly sincere, anarchistic core of Harold’s soul loathed regimentation. In any form.
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            GRAY RESEARCHER’S BURDEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost by definition, Specimen Analyst’s profession was unpredictable. Because of this, anticipating minimum Artificial Intelligence Network Access Link processing speed and storage capacity access levels necessary for safe and efficient selection and collection, handling, and study of always-unknown-in-advance biological specimens was impossible. Necessarily, therefore, lhe had been handicapped almost from birth with the hugely excessive computing power required by the occasional peak demands of lhs profession. Never had lhe actually been fulfilled.

      Of course lhe had been told, beginning in infancy, not expect to be fulfilled often, or for long at a time: Excess AINetAccessLink capacity was just one of the burdens shouldered by those whose work placed them at the frontiers of science.

      But someone had to do it. There was, after all, only so much demand for replacement parts pullers.

      As ScoutShiprTT;U2 drifted slowly over the peninsula below, SpecimenAnalyst watched the violent elemental collision raging about them with professional approval but private disappointment: A major storm not only concealed them but provided the opportunity automatically to recharge the scoutship’s accumulators, extending the time ScoutShipMaster (5rUU;D114(h)) could keep them in the field before exiting the atmosphere and either deploying the solar collectors or returning to the mothership.

      Unfortunately, from SpecimenAnalyst’s perspective, hiding in and recharging from a storm, while efficient, was unfulfilling personally: It reduced lhs workload, and thus the available fulfillment increment, by making it unnecessary to resort to the spectrum-shifter field, which, though it used a great deal of power, required a gratifyingly high level of operator micromanagement.

      On the other hand, it did free up more time to study the surface of the planet passing below for interesting specimens. . . .
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            CONVERGENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Briefly Harold debated whether, considering the storm, coupled with the fact that he’d get only about three hours’ sleep before work, it might be the more prudent course to retain his room, spend the night there at the convention hotel, and leave in the morning.

      However, his Monday morning class was well into prefinals cram-and-review stress mode. Turning them over to a postgrad teaching assistant on such short notice would be unkind at best; not unlike sending the kid into a den of starving, really cranky lions.

      It was at about this point in his reverie that Harold became aware of a soft, relatively high-pitched, sweetly melodious voice addressing him. Well, not him specifically, but—

      “HardDrive! Is that you . . . ?”

      Instantly Harold glanced down—and, just as quickly, relaxed again: The burly little Pembroke Welsh Corgi had indeed turned his head to see who was addressing him by his full calling name—but without shifting so much as a toe otherwise: HarDee was on a stay, and he was, by God, staying.

      Harold reached down and scritched him on The Place: the magic hollow just above the point of his wishbone—the single, perpetually itchy location on a dog’s body which he can’t scratch for himself. “Good boy,” he murmured.

      HarDee rolled an eye up at him and, though the ever-present Frisbee gently gripped between his teeth compromised the result somewhat, offered a smug Corgi version of Errol Flynn’s roguish grin. According to Harold’s personal (however imaginary) copy of The Official Lexicon of Nonverbal Canine Communication, the little dog’s expression translated to, “As if I’d break a stay that easily. . . .” Simultaneously, if almost imperceptibly, the tailless butt wriggled an expression of self-satisfaction.

      Only then did Harold actually shift his attention to the approaching girl, who by this time had swooped down and was stroking HarDee’s head and ears and, quite expertly, scritching him on The Place, showering him with a steady stream of complimentary greetings—“Hello, big boy; how’s that good puppy?”—and the like.

      At first impression, seen from above, having dropped to one knee to greet HarDee, she appeared to be about nine or ten years old, possibly even younger; a typical con couple’s rôle-playing daughter, Harold guessed. In fact, he was on the verge of offering a superficially complementary platitude regarding her “warrior maiden” costume, calculated primarily to begin the process of getting rid of her as quickly as might be commensurate with maintaining the pretense of adult-to-child courtesy, when she looked up at him—

      At which point, abruptly and quite involuntarily, Harold found himself doing a double-take, credit for which Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd, or Charlie Chaplin, individually or collectively, would have been proud to take.

      The girl’s age was difficult to estimate. She was diminutive, even tiny; probably not quite four feet tall. However, she was not a child. Emphatically not.

      “. . . And Doctor Butterfield,” she added merrily, rising to address HarDee’s “Daddy”; “hi to you, too. What a surprise. This is just about the last place I would have expected to find you.”

      Harold couldn’t place her, but that was hardly surprising. The student population at the University of Florida hovered around forty thousand these days. Most years, over half tended to be female, and the vast majority of those, with the benefit of youth, managed to be attractive in one way or another.

      Nonetheless, despite the fact that her acquaintance with HarDee, not to mention her use of his title, suggested that she knew him from school, Harold had never actually met her prior to this, formally or in-. Of that he was certain.

      He would have remembered . . .

      Dark-eyed, with straight, lustrously glowing, almost-black hair trimmed in bangs in front and gathered in a waist-length ponytail in back, she was incredibly attractive—the actual descriptive which initially flashed across the forefront of Harold’s consciousness was “stunning,” followed closely by “breathtaking.” Her features combined the fragile, wistful, slightly mischievous vulnerability of a teenaged Sarah Michelle Gellar with the girl-next-door-wholesome, round-eyed earnestness of an equally youthful Rebecca DeMornay.

      Both the wondrously skimpy, brightly chrome-plated chain-mail bikini which comprised her costume, as well as a jarringly anachronistic nylon backpack, bore UF colors: The bag was blatantly two-toned, whereas finely drawn triple pinstripes—two dark blue lines bordering an uncompromisingly bright orange divider—edged the bra and briefs.

      The bra’s covered area blurred the line between tasteful inadequacy and blatant exhibitionism. And the briefs . . . had there been even five percent less to them, Harold noted approvingly—notwithstanding the fact that the convention hotel was located on the beach in skin-tolerant South Miami—they likely would have gotten her arrested.

      Even the hardwood scabbard, or saya, of the Japanese katana sword suspended between her shoulder blades, its grip projecting above her shoulder, was a glowingly polished matching dark blue, inlaid with restrained orange filigree. And though perceptibly worn, much of the grip was equally festive, with similar colors.

      Yes, clearly this girl hailed from UF. (Either that or, Harold surmised, she suffered from acute color-blindness or a total lack of fashion sense—it was his very private opinion that no one free of peer pressure or some other form of duress would voluntarily wear such intrinsically antagonistic colors together.)

      Her attire (or, perhaps more accurately, lack of it) disclosed that despite her height she was perfectly proportioned, well-muscled, and remarkably conditioned: five percent body fat maximum—a cheerleader on a gymnastic scholarship, Harold speculated.

      Additionally, he concluded with a private shiver, she had to be an out-of-state student; perhaps from the frigid, windswept plains of upper North Dakota, or maybe even Alaska. He deduced this from the fact that she was patently immune to cold: Except for the bikini, which was constructed (now that he scrutinized it more closely, however surreptitiously) from relatively coarse-woven (visually tantalizing), actual metal chain-mail links, she was effectively naked. Yet, exposed to the ferociously air-conditioned environment of the convention hotel, the girl evinced not a single goosebump.

      Uncompromisingly cold-sensitive himself, a major factor behind his decision to live in Florida, Harold experienced another internal shiver as he visualized the sensation of a garment with such efficient heat-sink properties in contact with own skin. He had found it necessary to spend the entire weekend in long pants and a jacket over his T-shirt. (Today’s read, in plain, sans-serif, relatively small print, “There are 11 kinds of people: those who understand binary, those who don’t—and those who ‘believe’ this T-shirt is satanic code . . .”) He’d even worn socks. Thick ones.

      Harold’s admiration for the fair sex generally zeroed in on fairly tall women, approaching his own height, proportioned on the zaftig side of statuesque. Likewise, long, Icelandic-blonde hair was a plus.

      One in particular tended to stick in recent memory: a UF lady basketball player who looked exactly like supermodel Kate Upton. She had been tall and, for an athlete in a particularly aerobic sport, remarkably well rounded in key areas. Further, those curves had seemed largely immune to the influence of gravity.

      Harold had fabricated a variety of fantasies involving her. He’d even been on one nonfantasy double-date with her. She hadn’t been his date, of course; he and his actual companion for the evening, another computer professional from off-campus, had been part of a foursome.

      The discovery, during the course of the evening, that that tall, no-holds-barred-gorgeous, blonde student had been only a little smarter than a pet rock hadn’t interfered all that much with Harold’s subsequent fantasies; he’d merely restructured them thereafter to avoid situations in which she would have to talk.

      In any event, it was from the departure point of his default preferences, and with thoughtful deliberation, that he eyed this tiny, dark-haired, unabashedly nekidy young woman: Despite those reservations, he found himself greatly tempted to carve out a height and hair-color exemption to accommodate her.

      Only in his fantasies, of course—he hadn’t even considered the possibility that it might become a real-world issue: Had he met her on-campus, he reminded himself sternly, he would never have considered rising to such bait. Heretofore he had followed a strict policy of no student/faculty entanglements. Not even counting the fact that UF’s constitutionally questionable human resource rules frowned on such relationships, Harold had seen it work out badly too many times.

      His own social contacts, to the modest degree they existed, were almost exclusively off-campus in nature, in a number of cases nearly transcontinental, and some even international, as part of the worldwide dog showing community.

      Besides, this young woman was so petite (however exquisitely formed) that his lifelong societal anti-child-molestation conditioning threatened to kick in at the mere thought of—

      “Goodness, professor,” the girl continued airily, in the manner of one long-time acquaintance to another; “I never would have picked you from a crowd as someone into fandom.”

      Harold offered a professorially reserved smile. “I’m not, strictly speaking,” he replied. “I enjoy science fiction and certain subgenres of fantasy. I even attend an occasional con on my own. But, as was the case this weekend, I’m frequently invited to do presentations on computer security. It wasn’t until I got here that I learned they were running an Oz track as well. That sucked me in deeper: I collect Oz pastiches and selected memorabilia.”

      The girl’s eyes grew round, she sputtered the beginnings of a giggle, then took a breath—

      But Harold beat her to it: “By the way,” he interjected, half a breath before she could resume, “who are you? You know me, obviously from UF, but you’ve never been in any of my classes.”

      “I’m sorry, professor”; the girl was instantly, if unpersuasively, contrite. “My mom claims I have an extroverted personality exacerbated by introverted manners and she’s right though I’d never admit it to her face so obviously you wouldn’t know me because I haven’t taken any of your classes because they’re too advanced at this point but my goal is a doctorate in computer science and I’m going to use it to start a software company and retire a multibillionaire by age twenty-five and thereafter become an ecoterrorist or possibly a recluse living in a huge mansion with three hundred dogs and a pony and drive a fire truck.”

      All without a detectible pause for breath.

      Harold blinked slowly; then he studied her more closely for clues which might suggest just how much of this outrageous pronouncement might be in jest.

      If any . . .

      A moment’s scrutiny sufficed to assure him that he hadn’t a prayer of telling. However, he detected a certain joyous twinkle in her eye—overlying unmistakable qualities of fire, drive, and steel—which suggested that, while she’d probably be pretty dangerous practicing her first purported retirement ambition, she’d undoubtedly have a lot fun doing it.

      And maybe even, he thought wistfully, be a lot of fun for anyone aiding and/or abetting her. Briefly he wondered how she’d react to learning The Truth concerning his own lifelong pursuit of closet anarchy. If it turned out that she meant it about the ecoterrorist aspect, maybe it would be safe to—

      No, he rescinded quickly—then just as quickly winced internally as he realized that he’d been on the point of mentally paraphrasing the world’s oldest security joke (by definition a cliché): If he told her that, he’d just have to kill her. . . .

      Not, he thought gloomily, that it was likely ever to matter. Even if she were not a student, and therefore by his own definition untouchable, she was hardly the type who gravitated to him. Except, he deduced tentatively . . .

      “I gather,” he offered, “you’re one of HardDrive’s campus friends . . . ?”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Notwithstanding an eleven-inches-at-the-shoulder, thirty-pound stature, HarDee was very much a Big Dog on Campus, with a popularity far exceeding his daddy’s. Which is to say, HarDee was popular, a quality the possession of which Harold personally had never been accused.

      He had some teaching duties, and he took them seriously, largely enjoyed them, and was well regarded by his students, but they were regarded by the administration as pro forma, if not downright cosmetic. Harold had not sought employment with the University of Florida; they had come to him—and not because his pedagogic fame had preceded him.

      As with most universities, day-to-day operations at UF had become ever more inextricably bound to its computers, and the threat posed by worms, viruses, spyware, malactive spam, and incompetently or just plain badly debugged software seemed to grow almost hourly. Plus, not only were national and international hackers playing “barbarians at the gates” via the Internet (UF’s computer centers were major backbone and host nodes), but students, with private agendas and access to a broad spectrum of legitimate passwords, often posed even more of a threat.

      Despite his relative youth, by tenured professor standards, Harold’s reputation in the field of computer security was the stuff of legends. His antivirus software was unrivaled in the varieties of digital infections it could detect, block, and/or eradicate, and the degree to which it could salvage data and program files.

      And not even the military or CIA had been able to develop firewalls as bulletproof as his. Which is why the government, after he refused to sell outright, initially rattled legal sabers and threatened Dire Consequences. But after his own two-thousand-dollar-an hour lawyers called their bluff, the Defense Department quietly ran an in-depth background check, then issued him the very highest top-secret security clearance (so top-secret, in fact, he wasn’t even allowed to tell anyone he had it), and agreed to a continuing update license—for which he charged them out their figurative noses. . .

      (And about which he enjoyed recurrent attacks of private snickers: What could be more deliciously ironic than a hard-core, practicing anarchist in possession of tiptop-security clearance . . .)

      Originally his talents had come to the attention of the University of Florida’s computer-science department when his small internet security firm became the first successfully to detect and cleanse the Charybdis virus.

      This harmless but maddeningly inconvenient, temporarily system-incapacitating malady was capable of infecting any version of the more widely used operating systems. Visually, however, the effect was most impressive when the target OS employed a GUI, or graphical user interface, such as Windows, OS/2, NEXt, Unix, or Linux. But it was equally effective against old-fashioned DOS, and there were Mac and even iPhone and other wireless device versions.

      The rogue program announced its presence by seizing control of the screen (text, menus, icons, toolbars, graphics, or whatever), gradually stirring it all into a whirlpool, then tilting it into a miniature three-dimensional tornado, which eventually sucked everything down through an apparent drainhole at the bottom of the screen. The maelstrom display would conclude with a brief, forlorn string of bubbles. As they drifted upward, each popped and released a word: “I don’t feel so good—I think I have a virus.”

      The text then disappeared, leaving screens dark and systems locked. Rebooting restored computers with no data loss, and the problem wouldn’t recur for months.

      But it would recur. And prior to the advent of Harold’s detector-cleaner, the established antivirus industry had found it quite impossible to eradicate the Charybdis virus without completely reformatting harddrives.

      Thereafter, and much more importantly—certainly in the view of UF’s computer administrators—Harold was the first to identify the Libyan Sarcoma. This scorched-earth-style digital destroyer attacked data first, and used a variation on the thirty-five-pass Guttman file-scrubber algorithm—far superior to the Department of Defense’s own theoretically unrecoverable, seven-pass deletion protocol—to erase them. Thereafter it similarly eliminated program files, and scrambled whatever ROM programming might be present. It finished by corrupting even the low-level factory formatting of most harddrives.

      Potentially, the LS was capable of bringing down installations varying from individual PC and Mac notebooks and PDAs all the way up to international, mainframe-based networks. And because it was coded in the irreducibly bare-bones ones and zeros of machine language, it worked very quickly.

      Screen-grabs of sections of the code (obviously, the little program was never displayed to the public in its entirety) demonstrated that it was diabolically contagious and had the potential to wreak widespread destruction. Likewise, it had been effectively undetectable using previously available techniques.

      The prospect of such a virus getting loose in the system at the University of Florida’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, not to mention the Northeast Regional Data Center, simply didn’t bear thinking about. The fact that Harold had apparently managed to write, debug, and post a preliminary freeware version of the Libyan Sarcoma detector-cleaner on his www6.bughouse.pro website only forty-eight hours after issuing his initial warning to the media had been one of the major factors underlying UF’s decision to offer him a job, even if it meant waiving their normal yellow-dog clause.

      Which it most certainly did. Unlike the vast majority of university employees, whether academic or “civilian,” Harold’s contract contained a clause specifically exempting him from the usual “your inventions are our inventions” provision. He wouldn’t have accepted the position otherwise; he had made that clear from the outset. He wasn’t about to share the fruits of his “hobby earnings” with an employer.

      In point of fact, however, apart from the single network-accessible system which, Internet coverage reported, had been brought to his attention, no other instance of Libyan Sarcoma was ever documented outside Harold’s home office/computer lab/workshop. Fortunately, the well-distributed report went on, Harold had been able to isolate and kill the infection by remote control prior to its having gone into propagation mode, and he immediately added the program to his own security package’s autoupdater.

      Accordingly, even though he had pro forma research duties and a light teaching schedule, Harold not only was allowed but encouraged to continue to develop, market, and profit from his antiviral and security software—so long as he continued to use his talents to keep the IFAS, NERDC, and other university installations safe and healthy.

      Ultimately, at the conclusion of contract negotiations, Harold found himself the third-best-compensated employee at the university—only the football and basketball coaches were paid more.

      Not that Harold had needed UF’s money. His software business had already rendered him financially independent. His card read, “Biruses been berry berry good to me.” However, the opportunity to play with UF’s constantly updated, bleeding-edge-of-the-state-of-the-art, supercooled Atmos, Cray, Vax, and other exotic toys (for which he really had no legitimate use, and which would have strained his budget even without the updates), in addition to the money and state fringe-benefits package, proved an offer impossible to resist. (Though he had held out until they kenneled their yellow dog.)

      Needless to say, under the circumstances, administration cut him slack in other areas as well. Among them: Though not a statutorily exempt “service dog,” HarDee was allowed to accompany him to school every day.

      This to the everlasting annoyance of Harold’s titular boss: The Right Honorable Abner Beauregard Claymore Wellborne, IV, Ph.D., was frustrated almost beyond words by his lack of comprehension of the most basic elements of “his” field. A self-considered intellectual and conspicuously nongeek micromanager, Wellborne regarded computers as annoying inconveniences, to be put up with only so long as the fad which spawned them continued to run its course.

      An odd perspective, in Harold’s view, for a computer-science department chairman. But of course that was before he learned about university politics: For decades, the individual in question had been chairman in another, fundamentally non-computer-based department—the Archaeology of Minor Transylvanian Precursor Dialects—then one day found himself standing, frozen like a deer in the headlights, in the path of the state’s newly elected Republican legislative cost-cutting juggernaut, which had merged his original department with two others, equally obscure, and subsumed all three into the Slavic Languages College, leaving the university no choice but to put him out to pasture or transfer him somewhere else. And since he had forty-two years’ tenure and didn’t wish to retire, they had little practical choice. . . .

      Harold’s relationship with Wellborne was not improved by the fact that, in addition to the chairman’s contempt for computers and everyone and everything associated with them, he regarded the keeping of pets as a demonstration of both emotional weakness and lack of character. Unsurprisingly, Harold was not high on the Chair’s list of favorite subordinates.

      (Particularly since Wellborne was only too painfully aware that Harold was not actually his subordinate; that, in fact, in the realm of computer security, the damned pet-pampering geek’s word was law.)

      So notwithstanding the Chair’s unflagging public disdain (or maybe partially because of it?), groups of students regularly knocked diffidently on the door to Harold’s computer center control room or academic office, or occasionally even his classroom, and asked, “Can HarDee play . . . ?” And provided that at least one of the students was someone Harold regarded as a trustworthy, responsible adult, permission was almost always granted. HardDrive then would spend a period or two chasing Frisbees, returning utterly exhausted, to collapse for several hours of post-Frisbee afterglow.

      No one, Harold had reflected more than once, had ever asked if he wished to join them in a game of Frisbee.

      Or anything else.
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            FILLEDFULLMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Planetary atmospheric storms such as that currently rampaging over Florida were not a factor in the lives of those who lived and worked aboard Sector-Spare-Parts-Depot 004t(jJJ(0110100[7aw]1)). One of many similar installations, the complexity of its registry and coordinate designation offering a hint of the magnitude of their numbers, it floated in interstellar space in an area generally comprising a point of LaGrange-type stability among a loose cluster of stars located hundreds of lightyears from Earth. Roughly cubical, the structure’s linear dimensions approximated the horizontal measurements of the state of Connecticut.

      The records detailing the contents of the vast warehouse were the formally assigned, primary responsibility of Inventoriologist(2a\2.7)M, and were scrupulously accurate. Maintaining those records normally occupied approximately 98.8335 percent of hsr combined organic and currently assigned AINetAccessLink processing speed and storage capacity authorization.

      However, in addition to hsr unrivaled competence as an Inventoriologist—and notwithstanding the fact that shr was able to perform other duties only on a part-time basis—Inventoriologist was also far and away the most reliable and efficient replacementpartspuller currently serving in the Sector. Shr had earned this reputation despite the stability, traction, and grasping deficits inherent in monocycle locomotion and merely bidexterous manipulation, and notwithstanding the fact that shr was required to navigate the labyrinthine structure via the minimum illumination spectra mandated by SectorOverManagement’s safety regulations.

      In theory, this ultra-broad-spectrum, band-specific-feeble glow enabled workers with filing, stocking, retrieval, and/or shipping responsibilities, regardless of personal visual requirements, to detect the outlines of walkways and bins, and discern sparepart labels to the degree necessary for accurate filling of orders. In practice, this was not always the case.

      Nonetheless, despite these difficulties, SectorOverManagement knew that even the very highest-priority orders, involving the most essential, mission-critical spareparts, could be assigned to Inventoriologist and, without fail, they would be pulled, packaged, correctly address-labeled, and promptly shipped.

      Accordingly, notwithstanding the demands of hsr formally assigned duties, disproportionate portions of hsr workcycles were occupied by the filling of such orders. These physical activities shr conducted concurrently with hsr recordkeeping duties, which of course shr managed via hsr AINetAccessLink implant.

      Much of Inventoriologist’s success in fulfilling both responsibilities was traceable to the fact that shr retained in organic, realtime memory the locations and contents of every sparepart bin in the entire sparepartsdepot, which was of course much more efficient than constantly having to wait for queries to be answered: Local AINetAccessLink was notoriously slow these days.

      SectorOverManagement appreciated Inventoriologist’s competence, and took pains to ensure that shr knew they did.

      Even more importantly, however, shr was fulfilled in hsr work.
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            MERGING PROPINEQUITIES

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, indeed,” the girl replied, oblivious to Harold’s momentary wallow in funk. She reached down and briefly scritched the Corgi again on The Place. “HarDee and I have been Frisbee buddies practically since the beginning of my freshman year. My boyfriend introduced us.”

      Harold was astonished at the intensity of the internal wrench which mention of a boyfriend caused him. She was a student, after all, and therefore untouchable; plus she was an adult. Either way, it should not matter to him in the slightest whether she was a nonpracticing virgin, nor with whom she was not practicing it.

      (He ignored the tiny voice from a remote corner of his brain which picked that moment to remind him that the true anarchist’s creed required that all policies be subject to constant challenge and review. . . .)

      “But then he lost interest,” she continued in a momentarily less perky fashion, “both in HarDee, Frisbee, and me. He took up with a remarkably dumb blonde lady basketball player who looked just like Kate Upton . . .”

      Harold blinked. That basketball player? A small world indeed—

      With a wrench he dragged his attention back to this astonishingly attractive miniature UF student’s combined soliloquy/narrative: “. . . got her pregnant, dropped me, married her—in that order—graduated, moved away, and I haven’t heard from him in over a year.

      “All that remains from that relationship, apart from my current guilty-until-proven-innocent view of male students in general, is my friendship with HarDee. —Though based on that alone, I suspect I got the better of the deal,” she finished impishly, her sparkle brightening again.

      Harold’s heart soared as well—only to be grounded again, though with less than his customary conviction, as he reminded himself once more that, one, she was arguably too young for him; two, she was so disturbingly tiny; and, three, she still was a student, with all that implied.

      (Not to mention the fact that breathtakingly attractive young ladies simply did not gravitate to him, so the issue was moot in any case.)

      Abruptly it occurred to him that they had been conversing for the better part of five minutes and he still didn’t know her name. Even after asking. He remarked as much.

      She grinned unrepentantly. “See? Mom’s right; I really am incorrigible. My name is Olivia Zoë Maria Anderson. Given the focus of your fantasy hobby, you should be able to guess what my folks call me.” She paused and eyed him expectantly.

      Harold thought furiously for all of two seconds—then his eyes widened. “You’re kidding . . .”

      Ozma grinned at him. “Nope.”

      Harold laughed. “Coincidence? Or were your folks serious fans of all things Ozish?”

      “Major serious fans. Science fiction, too, but especially Oz. And still are; I halfway expected to see them here this weekend. But at the very least, they never miss the four big Oz conventions all around the country.”

      Briefly Harold debated telling her that he didn’t either, before another, potentially more serious, aspect of the question occurred to him: “Is that what your friends call you? Or is this one of those dark and terrible secrets that I need to forget before we get back to campus? Or do you plan simply to kill me right here and now . . . ?”

      Ozma laughed.

      (Harold had read of laughter described as “tinkling”; heretofore he’d never actually heard one that qualified. He wondered if it was due to some sort of Munchkin effect: Clearly, many tiny people had smaller larynxes, which logically resulted in higher-pitched voices. But somehow Ozma’s was also musical. . . .)

      “No; it’s all right. My friends all know me as ‘Ozma.’ It did cause a certain amount of difficulty during my grammar-school days. But I began studying karate in kindergarten, initially as prescribed coordination therapy, then because it was fun. I earned my first-degree black belt by age ten. I’ve seldom been the target of any genuinely malicious teasing. At least . . .” she crooked a cryptic brow, “. . . never on a sustained basis.”

      “I guess not,” Harold approved. “So much for my first guess,” he added; “I thought you might be a cheerleader or into collegiate gymnastics.”

      “I was a cheerleader”—her expression darkened—“for about a week. Unfortunately, while big, handsome jocks with two-digit IQs can be moderately entertaining sober, many, under the influence, have comprehension problems with short words, such as no. The football coach got me booted off the squad after I dislocated the fullback’s shoulder and relocated a tackle’s patella to the back of his knee.” She grinned. “All in the same incident.”

      “Goodness,” said Harold admiringly; “I’d have paid money to have been a fly on the wall for that.”

      Ozma dimpled in appreciation. “Right after that,” she continued, “certain key balance- and posture-related conditioned reflexes central to karate proved incompatible with important areas of first-string-competitive gymnastics.

      “I had to chose. Given the late age at which I became involved, an Olympics career seemed improbable. And college-level gymnastics success, while fun and ego-gratifying, seemed unlikely to provide significant future income, to say nothing of doing me any good in an unlit parking garage late at night. When I decided not to tamper with my karate responses, they dropped me from the team. So,” she finished solemnly, “I broke the coach’s nose.”

      As Harold’s eyes grew round, Ozma’s façade wavered, cracked, then disintegrated utterly. “Okay,” she giggled; “him I just yelled at. But I yelled very loudly, and I thought about breaking his nose.”

      Harold smiled. “Remind me never to annoy you.”

      “Don’t worry,” she responded, crooking an even more enigmatic brow; “I never yell at my friends. . . .”

      For possibly the hundredth time in the past seven or eight minutes, and ever more urgently, Harold reviewed his height and hair-color preferences, as well as the no-student-entanglements policy. He suppressed another internal flinch but simultaneously found himself concealing a smile at the movie cliché which, unbidden, abruptly sprang to mind: The former considerations were “more guidelines than actual rules,” and the longer he gazed at Ozma, the more rapidly they eroded. The logic behind the latter reservation remained unassailable, but overall, in this instance, the ban was growing rapidly more difficult to defend on a cost/benefit basis.

      He decided to defer the decision a while longer—ignoring yet another inner voice which reminded him scornfully that defer is nothing more than a euphemism for stall.

      He reached a decision: He decided to stall in earnest, but in a manner which would allow time for further research . . .

      “HarDee and I are about to head back to school,” he tossed out, a bit hesitantly. “I drove down. How’re you getting back?”

      “I’ve got a ticket for the red-eye bus,” Ozma replied. She paused then, and her eyes focused somewhere at the far side of the lobby, allowing the silence between them grow progressively more and more pregnant. . . .

      Harold took a long breath, reviewed the no-student-entanglements policy one last time—then drove a stake firmly through its heart: “Would you like to cash it in and ride back with us?”

      Ozma beamed. “Thanks, I really would.” Twinkling, she added, “You’re turning out to be almost as much fun as HarDee.” But she also looked relieved as she finished, “Not to mention the fact that, for a female alone, especially one my size, buses—never mind big-city bus terminals at midnight—sometimes offer more excitement than sensible bodies go looking for. . . .”

      This comment might well have precipitated yet another emotional crisis for Harold; but at that moment, a massive, seconds-long discharge of lightning flared dazzlingly outside the windows. He glanced out at the horizontal rain, opened his mouth—but barely a second later the accompanying thunder rattled the entire building and made speech impossible. As the echos died away, he crooked his own brow, raised an imaginary glass, and observed, “Here’s to an excitement-free drive back.”
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            GOOD VIBRATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you mind if I see what music is available on the radio?” Harold asked diffidently, as he guided his venerable diesel Rabbit down the ramp, out of the hotel’s parking garage, and they plunged into the storm. His hesitancy was based upon the not entirely indefensible expectation that, as a student, Ozma would be into anything and everything new, loud, discordant, and nasty.

      And Harold had arrived at an age where no woman’s company was worth that. . . .

      “Hey,” Ozma’s smile was dazzling, “it’s your car. Don’t worry about me; listen to anything you like. About the only music I actively dislike is rap, particularly with really jarring electric guitars and/or drums, harsh, raspy, so-called voices, and lyrics based on hurting people. Beyond that, if it isn’t something I like, I can pretty much just tune it out. Since my main preference is symphonic classical music, I spend a lot of time in the dorm musically tuned out.”

      Harold’s jaw didn’t quite drop. Symphonic classical music constituted the core of his own musical taste, though he was equally fond of major symphonic film scores.

      Privately he noted that the news had dealt his student-entanglements policy yet another body-blow—then realized that subconsciously he had begun building a compatibility list, and berated himself for an idiot who was well on the way to turning into a caricature—the worst form of cliché: Middle-Aged Man Infatuated With Much Younger Woman . . .

      They decided to try the local National Public Radio FM stations first. If nothing appealing turned up, they’d switch to Harold’s subscription satellite radio, where two channels’ worth of commercial-free classical music always could be found virtually everywhere in North America. Happily, WXEL, West Palm Beach’s NPR station, was in working range as they approached the Florida Turnpike interchange. They caught the host in the midst of an announcement: “. . . final work of our regularly scheduled symphonic session this evening will be Mahler’s First Symphony, the ‘Titan.’ ”

      Then he alerted listeners that they planned to spend the rest of the night working through a series of major orchestral film scores, including, courtesy of a local collector, a performance of Poledouris’ rarely heard, gloriously orchestral-sounding but largely computer-generated soundtrack for the motion picture, Wind.

      Ozma eyed him suspiciously. “Do you really like classical music, too? Or are you just humoring me?”

      By way of response, Harold said, “Would you please retrieve my notebook. It’s on the back seat.” With his left hand he began rummaging through the door pocket.

      Ozma was unsurprised to see that the computer in question was one of the very latest, fastest, most powerful portables on the market: almost a server in miniature; with redundant multiterabyte solid-state “harddrives,” gigabytes of RAM, and a wide variety of communication ports.

      “Ah, here we go,” muttered Harold, producing a short USB8 cable. “Plug this end into the notebook’s port, please,” he said. As she complied, he inserted other end into a matching port in the radio’s faceplate. “Here’s something you won’t find in many cars,” he added absently.

      As the minimainframe powered up, Harold confessed that he was indeed a dyed-in-the-wool classical music devotee. He showed her the CD travel case on the floor in the rear containing over two hundred major symphonies and soundtracks; for use, he explained, anytime he found himself out of range of an NPR station, or didn’t like what it or satellite radio were offering at the moment.

      “A fair number of my CDS not only aren’t in print anymore; some have never been in print. I’ve recorded them off-air, digitally, from live performances and/or stations’ own recordings. With normal reception, the sound quality usually is pretty good. Obviously not as good as if I’d had access to the original mastering files, but more than adequate for my simple purposes.

      “And tonight, if everything goes well, I’m finally going to capture Wind. I’ve been stalking it for years. Let’s bring up the SoundForge capture app so we’ll be ready when they finish the Mahler.”

      Though a bit breathless from Harold’s abrupt plunge into demon music-collector mode, not to mention the complexity and obvious expense of the hard- and software he’d brought into play, Ozma smiled and considered her question well and truly answered. . . .
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      SectorOverManagement was less pleased with the performance of ReplacementPartsPuller(726d\4.3)ffF. With hexadexterous handling capabilities added to dodecapedal locomotion, hme should have been one of the fastest, most efficient receiver/stocker/retriever/shippers on staff. Regrettably, however, due to an administrative error, hme had been authorized a substantial excess of AINetAccessLink processing speed and storage capacity access level. As a result, hms duties occupied only 94.9244 percent of hms assigned capacity. Accordingly, hme was substantially less than fulfilled.

      Worse, hme retained very little of the sparepartsdepot’s map in organic memory, and consequently spent appreciable null time awaiting bin location coordinates to be downloaded.

      Still worse: Regardless how many spareparts might comprise an order, hme consistently failed to plan, anticipate, and query coordinates for more than a single bin at each AINet access, which meant a system-induced delay added to the retrieval time for each item; and obviously hme never attempted to organize an efficient, time-saving route through the facility, based on where these spareparts might be located in relation to each other, which often tripled, quadrupled, or worse, the time it took hme to complete orders.

      Finally, (though obviously this violation had never come to SectorOverManagement’s attention), hme frequently diverted excess capacity, both AINet as well as organic, to idle speculation, usually regarding alternate modes and venues of service.

      And even though unaware of this latter deficit in hms character, SectorOverManagement never, under any circumstances, assigned ReplacementPartsPuller the task of filling essential, mission-critical spareparts orders.
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      After paying his toll at the booth, Harold accelerated at the limit of his tires’ front-wheel-drive adhesion on the wet pavement, then set up for the two-hundred-seventy-degree sweeper leading across a bridge and onto the Turnpike on-ramp.

      As the car’s inherent understeer set in, he eased off the power a fraction, then held the steering wheel steady, using the accelerator to steer: more power to increase the slip angle and widen their radius; less, and the Rabbit’s trajectory tightened. The curve was posted for twenty miles per hour; the Rabbit rounded it at just over sixty on the rain-slick asphalt.

      A surreptitious glance from the corner of his eye revealed that Ozma, firmly supported by the deep Recaro bucket seat, had not bothered to avail herself of the grab handle, and, though paying close attention, appeared unconcerned.

      (Harold suppressed another internal wince, this one not unmixed with amusement. Ozma’s lack of reaction supported another cliché, albeit one known by few outside the high-performance motoring fraternity: While sliding the rear end, or oversteer, usually alarms passengers, unexpected understeer scares only drivers.)

      The curve led to the on-ramp proper. Again Harold poured on the coal, feathering the accelerator slightly to keep wheelspin to a minimum until reaching one hundred miles per hour. At that point he shifted into fifth, set the cruise control, and flipped several switches.

      A clearly custom-made, GPS-driven, moving roadmap of the greater Miami area materialized on the ten-inch-square TFT screen set into the dash. An arrowhead just below the map’s center identified their location and direction on the roadway. A smaller Garmin GPS unit, positioned just in front of the steering wheel, displayed their compass heading, and functioned as an ultraprecise speedometer, with digital readouts for speed (reading to two decimals), distance to and from, estimated ETA, and even altitude. In addition, a sprinkling of variously colored status and/or pilot LEDs flickered into existence across the dashboard and along the overhead console.

      “Gracious!” breathed Ozma, round-eyed. “Not to be presumptuous—professors’ salaries are public record, after all, and available to any snoopy person who can operate a computer—but I was a little surprised when I saw this car. I think I envisioned you driving a top-of-the-line Volvo station wagon, maybe even the all-wheel-drive SUV version: something solid, predictable, safe; comfy, maybe even a bit stodgy. Clearly, however, this is not a run-of-the-mill, decades-old, diesel Rabbit. First of all, it’s so fast—and what are all these gadgets . . . ?”

      Harold smiled. “To misquote that vintage Oldsmobile commercial, this ain’t your daddy’s Rabbit. It is old, but it’s a one-owner; I bought it originally to go to college. It’s got a little over three hundred fifty thousand miles on it; just nicely broken-in, by diesel standards.

      “I added the wide-rim alloy wheels and had the suspension and brakes tinkered with until it handles and stops like a factory team rally car. It has an aftermarket limited-slip differential and turbocharger, so even in a straight line it’s faster than most late-model so-called muscle cars.” Harold grinned darkly. “Which can be entertaining on a Friday or Saturday night when the other guy is a drunken redneck in a full-bore pickup truck.”

      Ozma smiled at the image.

      “I’m careful never actually to beat them,” he continued; “I merely do not fall behind no matter how fast they accelerate or drive. This usually motivates them to try harder. Often much harder. Several have blown engines quite spectacularly. If not, I wait until they’ve given up completely and slowed back to legal speeds, their spirits broken. Then, as I drive past, I tap the horn, twice.” He tapped the steering wheel hub, demonstrating the “meep-meep!” of the cartoon Roadrunner-style horn.

      Ozma laughed outright.

      A buzzer squawked and a string of LEDs flashed red in the overhead console.

      “Whoops, what’s that?” she demanded.

      “Cop,” Harold relied complacently.

      Ozma glanced at the speedometer. The limit was seventy; they were still motoring along at an even hundred. “Does state university tenure come with a get-out-of-jail-free card?”

      “Nope. This isn’t a radar or laser warning. That’s up here.” He indicated the small box suction-cupped onto the windshield at the top center. “Fact, is, since building this other detector, though I keep a radar/laser unit as backup, I haven’t actually had to rely on it even once. Police band radios generate a unique electronic signature at all times, which can be identified at a range of about ten miles. The detector is directional and incremental. This officer is about five miles to the west; not on the Turnpike at all. He’s probably a county deputy on routine patrol. In that area he could even be a wildlife officer. But he’s not a factor for Turnpike traffic to worry about.”

      “Wow,” breathed Ozma, round-eyed. “To misquote Will Smith, I gotta get me one of those! My mounting license points need one of those. Did you invent it?”

      “I’d love to take credit. But no; I found complete plans on the Internet. All I did was splice together a few off-the-shelf components.”

      “Well, let the record show, I was prepared to be impressed,” Ozma grinned. Then: “What about the rest of this lightshow?” She nodded at the heavily instrumented dashboard and console, with its dozens of glowing LEDs and three TFT displays. “This car would intimidate a 747 flight engineer.”

      Abruptly Harold was glad it was dark: As a largely do-it-yourself technophile, he found he was experiencing a flash of nearly tongue-tied pleasure at the girl’s praise for the depth and breadth of the electronic goodies with which the old Rabbit was equipped, and he suspected his cheeks were momentarily glowing. To cover his happy discomfit, Harold switched on his professorial mode and gave her the ten-cent tour, concluding with . . .

      “For the past twenty minutes, without realizing it you’ve been listening to the one electronic device which actually could be considered an invention, at least philosophically, and for which I am entitled to take credit.

      Ozma favored him with a stony-faced stare. “I see. You invented FM radio. That’s so cool. And since Al Gore invented the Internet, you two must be really good buddies?” Harold offered her an oblique glance. The façade quivered, then fractured. “Okay,” she sputtered; “what’s special about your FM radio . . . ?”

      “Have you noticed, we haven’t missed hearing a single note of the softer sections of the Mahler—yet we haven’t been blown out of the car when the orchestra’s moved into more stirring sections?”

      Ozma blinked thoughtfully. “Now that you mention it . . .”

      “Automatic gain control combined with ambient background sampling. It’s so obvious, I’ve never understood what’s kept the car radio industry from doing it all these years. The volume knob adjusts the sound level coming from the speakers, and the AGC keeps it constant relative to the background noise level in the car.

      “Mahler’s First is one of the better examples: Without AGC, you’re forever fiddling with the volume in an effort to hear the softer passages while preserving the window glass when they get serious.”

      “That’s a great idea. I hope you’re making lots of money from it.”

      “Not a dime. I offered it to Phillips, Sony, and a host of others, gratis—my UF teaching job and security responsibilities keep me busy and, in conjunction with the university salary, the software company makes me more money than I’ll ever be able to spend—and they all turned the idea down flat. Not so much as a thank-you.”

      “Amazing,” sighed Ozma; “you’ve got everything wired but HarDee.”

      Harold’s effort to suppress a smile failed abornin’.

      Ozma glanced at him suspiciously. “You are not about to tell me that HardDrive is the product of incredibly advanced animatronics and artificial intelligence.”

      “No,” Harold smiled; “but HarDee is wired. He’s got an ID transponder chip between his shoulder blades.”

      “I’ve read about that,” Ozma said thoughtfully. “As I understand the concept, animal shelters, veterinarians’ offices, and—my apologies for juxtaposing the words in this context—ethical medical labs are supposed to be equipped with reader devices, so lost and/or stolen dogs can be identified and returned the moment they show up.”

      “Right.” Then, as the music flared in one of the Mahler work’s numerous mini-climactic moments and faded again, Harold chuckled.

      Ozma eyed him cryptically. “What?”

      “Did you hear what the famous music critic is alleged to have said at the debut of one of Mahler’s later major works?”

      Suspiciously, Ozma said, “No-o-o . . .”

      “ ‘His music is much better than it sounds. . . .’ ”

      As they sped north through the dark and stormy night, Harold reflected to himself that Ozma had an absolutely delightful giggle.

    

  

