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Prologue

 Kaem Seba in Middle School 
   
 Kaem walked down the hall toward the classroom, lost in his own troubles. Bullied by the boys, ignored by the girls, he got along well with his teachers.  
 Getting along with teachers got him bullied even more. 
 Up ahead, Rob Sanders, once a nemesis of Kaem’s, burst out of a classroom and plastered himself against a wall as if frightened. 
 Since Kaem had used his dad’s one-punch strategy on Rob several years ago, Rob hadn’t been that much of a problem for Kaem, but he always kept a wary eye on the boy. For a moment, he wondered what’d alarmed Sanders, then realized Sanders was acting. He wasn’t really terrified; it was part of one of his horrible jokes or tricks. 

Nick Helmer, one of Rob’s friends, called out, “What’s happening?” 
 Rob, still acting fearful, said, “Making room for Dirty Dezzy to get by without contaminating me.” 
 As Nick plastered himself to the other side of the doorway, Kaem watched in dismay. He thought, You guys are such assholes. Somebody ought to stand up to you, make you stop doing stuff like this.

 Timid Dez Lanis came out the door, eyes on the floor, trying to pretend she didn’t notice the two boys. Or what they were saying. Or the stares of the others, Kaem among them. 
 Kaem noticed the stain on Dezzy’s blouse. Her disheveled blonde hair. Her frayed shoes, one with a split sole. He knew Dezzy often had an odor and assumed her family must be poor. Poorer even than we are. Her clothes looked secondhand. And why the odor? Too poor to afford… what exactly? He wondered. Soap, hot water? Can’t afford the laundromat?


Probably the laundromat, he decided. I should do something to help, he thought. Say hi. Walk with her. Act like I’m not afraid of her germs or whatever it is that Rob’s pretending to be terrified of.

 But in the end, Kaem found himself paralyzed. Worried that his own low social status would fall even further if he befriended the girl. Afraid that, even though she had no other friends, she’d reject him for being black, or sickly, or a teacher’s pet. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d found that those of the lowest social status were the ones most likely to put him down—perhaps as a way to feel better about themselves. 
 As Dezzy walked past, her eyes—full of unspilled tears—rose to look into Kaem’s. 
 He felt like she’d just looked into his soul. She gave him a tiny nod as if to say, “I understand why you can’t help.” 

Do something! he raged at himself. Say something!

 Instead, he watched her go by, realizing at the last moment that he was standing far enough from her path that it looked as if he was avoiding her germs the same way the others were. 
 As the years went by, it was an event Kaem would often look back on with regret. 
   
 *** 
   
 When Dez got home from school, her mother was still asleep. Dez quietly went in and borrowed her mom’s phone and charger. Out in the kitchen, she plugged in the phone and started using it to do her homework, hurrying to get it done before her mother got up. 
 To Dez’s great relief, she’d finished her homework and submitted it to her teachers’ inboxes before her mother woke. 
 Unusually, her mother wasn’t in a bad mood this particular afternoon. She even cooked dinner instead of sending Dez for takeout. They had a pleasant meal. Dez’s mother wasn’t particularly good in the kitchen, but she cooked so seldom that Dez looked forward to it.  
 It didn’t last. As they ate, Dez’s mom was already starting to get edgy and irritable. 
 When Dez got up from the table, her mother frowned, “What the hell happened to your shirt?” 
 Quietly, Dez said, “One of the boys threw a spoonful of spaghetti at me.” 
 “What an asshole. Is that his idea of flirting?” 
 Dez shook her head. “He’s just mean.” 
 “What’s his name? I’ll call his mom.” 
 Dez’s eyes widened. Her mom was likely to call when she was in a terrible mood and make a complete hash of things. “No!” Dez said, a little more abruptly than she’d intended. She followed that up with a calmer, “I’d rather deal with it myself.”  
 Her mom stared at her a minute, then said, “Okay. But if he gives you any more trouble, you let me know, right?” 
 “Yes, Mom,” Dez said meekly. 
 “Did you wash it right away?” 
 “Yes, Mom,” Dez said. 
 She thought about how she’d scrubbed the lower front of her shirt at the sink in the school bathroom, then been horrified to realize that the water had turned her white blouse transparent. In an attempt to dry it more quickly so she could get to class she’d rubbed it with a paper towel. That had left little bits of brown paper towel all over it. 
 In tears, Dez had been picking off bits of paper when Shelly Wills came in the bathroom. For a moment Dez feared further shaming at the hands of the tall, beautiful volleyball player. But Shelley took one glance, walked over, smacked the on button on the hand dryer, and said, “Belly up to this. Once your blouse is dry, you’ll be able to brush off the bits of towel.” 
 Dez had done so, wondering why she hadn’t thought of the dryer herself. She’d turned to say thanks, but Shelly had already entered one of the stalls. She called thanks anyway but Shelly didn’t answer. Because she didn’t want to talk while she’s on the toilet? Or because she didn’t want to get caught talking to Dirty Dezzy?

 Back in the present, Dez’s mom said, “Well, get in there and wash it some more. Use soap, but don’t go crazy.” Her mom scrimped on little things like soap and pantry supplies while wasting money on takeout and pricey things like their big TV.  
 She’d bought the TV when she’d gotten a big payday from the secret job she never talked about. There were a lot of other things Dez would rather have had than a TV. Saving the money for a rainy day would’ve been best, so they wouldn’t have to go hungry when times were tight. But Dez knew her mother couldn’t save money. So, the TV was better than nothing. 
 Dez always used as much soap as she thought she could get away with, but it never seemed enough to get the smell of her body out of her clothes. She often wondered whether she needed more soap, or whether dish detergent just wasn’t designed to get odor out of clothes.  
 She knew better than to ask if she could buy laundry detergent. Her mother thought the cheap dish soap worked fine for everything, but Dez wondered whether it might be the cause of her broken, frizzy, tangled, flyaway hair. 
 After she finished washing the shirt in the bathroom sink, she checked her other clothes and decided to wash two of her other three blouses in the same sink full of soapy water. She hung all three blouses up on wire hangers over the bathtub. Only then did she decide to take advantage of her mother’s better-than-usual mood to see if she could take their list to the grocery store and pick up a few things. 
 Her mom was putting on her makeup and the good mood had faded. “We don’t need groceries!” she’d barked. “I’ve got to go in to work early.” She slammed out the door a few minutes later. 
   
 *** 
   
 Dez woke in the middle of the night to a banging on their door. Did Mom lock herself out or something? she wondered groggily. She got out of bed, put on a pair of jeans to go with the t-shirt she wore to bed, and stumbled her way out to the apartment door. 
 The banging came again and someone said, “Open up. Police.” 

Police?! Dez wondered. Is Mom in trouble? “I’m coming,” she croaked. She cleared her throat and said it again, louder.  
 She heard a man’s voice hiss, “Shit! Sounds like a kid!” She didn’t think he’d expected her to be able to hear him. 
 Dez stood on her tiptoes and looked out the peephole. There were two uniformed policemen. She turned the bolt, opened the door, and peered out at the two men. She couldn’t tell if they looked sympathetic or dismayed. 
 One of the men took a knee. “Hey, kid, you alone in there?” 
 Her mom had told Dez to never admit to being alone, but she didn’t think she should lie to the police either. She nodded. 
 “Is this Marie Lanis’s home?” 
 Dez nodded again. 
 “She’s your mom?” 
 Dez cleared her throat. “Yes.” 
 “Do you and your mom have any relatives here in town?” 
 Dez shook her head. 
 The man turned back to his partner and said, “Social work.” The other man turned away, talking quietly to what looked like a heavy-duty phone. 
 Dread clamping her heart, Dez asked, “What’s the matter?” 
 “Um, your mom’s had a problem. We’re gonna have a lady come stay with you until everything’s worked out.” 
 “What kind of problem?” 
 “The lady’ll explain it all to you when she gets here.” 
 “What kind of problem?!” Dez asked, hysteria creeping into her voice. 
 “The lady—” 
 “What’s happened to my mom?!” Dez screamed.  
 She kept screaming. People started coming out of the neighboring apartments. Mrs. Jacobsen, who’d occasionally babysat Dez when she was younger, came over and hugged her until her cries settled to a whimper.  
 When the social worker arrived, she talked to Dezzy a bit, then said, “I have something terrible to tell you.” 
 Dezzy felt her tears welling up, “My mom’s dead, isn’t she?” 
 The social worker nodded; her eyes empathetic. 
 “Was she murdered?” Dez asked, thinking of her mother’s mysterious job. 
 The social worker bit her lip a moment, then nodded again.  
 Dezzy’s thoughts spiraled out of control. Even Dezzy thought her mother acted immaturely, but she was all Dezzy had. Unbidden, her mind turned to a conversation they’d had after Dez had heard about some other kids’ big families, Dezzy had asked her mom how many relatives they had.  

“None, babe.” Her mother had said, “It’s you and me against the world.”








“You don’t have any brothers or sisters?”








Marie shook her head.








“What about your parents?”








“They’re dead.”








“Dad’s family?”








“He was an orphan.”








“No cousins either?”








Marie shook her head. “It’s just you and me against the world. We’re it, kid. Get used to it.”







 Dezzy blinked to clear the past from her present, then looked up at the social worker, “I’m an orphan?” 
 The social worker shook her head. “Technically yes. But we’ll contact your extended family. Do you know if any of them might be able to take you in?” 
 Dezzy shook her head and wiped at her eyes, “I don’t have any other family.” 
 “Um, our information is that you do. Why do you think you don’t?” 
 “Mom said she didn’t have brothers or sisters, and her parents were dead.”  
 The social worker looked surprised, then said, “We’ll have to see.” 
 Mrs. Jacobsen offered to let Dezzy stay with her overnight so she could stay with someone she knew. After getting all the particulars and Dezzy’s agreement, the social worker said it’d be okay. Even though she didn’t think she’d be able to, after a small glass of warm milk, Dezzy fell asleep on Mrs. Jacobsen’s couch. 
 ~~~ 
 Dezzy woke on a foldout bed in Mrs. Jacobsen’s second bedroom. The horror of the night before crashed down around her. But then she noticed the sound of conversation from the front room. After a quick run to the bathroom, she followed the voices out front.  
 Timidly, she stuck her head around the corner. Moments later, she cried, “Mom!” and ran across the room to leap on her mother.  
 Her mother tightly hugged her back.  
 Arms around her mother’s neck, she exclaimed, “There was a mistake, right? It wasn’t you!” 
 Her mother just squeezed her tighter.  
 Dez reveled in the warmest hug her mother had ever given her. Then she began to worry that her mother hadn’t said anything. And she didn’t smell of cigarettes. And she was softer, not so bony. Dez slowly pulled back to stare into a face that looked like her mother’s but wasn’t. A face soaked with tears. Soft blonde hair, rather than her mother’s harsh platinum. A softer, kinder-seeming face that looked like her mother’s, but was somehow younger. A face more like Dez’s own, but older. 
 Dez blinked blurry eyes, then choked out, “Who’re you?” 
 “I’m your mom’s sister Rilee,” the woman replied. “Your aunt…” She blinked a couple of times, then murmured forlornly, “Dezzy, I’m so sorry about your mom. And I’m terribly sad to meet you this way. I-I’m, I’m sorry. I wish this hadn’t…” A long pause followed, then again, she said, “I’m just sorry about everything.” 
 Dez pulled back a little further. “Mom said she didn’t have any brothers or sisters. And that her parents were dead.” 
 Aunt Rilee nodded. “When she left us, she was really mad. She said we were all dead to her. I’m guessing that’s what she meant when she talked to you about us.” 

Why was Mom mad? Dezzy wondered, then asked. 
 A multitude of expressions passed over Rilee’s face. She started to speak, then stopped. Then finally said, “She wanted money.” 
 “And you wouldn’t give her any?” 
 “We’d already given her a lot. Everyone in the family had given her money. Lots of friends too. And it all went to… to…” 
 “Buy drugs?” Dez asked. 
 Rilee nodded convulsively. 
 “Yeah, you probably shouldn’t have given her any money. How old was I?” 
 “You weren’t born. We didn’t know you existed until, until…” 
 “Last night?” 
 Rilee nodded again, seemingly unable to speak. 
 Tentatively, Dez asked, “When you say, ‘we,’ who do you mean?” 
 “Our parents, er, your grandparents. My brother, who’d be your uncle. Your cousins. Lots of other family.” 
 With hope in her voice, Dez asked tremulously, “Is there someone who’d let me stay with them for a while?” 
 “Me…” her aunt Rilee croaked out. “I’d love it if you came to live with me.” 
 Dezzy threw her arms around her aunt’s neck. Though she was still grieving her mom, she was somehow happier than she ever remembered. 
   
 It was years before Dezzy understood that her mother’s mood swings had been due to her meth addiction. That her “secret job” had been as a sex worker. And that Dezzy’s orphaned father, supposedly overseas on a secret assignment, was actually unknown. 
 But, living with her aunt Rilee, Dezzy thrived. Clean—new, not secondhand—clothes, a nice haircut, shampoo, and steady, warm love made all the difference in the world. 
   
 *** 
   
 Saturday morning, Brad Medness went in to check on the micro plasma experiment he was running in the lab at the University of Maryland’s ISEAP (Institute for the Study of Electronics and Applied Physics). He’d been working for a couple of years to develop his system for heating tiny plasma systems to extreme temperatures. Some of the new high energy chirped-pulse lasers could generate extreme heating within the small volumes he worked in. Unfortunately, that heat dissipated so rapidly that he had to take his measurements of the plasmas’ properties on a picosecond or femtosecond basis.  
 Though his grants were written with the more prosaic goal of understanding plasma physics, his dream was to induce small scale fusion. 
 Unfortunately, today’s experiment didn’t bring him any closer to that goal. 
 ~~~ 
 When he got home his wife looked up from her screen and said, “My news feed this morning had an article you’d be interested in.” 
 He expected the article would be about one of his obscure hobbies—so esoteric that the news was usually far behind his own knowledge—but he tried to appear interested. “What was that?” 
 “Someone apparently gave a talk about a new material that’s a hundred percent reflective, can’t be melted and is thousands of times stronger than steel. They think it should be useful for inducing fusion.” 
 Brad snorted, “Did you read another article in the Express? I told you not to believe—" 
 She rolled her eyes and interrupted. “USA Today.” 
 He frowned, “How’d they fall for something like that? Did it say where this stuff was coming from?” 
 “Some new company. The talk was given at UVA though, so someone’s taking it seriously.” 
 “Anybody that takes such claims seriously needs to have his head examined.” 
 “Her head.” 
 Distractedly, Brad said, “Huh?” 
 “Since I’m the one taking these claims seriously, it would be ‘her’ head that needed to be examined.” 
 Detecting the dangerous tone in his wife’s voice, Brad said defensively, “I was talking about whoever wrote this up at USA Today. Not you.” 
 “Humor me. Watch the talk. The guy’s demonstrations are astonishing. I’d like to have you explain how he did them.” 
 “You can fake anything on video.” 
 “Humor me,” she said pointedly. 
 So, he pulled it up and started watching, expecting to turn it off after the first minute or so. 
 He watched the whole thing, then went out for a walk to digest it. 
 When he got back to the house, he watched it again. 
 And again. 
   
 





   
   




Chapter One



 Kaem walked from his apartment to school on Monday morning. He’d been doing this for a couple of weeks now, but this time, rather than walking around the slight hill between his place and school, he decided to go over it. He didn’t know what his hemoglobin was up to because he hadn’t seen Dr. Saiens for some time. But he felt… great!  
 So much better.  
 As he started up the incline, he did so with the trepidation of someone who’d always avoided inclines. Someone who would’ve been exhausted part way up even a shallow grade like this. Someone who would’ve walked around or called an Uber. Or lived on campus so he didn’t face such obstacles. Though even when he’d lived on campus, he’d had to allot extra time for stairs in buildings that didn’t have elevators. 
 If he’d had to go up such an incline, he’d have expected to have to stop occasionally to rest. 
 But this time there wasn’t any fatigue. In fact, he wondered momentarily if he’d been mistaken and the stretch was actually flat. A glance back convinced him that he was indeed walking up a gentle hill. Probably a hill that others would barely notice, but still, an uphill grade that would’ve been a problem in the past. 
 Feeling invigorated, he let his thoughts turn to the Friday night before. 
 After giving the talk on Stade, he’d taken Arya and Lee out to dinner. He’d wanted it to be a thank-you for their help with his talk. Cluelessly, he hadn’t had any idea how uncomfortable it would be having the two of them at dinner together. At first, he’d thought they were mad he hadn’t introduced them during the talk. Then, that they might have felt demeaned by their relegation to the positions of practically invisible assistants during his moment in the spotlight. Or, maybe they thought he’d been using them as eye candy? 
 Finally, he’d decided they just didn’t like going out to dinner with him together when it was just the three of them. Sure, everyone from Staze went out to lunch together on a fairly frequent basis, but it was never just the two of them with Kaem. During those lunches, they always sat together on the opposite side of the table from him. Do they do that so neither of them will have to sit next to me? he wondered. Am I vain enough to think it’s because they both want to sit next to me and that’s their compromise?

 At the restaurant, they’d been seated at a four-top table. Lee’d taken a seat first. Arya took the seat next to hers. This left Kaem to choose between sitting in the seat next to Lee, or the one next to Arya. When he’d hesitated, Arya waved at the seat across from her and said, “Go ahead. Sit next to Lee.” 
 Then, at the end of the meal, when Lee and Kaem had ordered desserts, Arya had shaken her head and risen, saying, “Great talk, Kaem. I’ve got some stuff to do, so you two enjoy your desserts without me.” She’d put on a smile Kaem thought looked fake and finished by saying brightly, “See you guys at work Monday.” 
 Then she was gone. Kaem looked wonderingly at Lee. “You think she’s mad?” 
 Lee stared at him for a moment, then gave a minute shrug. 
 “What do you think’s going on?” 
 “I don’t know,” Lee replied. 

I think Lee knows what’s going on and just doesn’t want to tell me. Kaem thought. Or thinks I know and I’m just playing dumb. Maybe I have Asperger’s and that’s why I have no clue.  
 In any case, Kaem still didn’t feel sure about what’d been going on. 
 After dessert, Kaem called an Uber to take them to their apartments. Arriving at Lee’s, he’d gotten out when she did, thinking he’d give her a hug goodnight. She’d surprised him, saying, “You don’t have to walk me in.” 
 He’d blinked, realizing that, after that comment, now he did have to walk her to her door. “Yes I do,” he said, “I’m not a cripple anymore.” 
 As they walked to her door, their hands had bumped. Then her hand found its way into his.  
 At the door, she said, “You want to come in for… Oops, I was going to ask you in for a coffee, but you don’t like it. How about a drink?” 
 Caught by surprise, Kaem blinked, “Um, the Uber’s waiting.”  
 He immediately realized he could’ve used the app to dismiss the vehicle, but by then she was disappointedly saying, “Okay,” and turning into his arms. 

Oh, a hug, he thought as her arms went around him. Then her face approached his, Oh, a kiss.

 Kaem had only been kissed on the cheek before, so his next thought was, Oh…! Oh, My, God!

 He’d had no idea what a powerful experience a kiss could be. Prickles were running over his scalp and neck when she let go and stepped back. “Thanks, Kaem,” she said shyly, “I had a nice time.” A moment later she’d opened her door and slipped inside. 

Wait! he’d thought, knowing it was too late. 
 Kaem shook his head to bring himself back to the present, realizing he was on campus now and walking down a slight slope to the physics building. He felt great, rather than worn out the way he would’ve been after going up any kind of incline in the past. I’ve been kissed and I can climb a hill! he thought. Life is good!

 Grinning ear to ear, he walked joyfully into the surprisingly crowded physics lobby. As he entered, someone said, “Mr. Seba!” 
 It seemed as if everyone in the lobby immediately turned his way and advanced on him. Crap! I should’ve known this was going to happen from the way my email blew up over the weekend.

 People were shouting questions. Some seemed to be reporters. Others wanted to go into business with Staze. One seemed to be hoping for a donation. A couple said they had amazing ideas for the use of Stade. Ideas so good they had to be explained in private.  
 Kaem called for their attention and reminded them he was just an undergraduate student who’d had an idea. “You should email our CEO through the Staze website. He’ll respond as appropriate.” Turning toward the stairs, he called back over his shoulder, “I’ve got to get to class!”  
 Some of them came after him, but with his newfound vitality, he beat them up to the classroom door, entered, and closed it behind him despite a few entreating calls. 
 Despite his fears, no one tried to come into the classroom behind him. He made his way to his regular seat, hoping that’d be the end of it.  
 It wasn’t. 
 When he sat and faced the front, he found his classmates turned in their seats and staring at him. As was Professor Stavros, who said, “Hello, Mr. Seba. That was quite a talk you gave Friday night.” 
 Kaem bobbed a nod. 
 Stavros said, “We were hoping to ask a few questions. “ 
 “But…” Kaem said, upset. “I’m here to learn from you. And so are the rest of the students,” He glanced around the room, hoping the rest of the students would look as upset as he that Stavros would consider forgoing his lecture and demonstration to quiz Kaem about Stade.  
 Unfortunately, they didn’t look as if they’d be upset at all. 
 Stavros, however, seemed taken aback. He said, “Of course. Of course. Perhaps I could arrange a time for you to meet with the physics faculty so they could ask some questions? I’m sure you can understand that we’re all very curious.” 
 “I don’t have to prepare another talk? Just show up and answer questions?” 
 “Um, sure. Everyone’s seen your talk. We just want to understand your discovery in more depth.” 
 “Okay,” Kaem said.  
 He was relieved when Stavros said, “Okay, I’ll email some possible times.” Stavros turned to the e-board and began his lecture. 
 Kaem thought of the thousands of emails he had waiting. Everybody wanting something. How am I going to sort the ones that matter from all the garbage? he wondered. 
   
 *** 
   
 Arya also walked to work that Monday. She knew Kaem would be heading to class rather than work, so she hadn’t had to plan her route to avoid him. The walk wasn’t that long and she found she did some of her best thinking along the way. She’d often come up with solutions to vexing work problems while on this walk, but on this particular morning, her thoughts kept getting distracted by the romance between Lee and Kaem. Arya had decided they deserved their chance at happiness and that she should make every effort to avoid coming between them. 

And I’ll work harder to suppress my unreasonable little fits of jealousy. They’re over a man I do not want. Therefore, I should do my best not to interfere with Lee’s opportunity to seek her joy. Or Kaem’s. I may not love him but I like him well enough that I should do what I can to increase his prospects for happiness.

 This started her thinking about the talk Kaem had given. She pondered the way Kaem had written and memorized the entire talk, right down to predicting how he’d have to respond to the audience’s reactions. Then he’d recorded the talk on video and used it to pick the times he’d need various Stades to dissipate. Then he stazed them so they’d vanish on schedule during his presentation.  
 She’d asked how he’d keep from speaking too quickly or slowly, and he’d shown her a large clock app he’d opened on a tablet. “With this on the podium,” he’d said, “I’ll be able to see whether I’m ahead or behind—” 
 “Because you’ve memorized your time points too?!” she’d asked, incredulously. 
 He’d simply shrugged. 
 Arya rounded the corner to the Staze building. What the hell? There were at least fifty people in the parking lot. 
 Arya kept walking, but as she got closer to the door, the crowd became dense enough she began having to say “Excuse me,” to push past people. 
 Someone spoke angrily, “Hey! Who do you think you are?” 
 “I work here,” she responded, tapping another guy on the shoulder and excusing herself to move past.  
 When she got to the front, she climbed the two steps in front of the door and turned, calling out to the crowd, “What are you people doing here?” 
 From the shouted responses most were people looking for jobs, but some were journalists looking for stories. She told the people looking for jobs that Staze wasn’t hiring at present but would be soon. She asked them to check Staze’s website in the next week when the company should have up a page where they could submit job applications. I hope, she thought as the majority of the people started leaving.  
 She asked the journalists to move over to one side of the entrance. After a little settling, there appeared to be nine people in that category.  
 The few people left included several who were hoping for a tour. She apologized to them, citing the confidentiality of Staze’s technology. 
 Finally, there was a young man who wanted to sell his proposals for various uses of Stade. “Are you hoping to be paid for such suggestions?” she asked. 
 “Of course! These’ll make you billions of dollars!” 
 “Um, sorry, we can’t do that,” Arya said. “There’s an excellent chance we’ve already had those same ideas, but it’d be difficult to prove our prior recognition of such concepts. So, we can’t accept your suggestions. We do plan to make stazing available to other companies in the future, so you may wish to continue developing your ideas so someday you can buy a stazer and go into business for yourself.” 
 He scoffed and turned angrily away. He called back over his shoulder, “You’re going to regret this! You won’t have thought of most of these ideas and they’re going to be killers.” 
 Arya responded quietly enough that he wouldn’t hear, “Well then, asshat, you should make a killing with them once you can buy a stazer.” 
 Once he’d gone, Arya turned to the last two people, women who, from the way one had her arm protectively around the other, appeared to be a couple. The protected woman looked wasted and ill. Oh, damn… Arya thought, embarrassed that she hadn’t recognized the smaller woman was sick. Then she abruptly started worrying about what they wanted. She forced a smile, “And what are you folks looking for?” 
 The striking, tall, healthy-looking woman gazed down at the wispy one she supported with affection saying, “I’m Grace. This is my wife, Simone. She’s th-the love of my life. But… ovarian cancer’s killing her. She’s had chemo and the niraparib and bevacizumab combo and it helped, but they’ve stopped working. Th-there’s a new treatment in trials, a really promising monoclonal antibody that attacks the cancer directly, but Simone didn’t qu-qualify for the trial.” Her voice broke and tears started pouring down her face. She wiped at them, then looked down at Simone. Looking back up at Arya, voice cracking, she said, “It won’t get approved until next year at the earliest. There’s no way Simone’s going to live that long. We’re begging you to staze her until it’s approved.” 

I was afraid of this, Arya thought. When, in Kaem’s talk, he had mentioned stazing the terminally ill to await the development of new treatments, she’d immediately begun to worry about whether they’d get requests and whether they could legally staze anyone. She didn’t have any idea what regulatory body you might apply to for permission. She realized she’d been standing, staring at the two women for long seconds. Long enough that they had to be wondering what was going through her mind. With a start, she said, “I’m sorry—” she interrupted herself when she realized that uttering those words might be what she’d do before denying their request. She cleared her throat, “I’m so sorry that you’re having… such a difficult time with your disease. Come on inside so you can sit down. Um, can I help you up the steps?” 
 Simone gave a weak nod, so Arya stepped to her right side, across from Grace on her left. She took Simone’s arm which seemed mostly bone in a thin, soft flesh wrapping. Getting up the steps with Simone was a struggle that made Arya wonder whether Simone would last days, much less until next year sometime. 
 As they went in the door, one of the journalists shouted, “Hey. What about us?” 
 Arya turned and, in a tone that expressed some of her contempt for a person who couldn’t see how desperately ill Simone was, said, “Have some mercy.” She sighed. “You’ll have to wait a bit, or you could come back some other time. It’s up to you.”  
 She let the door close and helped Simone to one of the chairs in the anteroom. “Do you need to lie down? We could line up several chairs.” 
 Simone nodded weakly, looking as if she were about to pass out.  
 Grace and Arya quickly pulled up chairs on either side of the one Simone was on and got her stretched out across them. Arya pulled up a chair for herself and another for Grace, then sat. She glanced back and forth at the two women, then spoke tentatively. “You understand we’ve never stazed a person before?” 
 Grace blinked. “You haven’t?” 
 Simone tiredly said, “I didn’t think you had.” 
 Grace stared at her wife, “You didn’t? Why’d you agree to come down here then?” 
 “It’s be stazed… or die. Not much of a choice.” 
 Grace turned her eyes back to Arya. “You’ve done some bigger animals though, right? Dogs, pigs, monkeys… something?” 
 Arya shook her head, “No. The biggest we’ve done is that chick you saw in the demonstration.” 
 Grace buried her head in her hands, crying. 
 Simone said, “Start with me then.” 
 Grace’s head jerked up. “No!” 
 Simone snorted, “Why not? What’s the worst that could happen? That it might kill me?” 
 Grace lowered her head down till it touched her knees, breathing deeply.  
 “I’ll sign whatever you want,” Simone said. “Just, please, staze me. Now, before it’s too late.” 
 Arya glanced at her watch, Where’s the rest of the team?! she wondered. Returning her focus to Grace, she said, “If we staze Simone, um, what’re you going to do…” uncertain how to continue, Arya waved weakly at Simone and said, “um, with her… Stade?” 
 Grace’s eyes widened, “You don’t keep it here?!” 
 “It’d still be, um Simone. Shouldn’t you keep it… I mean, her, with you?” 
 “Oh,” Grace said, thoughtfully. “Would that be legal?” 
 Arya shrugged, “I’m pretty sure there aren’t any laws about people in stasis yet.” She turned to Simone, “You’re thinking you still want to do this?” 
 Simone nodded tiredly, “The sooner the better. I’m feeling pretty grim.” 
 The door opened behind them and Gunnar’s voice demanded, “Who the hell are all those people outside?” By the time Arya had turned to face him, he’d recognized that something was taking place in front of him. He said, “Oh, sorry. Um, what’s going on here?” 
 Lee was beside Gunnar. She looked upset. Arya thought she’d already figured out what was going on. 
 Arya indicated Simone, “This is Simone and her wife Grace. Simone’s got ovarian cancer and wants to be stazed until a new treatment’s available next year.” 
 Quietly, Lee said, “We can’t do that. Can we?” 
 The door to the big room opened and Emmanuel—obviously having beaten everyone else to work again—came out. “Can’t do what?” 
 Arya explained again.  
 Gunnar said, “Better to ask forgiveness than permission. If we start trying to find out whether we’re allowed to do it, at least a couple of years would pass before some governmental agency stepped up to regulate it and decided we couldn’t do it. Simone’d be long dead.” 
 Lee elbowed him.  
 Gunnar looked at Lee, then apparently realized how he’d sounded. “Um, sorry Simone. My wife died of cancer. If stasis had been available back then, I’d have put her in stasis in a heartbeat. And I’d sure as hell would’ve done it before anyone got a chance to tell me I couldn’t.” 
 Simone grimaced, “I agree. Please, can we do it now?” 
 Grace took a deep breath, “Sorry. I was startled to realize Simone would be first, but someone has to be at the front of any line. I’d also like her… stazed as soon as you possibly can. We don’t want her to keep getting sicker.” She looked at Arya, “And, yes, I’d love to take her home with me once she’s in stasis.” 
 Gunnar clapped his hands together as if it were all settled, “Great, let’s do this.” 
 “Wait!” Arya said, feeling like things were whirling out of control. She turned to Grace and Simone, “Can you give us a minute to go in the other room and discuss the mechanics of how to do this?” 
 They nodded. 
 Arya said, “It shouldn’t take long. I think we’ll definitely want you each to record a video message making it clear that this was your idea. Oh, and that you understood that you’d be the first human stazed and that we’re not sure it’s safe, okay?” 
 “Sure,” Simone said tiredly. “I’ll sign anything you want as well.” 
 ~~~ 
 They moved into the big room. As soon as they were in there, Lee glanced around at the others and said, “We have to wait for Kaem, don’t we?” 
 Gunnar frowned, “Why? We know how to do it and that girl looks like she’s got one foot in the grave. I wouldn’t put it past her to die before we get the first duck lined up to start our row.” 
 “But we need Kaem so he can check with Mr. X,” Lee said. We can’t do this without X’s permission can we?!” 
 Gunnar scoffed, “Ask for forgiveness afterward. Do not ask anyone else for permission or that girl could die while we’re screwing around.” 
 Arya took a deep breath. “I’d like to talk to Kaem too, but I agree with Gunnar.” 
 Gunnar snorted, “Well, this agreement stuff’s certainly a new experience for me.” 
 Arya said, “Gunnar, can you and Emmanuel work up a way to staze Simone? I’ll go have her sign some kind of permission and record a video saying she wants to do it.” 
 Lee said, “What do you want me to do? Help Gunnar too?” 
 Giving her an apologetic look, Arya said, “Can you talk to the journalists outside?” 
 Lee drew back, appalled, “Journalists?! What am I supposed to tell them?!” 
 “Just answer their questions. Don’t tell them things we don’t want the public to know yet.” 
 “You’re kidding me! Kaem told them everything the public could know last Friday night.” 
 “Then rehash those answers. They just want some soundbites of their own.” 
 Lee sighed. “I’ll do my best.” She turned and trudged toward the front door as if marching to her doom. 
 Before leaving for the anteroom, Arya turned to Gunnar. “Don’t just wrap her in Mylar and staze her. We don’t want to be carrying something out of here that looks like a body. Find a way to make the Stade look innocuous. Oh, and easy to carry.” 
 Gunnar said, “I was thinking we’d lay her out in a box and wrap Mylar around that?” 
 Arya shook her head, “Not something that looks like a coffin either.” 
 “Oh,” Gunnar said thoughtfully. “Maybe we could staze her sitting in her chair?” 
 Arya nodded, “But put a box around it, okay? And handles on the sides?” 
 She left Gunnar and Emmanuel checking some of the big shipping boxes acrylic molds got delivered in. 
 ~~~ 
 Back out in the anteroom, Arya spent a few moments trying to think of a search string for a legal document along the lines of what she needed, then gave it up as hopeless. We’re truly doing something new under the sun, she thought. 
 Instead, she went over and sat in front of Simone and Grace, setting up her phone to record. She considered asking Simone to sit up, but decided that having her looking too sick to sit would be good if something went wrong. Then she immediately felt guilty for thinking about spin instead of Simone. “Um, Simone. Would you rather be sitting up?” 
 She listlessly shook her head. 
 Arya said, “Okay, we’re recording. Can you tell us in your own words what you’re asking us to do?” 
 “I’m dying of ovarian cancer,” Simone said, sounding so sad that Arya felt her eyes well up. “I came to Staze today after learning over the weekend about their new technology from watching Kaem Seba’s lecture…” she paused, took a breath, and glanced at Grace. “I feel like crap.” 
 Grace said, “We don’t have to do this right now. Let’s come back tomorrow.” 
 “No,” Simone said. “The way I’m feeling, I’m not sure I’ll be alive tomorrow.” She looked back at Arya. “This was my idea. I want to be stazed to await the approval of Arvinzamab, the new monoclonal antibody treatment for ovarian cancer. I’ve been tested and my tumor cells have the antigen that Arvinzamab attacks so it should work for me. I understand that no human has ever been stazed before. I also know that no animal bigger than a hatchling chick has been stazed. I understand that there may be unknown risks and that I might die sooner if I’m stazed than if I’m not. I’m willing to take that chance in the hopes that, stazed and then later unstazed and treated with the antibody, I might live.” She closed her eyes a moment, then opened them and said, “Is that enough?” 
 Arya said, “You understand that we’re going to put you in a chamber and stop time around you. That we’re not going to do anything to make you better. Correct?” 
 Simone nodded exhaustedly. 
 Arya turned to Grace, “And, Grace, as Simone’s wife and understanding all the risks, you agree to her being stazed?” 
 Tears in her eyes, Grace nodded, then realizing she should speak, she said, “Yes, I do.” 
 “Do you guys want to wait for us to staze a larger animal first to be sure it doesn’t cause a problem we couldn’t detect in the chick?” 
 Grace shook her head, but Simone said, “Please no. I don’t think I have the time.” She glanced at Grace, “When you unstaze me, I think you’d better have me at the hospital, all ready for treatment. I’m not kidding about… not feeling like I’ve got much time.” 
 The door to the other room opened and Gunnar stuck his head in. Seeing that no one was talking, he said, “Are you guys ready?” 
 Arya said, “I guess so. I don’t think Simone feels up to walking in there. Can you guys carry her? Or perhaps carry her chair?” 
 Grace helped Simone sit up in the chair, then Gunnar and Emmanuel picked up the chair with Simone on it and carried it into the other room.  
 Still filming, Arya ran ahead of them and saw that the men had Mylar wrapped and clipped around a box with a chair in it. The front remained open. Arya ran ahead and pulled that chair out. She left the phone’s camera recording, though she knew it pointed at crazy angles while she moved the chair. 
 The men set the chair with Simone down and Gunnar scratched his head. “I don’t think we can carry her chair into the box.” 
 Simone gave a weak chuckle, “I’m going to be stazed in a cardboard box?” 
 “Um, yeah, sorry.” 
 “No, no, it’s fine. Grace, can you help me stand? Then Arya can put the chair back in there and you guys can settle me onto it.” She looked up at Gunnar, “Will that work?” 
 He nodded and they set about carrying out the plan. Arya’s camera lost the angle again as she moved the chair again. 
 A few minutes later they had the Mylar flap clipped shut over the front of the box, excepting a little window in the upper front corner. Arya filmed over his shoulder as Gunnar peered in at Simone and said, “It’s gonna be dark in there for a couple of minutes until we get everything closed up and can staze you, okay?” 
 Simone nodded.  
 Gunnar and Emmanuel clipped the rest of the Mylar closed in the front, then Gunnar stepped over to one of the stazers, pulled out his phone, and found his passwords. He started keying stuff in. After a minute or so he got a puzzled expression and looked up. “How long should we staze her for?” 
 Arya and Emmanuel stared at him.  
 Grace said, “We’ll just unstaze her when Arvinzamab’s approved, right?” 
 “Yeah, but we have to choose a time that she’d come out even if we all got killed and never unstazed her.” 
 Arya wondered if they should set it billions of years in the future, when the Earth would’ve been consumed by the sun. That way if Simone came out without anyone around to help, she’d be dead before she had time to suffer. But she didn’t propose that out loud. 
 Then, from inside the Mylar and the box, Simone said, “If you guys aren’t around to unstaze me I’m gonna be on my own anyway. So, set it for a century. They’re sure to have a cure by then. I’ll just have to hope someone finds me and helps me get set up for treatment.” 
 Grace said, “Don’t even think that! I will be there next year when we bring you out.” 
 Arya heard the capacitors charging.  
 Grace stepped close to the box, “See you soon honey.” 
 Simone said, “See you—” Then the snap of the capacitors’ discharge cut her off. 
 The guys started unclipping the Mylar and, in a minute or so, unwrapped a gleaming slivery, box-shaped Stade. Arya recognized the thousands of tiny sockets on its surface were because Gunnar had used his new nubby Mylar. 
 Grace brought her hands to her face and exclaimed “Oh!” She staggered a little, but Emmanuel caught her before she went down. 
 Arya stopped filming. 
 After Emmanuel had eased Grace into a seat, Arya took a knee in front of her. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 “I think I’ll be fine in a bit… I’m not sure what happened. At first, I was just astonished when they unwrapped it and Simone was gone, or… or stazed, I guess. I mean, I know that’s what we came here for, but I just…” She sighed, “I guess I didn’t consciously expect it to work.” 
 After a moment Grace got up and walked over to Simone’s Stade, putting a hand on it. “It’s warm,” she said, surprised. “Is that from Simone?” 
 “No, the Stade’s reflecting your own body heat back to you.” 
 “Oh. Yeah. I remember that from Kaem Seba’s talk.” She glanced around the room, “Is he here?” 
 “No. He’s got classes in the mornings.” 
 “He really is a student at UVA?” 
 Arya nodded. 
 “Who’s his boss? I think it’d be intimidating to have someone that smart working under you. Well,” she paused a second, “it’d be hard having him in a class you’re teaching too, wouldn’t it?” 
 “Um, his boss would be Mr. X, who wants to remain anonymous. None of us have ever seen X. He communicates with us using encrypted emails, texts, and voice messages sent to Kaem. Kaem’s never met him either.” 
 “That’s pretty bizarre,” Grace said, putting her arms around Simone’s Stade as if hugging it. The Stade skidded away and she slipped off. This time she fell all the way to her knees. 
 “Dammit,” Gunnar said, rushing to her side. “I should’ve warned you not to lean on it. Are you okay?” 
 Grace let him help her to her feet, then brushed off her knees. “I’m okay. Though I seem to be saying that a lot all of a sudden.” She pushed the Stade a little, watching it slide across the floor. “I guess it won’t be hard to move Simone from room to room when I get her back home, huh?” 
 Arya said, “There aren’t any handles, Gunnar. We won’t even be able to get her in your truck.” 
 Gunnar grunted. “Yeah. That’s because it’ll be a lot easier to weld handles on now than it would’ve been to make them part of the stazing. I’ll get started on it.” 
 Arya turned to Grace. “Can we talk while they’re doing that?” 
 “Sure,” Grace said, taking a seat on one of the chairs. 
 “I think you should start talking to Simone’s cancer specialist. I’m worried it might take people a while to adapt to the notion that, as soon as we destaze her, they’re immediately going to have to start taking care of someone who’s very sick.” 
 “Why would it be different?” 
 “I’m just thinking that they might want you to have her destazed and then brought to the clinic to plan out what to do, get lab work, sign consents, arrange insurance, and all those things. I think she’s too sick for that kind of stuff.” 
 Grace looked over at Simone’s Stade. “I think you’re right.” She glanced at Arya, “Maybe we should’ve stazed her lying down in a box like a coffin. It would’ve given a better impression of how sick she is.” 
 Arya said, “I think it’s too late to make that change. But we do need to talk about labels.” 
 “Labels?” 
 “Yeah. The team here at Staze has been talking about how every Stade should have a label to tell people when it’s going to expire. Um, by that I mean when it will naturally destaze itself. And to tell them what’s inside. So, for Simone, we’d want to tell people who’s inside, that she’s sick with ovarian cancer, and when she’s going to be coming out of stasis.” 
 “I am gonna be there when she comes out!” 
 Arya put a hand on Grace’s arm. “I know. But if something happens to you between now and whenever they figure this cancer out, we owe it to her to try to make sure no one throws her Stade in a landfill.” 
 Grace reared back, staring. “That couldn’t happen, could it?” 
 Arya studied her a moment, then asked, “Where’s your great grandmother buried?” 
 “What? I don’t know. What’s that have to do with—" 
 Arya touched Grace’s hand, “I’m just trying to say that people forget, and they certainly don’t pass details on to the next generation very well. Try to imagine that Arvinzamab doesn’t work out and you have to wait for another cure. Eventually, you might meet someone else and get on with your life—” 
 “Never!” 
 “Just imagine it happens. And then you die. And someone you trusted puts Simone’s Stade in the attic, still thinking they’ll keep an eye out for cures. And that person dies. And the person who inherits the house doesn’t have any idea what’s in the Stade in his attic. Someday in the future, there may be some facility that destazes old Stades and tries to recycle what’s in them because, if you think about it, indestructible Stades would be the worst kind of junk to have in a landfill. Those people will need to be able to figure out what’s inside a Stade before they destaze it and put it in a compactor—” 
 “Arrgh!” Grace cried out, clapping her hands over her ears. “Stop! I get it!” 
 “Sorry…” Arya said, embarrassed by how carried away she’d gotten with explaining her rationale. I should’ve given more consideration to how it would sound to Grace. “I’m so sorry… but I hope you can see we need to attach a record to Simone’s Stade. What I’ve been thinking is that we’d weld a Stade box to the side of it. It’d have an archival paper and a digital copy of her medical record as well as having a brief summary printed right into the indestructible Stade of the box.” 
 “I get it. I really do. I’ll get a copy of her medical records when I talk to her oncologist.” Grace opened her eyes looking puzzled. “Why paper? I’d think digital would be better.” 
 Arya shrugged. “Digital formats change. Frequently. What if, a hundred years from now, no one knows how to decode the current format we choose to put it in?” 
 “Oh. How do you print something in Stade?” 
 “The letters would have to be raised or indented. They’ll probably be hard to read on a mirrored surface, but at worst you could lay paper over it and rub it with a pencil.” 
 Grace gave a choked little laugh, “What if they don’t have paper or pencils anymore?” 
 “They’ll have to figure something out,” Arya said. She saw Lee come in the door looking shell-shocked. Norm was with her. Turning back to Grace, Arya said, “I think the journalists may be gone so you can get away without getting quizzed. We’ll get the handles on Simone’s Stade and figure out how to do the box. Once you get us the medical records and what you want printed on the Stade box, we’ll make it and weld it on, then help you get her home.” 
 Grace started to get up, not looking steady. 
 Arya said, “Wait a minute. Let me make sure they’re gone.” 
 Grace sat back down. 
 Arya headed over to talk to Lee. “Are the journalists gone?” 
 “I think so. You owe me one for talking to them!” 
 Arya studied her, “Next time do you want to be the one in here talking to a dying woman about being stazed?” 
 “No! Sorry,” Lee said. She looked around. “Where’d she go?” 
 Arya waved, “She’s in the Stade.” 
 Wide-eyed, Lee said, “You just stazed her?! No more discussion than that? You didn’t talk to Kaem? You didn’t talk to X? What if Staze gets bankrupted by lawsuits and criminal complaints?” 
 Annoyed, Arya said, “Calm down. We didn’t kill her you know. We put her in stasis to save her life.” 
 “Other people may not see it that way!” 
 “And, we didn’t ‘just staze her.’ I recorded a video of her begging to be stazed. Saying she understood there might be unknown risks but that she wouldn’t live to see it proved safe.” 
 “My God!” Lee said in a distraught tone, then collapsed into a chair where she buried her head in her hands. 

I thought engineers were uber rational. That they weren’t supposed to get emotional, Arya thought. She looked at Norm. “I’ve got a Stade engineering problem. Can I saddle you with it while Lee’s getting her shit together?” 
 “Sure,” he said almost eagerly. 

He’s tired of being the helper on other people’s projects, Arya reflected. She explained their need for Stade boxes containing information to be welded to new Stades, and more difficult, having a brief summary in raised or indented lettering on them. 
 Norm frowned, “What about for small Stades. You know, ones small enough that a box would interfere with their function?” 
 “Maybe they’d only have a short label directly on their surfaces. What they’re composed of and when they expire. Something like, ‘Air Stade. Expires June 11, 2083.’ Others are going to need to have warning symbols to indicate they contain radioactive materials, toxic chemicals, or biohazards.” 
 “Okay. I’ll get on it.” He glanced at Lee. “Uh, I’m thinking that we should generate some proof that going into stasis isn’t harmful. You’ll want that before the next person comes in here wanting it. Someone who isn’t quite so sick, where stazing them would be more questionable.” 
 “And how are you thinking we should do that?” 
 “Staze a dog for a few days. I was thinking that you could do it with a pinhole camera looking in through the corner of the box. One that can see through an aperture less than one millimeter so it could watch the actual stasis process occur. We should find out what that looks like anyway. Then we film again when we destaze and see if we can splice the videos together to show that, say if the dog’s tail’s wagging when it gets stazed, it finishes that wag as it comes out. In other words, that whatever was going on continues after being interrupted by the stasis.” 
 Arya had been feeling lectured to and annoyed, but as he spoke, she realized it would be a great idea. Except. “Okay, I can see that, but where are you going to get a dog? I think you can get in a lot of trouble for experimenting on them.” 
 “It’s not an experiment,” Norm said indignantly. “We know it’s safe. We just need to be able to prove it to other people.” 
 “Still, where are you going to get a dog?” 
 “I’d staze mine,” Norm said, “but he’s down in Texas. In a kennel, which he despises.”  
 “You’d staze your own dog?” 
 Norm gave her a look, “Didn’t you just staze a human being? I don’t think you should be climbing up on your high horse here.” 
 Arya gave an embarrassed shrug. 
 “In fact, I’ve been thinking that instead of putting the poor guy in a kennel when I’m gone, I should just be stazing him. He wouldn’t have to live through those miserable periods in the kennel. And, in the long run, I’d have more years with him. I’d definitely let you guys staze him if you’d let me staze him every time I leave for Texas.” 
 “Didn’t you just say he was in Texas?” Arya asked. 
 “He is. But I’d bring him up here for that.” 
 After thinking a moment, Arya said, “I think it sounds like a good idea. We’ll see what Kaem and Mr. X have to say.” 
 Norm smirked, “You need their permission to staze a dog, but not a person?” 
 Arya stared him down. “She was dying, Norm. I’m not at all sure we did it soon enough as it was. I’d do the same for you…” she grinned and lowered an eyebrow, “maybe.” 
 He grinned back and waved dismissively, “Nah. I’m not worth the trouble.” 
 She clapped him on the back. “That’s the spirit.” 
 Arya checked outside. The journalists were gone, so she told Grace it was safe to leave.  
 Grace said, “I’ve been thinking, I already took the day off work. I’m going to go talk to Simone’s oncologist today if I can. Can I take a copy of your video? In case he has a conniption?” 
 “Sure,” Arya said. She told her phone’s AI to send Grace a copy of the video. Then had it also send copies to Kaem, Gunnar, Lee, and Emmanuel as well as her desktop computer at Staze.  
 She wanted to make sure there were enough copies it couldn’t get lost. 
   
 





   
   




Chapter Two

   
 Kaem was walking from campus to work, again enjoying how effortless walking was nowadays. The late morning heat took a little of the joy out of it, but still… 
 His earbud chimed, telling him he’d received a message from Arya. When he checked, it wasn’t a message but a video file. Why’s she sending me videos without explanation? He wondered. 
 He watched it. Holy crap!

 Arriving at Staze, he made a beeline for Arya. “Jeez! I’m a little late to work and you guys staze a human?” 
 Arya glared up at him. “Not funny, Kaem. This morning was agonizing.” 
 “Sorry,” he said, chagrined. He looked across the room at Simone’s Stade. “Is her… Stade staying here?” 
 “No,” Arya said. She explained how she had Norm working on a Stade record box to be welded to Simone’s Stade. She said, “We need to stop just talking about attaching that kind of stuff to every Stade and start doing it. I thought it’d be a good project for Norm.” 
 Kaem looked contemplatively over at the engineer, “He’s the kind of engineer who might overthink it. I’ll go talk to him. See what he’s been considering so far.” He stood back up and started toward Norm. 
 Arya stood, saying, “Wait.” When Kaem turned back to her, she explained Norm’s suggestion that they staze his dog.  
 He nodded, “I think that sounds like a great idea.” 
 “Do you think we need legal consultation about this?” 
 Kaem shrugged, “What legal problem do we have?” 
 “That we carried out an unapproved experimental procedure on a human. There’s probably a law against that somewhere.” 
 Kaem shrugged again, “There’s nothing experimental about it. We staze things all the time.” 
 “You know what I mean. Not people.” 
 He frowned, “Stopping time isn’t going to hurt her. The cancer would though.” 
 “And maybe someone’ll say that it was the stazing that killed her,” Arya said. 
 “You guys can staze me. That’ll both prove we think it’s safe, and that I don’t come out weird.” 
 Arya drew back as if alarmed, “For God’s sake Kaem! Let’s at least do Norm’s dog first.” 
 “Okay,” he said, “but I’m completely confident it doesn’t cause harm.” 
 She rolled her eyes. “It wouldn’t prove much. You’re already weird, so when you’re still weird afterward, people might—” 
 He interrupted, wide-eyed, “You’re making a joke at my expense?!” 
 Sheepishly, Arya looked away. “At least my jokes are funny.” 
 “Are not!” 
 She gave him a little smile but didn’t say anything. 
 Kaem took a knee beside her and said, “Thanks for handling that this morning. It must’ve been stressful, but I think you did an awesome job with it.” 
 The smile that spread across Arya’s face gave him a warm fuzzy feeling. She said, “You should thank Lee too.” She explained about the journalists. 
 Kaem stood, realized from watching the video Arya had sent of Simone’s stazing that he should thank Gunnar too and went to do that first. 
 Gunnar brushed it off as inconsequential, but Kaem thought he enjoyed the appreciation. 
 ~~~ 
 He went to Lee next, pulling up a chair beside her where she sat at her big engineering screens. “Hey, I hear you’re our new PR person?” 
 She turned and glared at him. “You need to hire a real PR person!” 
 He gave her a wide-eyed look, “Why? I hear you’re awesome at it.” 
 “You don’t know that. Wait until you see what those people say. They’re going to be quoting me out of context and saying all kinds of terrible things.” 
 “What’d you tell them?” 
 “Pretty much the same stuff you told them in the talk last Friday. I just amplified and answered questions.” 
 “Well, thanks. As soon as Space-Gen makes a payment, we’ll hire someone to take over that role for you.” His eyes strayed to her screen. “What’s that?” 
 Her eyes went to the drawings.  
 “I just got Space-Gen’s final CAD for their first Stade rocket. It looks pretty good, but I’m worried they’re going to have trouble with assembly.” 
 “You want me to have a look?” 
 “Sure,” she said, sounding relieved. “That might almost make up for me having to do PR this morning.” 
 Kaem scooted closer and put his hand on her trackball. He didn’t notice the look she gave him over his presumption. Also, over his assumption that he could find his way through the drawings without her guidance. Though he still would’ve insisted on running the trackball himself. He knew where he wanted to go in drawings and didn’t like waiting for other people to take him there. Also, controlling it himself, he knew which direction he was scrolling and tilting, whereas when someone else moved through a drawing for him, he had trouble knowing what’d just happened. 
 Focused on the screen, he said, “Yeah, I see what you’re saying. The assembly table of organization has them stazing things they won’t be able to reach. Also, they need ingress to this area here so they can repair or replace the valve actuators. The Stade valve is gonna last forever, but the actuators are gonna fail at some point and they seem to have forgotten they can’t cut their way in through the wall of the rocket to replace them.”  
 Kaem leaned back in his chair. “Couple of general comments. They’re working too hard to make everything just a millimeter thick. Made of vacuum Stade it’ll have negligible mass so they ought to just make it thicker so they don’t have to worry about stazing failures where Stade doesn’t form because the mold was a teensy bit too thin.  
 “Next, they should start by casting that big block with all the engines in it. 
 “Then they should assemble all the plumbing to the engines so it all fits. They seem to think that they can assemble all that stuff separately and drop it on the engines en-bloc. That plan might work with metal because you can count on the pipes to bend and give a little when you tighten the bolts. With Stade, a tenth of a millimeter off and it ain’t gonna happen. So, they need to have all the engines in their places, then weld the pipes and valves to them.  
 “The area with the pipes and valves and their actuators and electrical runs must have a door!” 
 “I’m sure there’s a door,” Lee said. “We probably just didn’t notice it when we scrolled through.” 
 “No,” Kaem said, “There’s not. Besides, unless they’re planning to use very small people for the final assembly, they need two doors since the opening from one side of the plumbing chamber to the other is too small for normal-sized adults to squeeze through. Using Stade, they don’t have to worry about doors weakening the structure and a little design work should keep it from obstructing the outer airflow.” 
 “Next. I’d suggest they have us cast all their valves and piping and other small components in air-density Stade, not vacuum-density. That way they can assemble and weld them together with the pieces floating in the air and easy to handle. They won’t have to fight to keep them from shooting up to the ceiling. Admittedly, we’ve all learned to work with components that’re trying to fall to the floor, but humans have a lot of experience with gravity and we can reach the floor to get stuff we’ve dropped. If they’re going to assemble small, vacuum-density Stade components, they need to have an assembly room with a low enough ceiling that their workers can reach things that got away without getting a ladder. 
 “Another suggestion would be to cast the rocket body as a hinged clamshell. Then they can hang it over the assembly area and put major components like the engine block and plumbing block and tanks into one half of the opened clamshell. Once everything’s in there and welded together, they weld it to one side of the clam, then they close the clam and weld that. Voila, you’ve got a first stage rocket.” 
 He leaned back. “Any other issues you’d like me to look at?” When Kaem looked at her, he saw she’d been recording a video of his comments. Seemed smart, though Kaem didn’t have a feel for what it was like to not be able to remember things that were important. 
 Lee said, “Let me go over this some more. I may have some questions before I send our comments to Space-Gen.” She hesitated, then brought another window up on the screen. “Could you look at this for me?” 
 Kaem looked at it, “What is it?” 
 “It’s a run at a joint to hold together the sections of the space tower. I’m trying for something like a Morse taper so we’ll have a rigid fit.” 
 Kaem frowned, “What’s a Morse taper?” 
 “It’s a very shallow angled cone. You jam a male tapered cone into a female socket with the same taper and, with metal and the right angle, they wedge together and stick solidly together. Of course, with frictionless Stade, they’ll slip back apart, but if we force them together and hold them there, they’ll lock in without any jiggle at the joint. I’m thinking we’ll have to have some kind of threaded mechanism to keep them squeezed together.” 
 Kaem indicated her trackball, “Again?” 
 She nodded. 
 He took over the trackball and started rotating her drawing to see it from all angles. “You’re planning enclosed tubes?” 
 “Uh-huh. With rails on the outside that’d let us slide on additional parallel tubes when we have more traffic,” Lee said. 
 “I was picturing an open framework. Why are you going with enclosed tubes?” 
 “So we can evacuate them to reduce wind resistance to high-velocity launches.” 
 Kaem tilted his head, “It’s going to take a lot of energy to evacuate the tube. Are you sure you’ll save energy over the cost of forcing the craft up against air resistance? Especially considering that your launch will be moving slower down where the atmosphere is dense but that you’re going to have to evacuate the tube up to a pretty high altitude, then suddenly open a door when your vehicle reaches the upper end?” 
 “You’re thinking an open framework will allow the displaced air a way to escape?” 
 He nodded, “A really open framework. There’d be the launch rail with nothing around it.” 
 Looking appalled, Lee said, “But, at least down low we need to keep it all clean. Keep the bird crap off of it, and—” 
 Kaem interrupted, “It’s Stade, Lee. If birds try to perch on it, they’ll slide off. If they manage to crap on it anyway, that’ll slide off.” 
 She shook her head, “I’m thinking of the electromagnetic rails that are going to do the launching. We can’t have birds crap on them.” 
 “Oh,” Kaem said feeling a little surprised. “I guess we haven’t talked since I gave this more thought. We’ve always got to consider how to use the advantages Stade gives us. One of the advantages of the various linear motors is their ability to levitate the load off the rails to reduce friction. Since Stade’s frictionless, we don’t need that. Hundreds of kilometers of EM rails would add a lot of mass to your space elevator. Linear motors work as if you’d taken a rotational electric motor and unrolled it. If we think of it that way, instead of having one set of coils running around the circumference of a rotating motor, you’re going to have well over a hundred kilometers of linear motor. It’d be enormous! And massive.” He grinned, “And massively expensive.” He shrugged, “Besides, as you point out, birds crapping on that would cause a lot of problems.” 
 Lee narrowed her eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re going to use a rocket to push our spacecraft up the elevator! Why even have an elevator?” 
 “No, that’s not what I’m…” His eyes lost focus, “Though I would point out that you could have a vertical elevator that went all the way up to geostationary orbit if it weren’t for all the satellites that’d run into it. Then you could have an engine that just climbed the elevator to the geostationary height.” He frowned, “Other orbits would be problematic.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “But, no, we want our elevator to launch spacecraft by accelerating them as they go up. Um, how about if I explain how I think we might do it and then you take your turn poking holes in my idea?” 
 Sounding suspicious, Lee said, “Go ahead.” 
 “Okay, say we’ve got our tripod going up to about sixteen kilometers with the limb that aims up to the southeast going on up to a hundred kilometers of altitude. If it’s angled upward at forty-five degrees that gives you a rail that’s 141 kilometers long, okay so far?” 
 Lee nodded. 
 “Now, instead of a 141-kilometer linear motor, we have a group of ordinary rotating electric motors mounted on the rail at about an altitude of 8,000 feet. That way people down on the ground won’t be bothered by the noise.” 
 Doubtfully, Lee said, “And how are regular electric motors going to launch a spaceship?” 
 Kaem smiled at her. “Chain and sprocket.” 
 She blinked, “What?!” 
 “We use a Stade bicycle chain that runs from the bottom to the top and then back down again. We’re talking about a 282-kilometer chain. It’d be a massive problem if we made it out of ordinary materials. But we’re making it out of weightless, massless, non-stretchy Stade. We hook our spacecraft to the chain down at the bottom, then power up those rotary motors that’re sitting up at 8,000 feet. I found some currently available motors that’re capable of 18,000 rpm, so if we have them turning 4.5-meter diameter sprockets they’d be able to accelerate our spacecraft up over four kilometers per second.” He frowned, “Though to do that in the 141-kilometer length of our rail, they’d have to accelerate at six gravities. That’s not very comfortable and it’s still not the seven kps we’d need for low Earth orbit.” 
 Looking dubious when he first spoke of a chain and sprocket drive, Lee’s eyes had begun to sparkle as he explained. Now she appeared positively enthusiastic. “That’s okay! Space-Gen’s boosters only achieve velocities of about 3.4 kps by 85-kilometers of altitude. The second stage takes over from there. If our elevator gets them up to 4 kps and 100-kilometers of altitude we’d be in great shape. We’re going to have to have something like Space-Gen’s second-stage rocket to establish the orbit we want anyway. And,” she smiled broadly, “second stages are way cheaper than first stages.” 
 “Oh,” Kaem said. “Well, we’d only have to accelerate at a little over 4 gravities to get to 3.4 kps. Or, we could put up a 200-kilometer-long, 100-kilometer-high elevator at a 30-degree angle and get to 3.44 kps accelerating at just 3 gravities.” 
 Lee gave him a look. “Damn, I wish I could work numbers like that in my head.” 
 Kaem shrugged, “It’s not that hard. You just…” he trailed off when Lee exploded into laughter.  
 “‘Not that hard,’” Lee quoted, still giggling. “Arya may not get it, but I just love your sense of humor.” 
 ~~~ 
 Lee waved him away, so Kaem moved on to talk to Norm. Taking a seat next to the engineer, he said, “I hear you’re working on how to label our Stades. I’d like to say thanks. I keep worrying about it but never getting around to doing anything about it.” 
 Norm nodded. “Yeah, I’m embarrassed to say I never thought about it. But it only took a little consideration to realize it’s really important.” 
 “How’re you thinking to do it?” 
 He shrugged, “My first reaction was that it’d be simpler to do something like a barcode, or a QR code, or an RFID, or a USB receptacle, but I kept coming back to Arya’s point that format compatibility could be a real problem mere decades from now, much less centuries.” 
 Kaem nodded, “Over millennia, ordinary language might be unstable too. Out at that distance, I was thinking that we needed an image of a dead body to warn the future when a Stade has something toxic in it. Now I’m realizing that if we put a picture of someone sick on Simone’s Stade, representing her, someone in the future might think it meant whatever was in her Stade was radioactive or poisonous.” 
 Norm said, “Her Stade’s only set for a century.” 
 “Yeah, but there’re going to be more sick people coming in. Some might choose to travel farther into the future.” 
 Norm got a distant look in his eye. “Thinking about this is… hard. Do you have any solutions?” 
 Kaem shook his head. “Not really. I was thinking that the box should be mounted with the opening on the long side of the sheets of paper. The important info should be on sheets of Stade that could be pivoted out on a Stade pin through their corners. That way if the paper degraded or someone threw it away, the Stade sheets would still be there because they couldn’t be pulled out.” 
 Nodding thoughtfully, Norm said, “The Stade sheets would need to be shorter than the box to allow room for the corner to pivot up out.” 
 “Any idea how you’re going to print text and images in Stade?” Kaem asked. 
 Norm looked surprised, “Just have the same company that does our molds do it. They could mill the letters into one side of a mold for one of our sheets of Stade.” 
 Kaem grimaced. “That’s expensive, and worse, it takes a long time. I’m thinking something like a laser cutter to cut images and text in millimeter thick plastic sheets, then using Gunnar’s Mylar pressed up against it to form the Stades out of the plastic. They’d have defects where the laser cutter had removed the plastic.” 
 Kaem had been worried that Norm would object to the idea. It’d make more work for Norm. Instead, Norm looked interested. He said, “Let me do some research. Maybe some company has a product that would do the same thing better and faster.” 
 “Great idea,” Kaem said. “Don’t forget you’ll have to use a large font since the smallest features you can form are a millimeter.” 
 Norm nodded thoughtfully, looking immersed in the problem. 
 ~~~ 
 Kaem looked around the room. Everyone was busy. He thought, Great. Nothing left to do but look at all those damned emails. Maybe I can come up with some instructions for my phone’s AI that’ll sort them? He considered this a minute, then thought, Sorting them won’t do me any good because eventually I’ll have to do something with all of them. What I need is a minion who could deal with most of them.

 He glanced over at Arya, But I’d better not ask her to hire anyone until we get some money.

 As if in answer to his thought, Gunnar exclaimed, “Hey! The Mylar’s arrived down at Space-Gen’s site in Texas. Who can go down there with me to staze the new vacuum chamber?” 
 Lee said she had to go since it was for Space-Gen. To Kaem’s surprise and delight, his dad said he’d like to go too, saying, “I don’t have much going on until we get the Mylar to staze our furnace.” 
 Kaem tried to make headway on his email, but when he saw his dad wasn’t busy, he went over and sat down next to him. “Um, Dad, I think it’s great what you’ve been able to do with the toxic waste cleanup, but I’m thinking about your future with Staze.” 
 Emmanuel gave him a troubled look. “I’ve been worrying about that too. It doesn’t seem like the company will have much need for a chemist once this toxic waste problem is cleaned up. Do you think if I made myself useful to Gunnar on this trip, he might give a good report on me? Try to get Mr. X to consider me for jobs other than chemistry?” 

My dad still has no idea what’s going on here, Kaem thought. Which is good, he reminded himself. He said, “That’s a great idea. I was thinking I could talk to X about whether you could lead a team when we hired more people. Staze’ll be building a lot of stuff and we’ll need managers who can motivate those teams to get things done.” 
 Emmanuel tilted his head thoughtfully, “I’ve never led a team.” He looked at Kaem and smiled, “But I’d love to try. I’ll start reading about techniques and methods so I’ll be ready if X gives me the chance.” 
 Kaem thought, I should be reading about leadership too. He said, “That’s great,” and started to get up.  
 His dad stopped him with a hand on his arm. He said, “I’m proud of you son.” 
 Kaem sat back down, feeling as if his legs had been knocked out from under him. Feeling his eyes welling with joyful tears, He said, “Thanks, Dad. I’m really proud of the way you’re handling the toxic waste too.” 
   
 *** 
   
 It was the end of the day and Arya had left for home about ten minutes earlier. Lee got up and walked over to Kaem. A glance showed he was still working on the emails that he’d complained about all afternoon. She leaned close and spoke quietly. “Hey, I’m heading home. You wanna walk with me?” 
 Kaem glanced at his watch, then around the empty room. “Damn,” he said. 
  Lee suspected he felt like he’d wasted the afternoon doing nothing but dealing with emails. I would’ve felt really frustrated too, she thought.  
 Kaem stood up, “I’d love to, though I’ve got a class so I won’t be walking all the way home. But we could walk partway together.” 
 Outside, she asked, “A class? You’re taking night classes now?” 
 He gave her a shy glance, “It’s…” He took a breath. “I’ve never been healthy enough for a class that taught a physical activity. I’m kinda excited to be taking one.” 
 “They teach PE at night?” she asked, surprised. 
 He shrugged and looked embarrassed. “I’m taking karate. It’s supposed to be good exercise.” 
 Lee blinked. She’d never thought of Kaem as a macho kind of guy. “I can’t picture you getting in a fight.” 
 “Me either,” he said, looking away. He turned back to her. “But karate’s a physical activity class that’s offered in the evenings when I’ve got the time. And… sometimes fights come to you, you know?” 
 “No, I don’t know. I think that’s a guy thing.” 
 “Well,” he said, “I got bullied a few times when I was a kid.” Giving a little shrug, he said, “I was a pretty easy target since I couldn’t fight back for more than a few seconds without having a sickle crisis. Believe it or not, my dad taught me to throw one punch then curl up in a ball, since I couldn’t fight long. Surprisingly, one punch ended a couple of fights for me. Then, humiliatingly, one time when I was curled up in a ball getting the crap kicked out of me, my sister rescued me.” 
 “Your sister?! Was she a lot older?” 
 Kaem gave her an embarrassed look, “No. Younger.” 
 “Holy crap. She must’ve loved you a lot.” 
 “Oh hell no. She was my number one enemy. I think she just didn’t like anyone else picking on me. I was grateful to be rescued though.” 
 Lee studied him. “I think she cared more than you can know. She just hid it well.”  
 They walked in silence a bit, then Lee asked, “You haven’t been in any fights as an adult, have you?” 
 He looked unseeingly into the distance, then said, “My first day at UVA a big guy tried to pick a fight with me.” 
 “You talked your way out of it?” 
 He snorted, “No. Arya was with me, orienting me to campus.” 
 “She talked the guy down?” 
 Kaem barked a laugh, “No. She kicked his ass. She’s got a black belt.” Dreamily, he said, “I’ve wanted one ever since.” 

Arya likes to fight?! Lee wondered in astonishment. She was about to ask about it, but Kaem stopped. “This is the dojo.” 
 She looked up at the logo of a kicking man above the words “Lago Dojo.” She thought disappointedly, I guess Kaem’s macho after all. “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 Kaem said, “Um, Lee?” When she turned, he said, “You might consider taking a self-defense course yourself.” 
 She reacted according to her non-violent upbringing. “What? No!” 
 He tilted his head. “What we’re planning to do is going to make some people mad. I hope none of them react physically but… you never know what’s going to happen when folks get excited.” 
 She narrowed her eyes, “What’s going to anger people, and why are we doing it?” 
 “Building a space elevator. There’re going to be groups objecting to our obstruction of their view, and some complaining about the noise, and people who lose jobs to the competition.” He shrugged, “And a whole bunch of things we haven’t even considered.” 
 Lee thought, I’ve been a Pollyanna, seeing only the benefits of the tower! Of course, some people are going to take exception! She said, “I-I’m going to hope none of them react physically,” and turned to continue on her way. Am I just burying my head in the sand? she wondered. 
 She was so focused on her own worries she didn’t notice the concerned look on Kaem’s face. 
   
 *** 
   

Kate Warren, an assistant instructor at Lago Dojo surveyed her beginner students. They ranged in age from almost teenagers to a woman in her fifties. She’d had them for just a few sessions so far but already knew most of them would never become proficient. Most likely they’d been motivated to take karate as a form of exercise with the side benefit that they’d learn something about protecting themselves, not because they hoped to compete. Some of the young boys had probably been signed up by parents concerned that they might be bullied. “Okay,” she said. “Who can demonstrate the Gedan Barai for deflecting hammer that we learned in the last class?” 
 No one stepped forward. Sweeping their eyes, most looked uncertain. Probably because they’d forgotten which of the drills they’d practiced was the one named Gedan Barai. “Come on,” she said. “Somebody volunteer. Don’t make me pick on one of you.” 
 The black guy in his twenties, Seba, stepped forward and bowed. She wasn’t sure what to make of him so far. She didn’t think she’d ever had a young man in her class who was in worse physical condition, but he also seemed to learn strikes, blocks, and drills faster than any student she’d had before. 
 She gave him a nod. “Seba-Kun, please demonstrate.” 
 Seba made another bow, then—though she’d only expected one step in slow motion—he performed the three steps of the Gedan Barai going forward, then immediately reversed and completed the three steps moving backward. This was how she’d had them performing it by the end of the last session. Huh, she thought, used to the quality of the performance of a drill deteriorating between sessions. He did that as well as he did at the end of the last session. He must’ve been practicing. 


Maybe I do have one serious student.

 She stepped forward and complimented him on his execution and on practicing between sessions. She caught the surprised look on his face as she mentioned his practice and felt smug that she’d recognized it.  
 She didn’t consider the possibility that he might
not
have practiced. 
 Soon she had her students going through the drill together as she critiqued each one, working with them to improve their form. 
 That evening she thought back over Seba’s drills. It’s as if I only have to show him once. From then on, he does it perfectly… well at least as perfectly as I was able to get him to do it when I worked with him. As if it only takes one performance to set it perfectly into his muscle memory. Not the many repetitions it takes everyone else. Not all the practice it takes me, she thought,
vexed. He also seems to be in a lot better condition than he was in the first session. She gave a mental shrug. He’s probably been practicing every day, she decided. A serious student.

   
 *** 
   
 Kaem walked home after his karate class, exhilarated. Any one of the drills constituted more exercise than he’d ever undertaken at one time before. After each drill, he kept feeling surprised that he wasn’t exhausted. That he felt able to do another, then another and another. That this session seemed easier than the first one he’d gone to on Monday just a week ago. The second one last Thursday had been a little easier than that first one, but this one seemed substantially easier. Is it just because my blood counts are still improving and this is how easy exercise is for everyone else? he wondered. Or is it because I’m getting in shape from the exercise? Even working out seems easy compared to the complaints I’ve heard from others about how painful training is for them. Maybe I just think it’s easy compared to the way minimal physical exertion used to just kill me?


Maybe I could take up jogging too?

 He ran a few steps, still in his old mindset that a few strides were all he could do. But, after he stopped, he realized that it hadn’t tired or stressed him at all. 
 He jogged the entire last block to reach his apartment, feeling more and more excited. Reaching it, he turned back and looked back the way he’d come. That was a little bit uphill. Before my gene therapy, it would’ve had trouble just walking up it!

 He did a little dance, but it was interrupted by his phone saying, “You have a call from Bana.” 

What’s she want now? he wondered. Speaking to his phone, he said, “I’ll take it… Hi Bana. What’s up?” 
 “Things are going okay in school,” she said with a self-deprecating chuckle. “I don’t think the money you spent on my tuition’s totally going to waste.” 
 “Awesome!” Kaem said, happy for her, though he was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. He felt sure some kind of request would come. He thought about teasing her about it somehow, but he’d decided that women didn’t like people giving them shit the way men seemed to. Therefore, he had resolved not to do it, but stopping was harder than he’d expected. Deciding—in view of the fact that he should have more money soon—to leave himself wide open for a request, he said, “Anything I can do to help?” 
 “Oh,” she said as if surprised by the offer. “No. I’m fine for now. I might need more money at some point, but I’m trying to be as frugal as you have been.” 
 “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 “Um, Dad mentioned that you gave a talk at UVA on Friday night.” 
 “Uh-huh,” Kaem said, waiting for her to ride him for it. Probably thinks I was pompous.

 “I watched it.” 
 “Uh-huh,” Kaem said, still waiting. 
 “This is really hard for me to say…” 
 “What?” 
 “That…” Bana said slowly, “That I’m proud of you, brother mine.” 
 “What?! I was sure you were calling to embarrass me about it. Point out my mistakes. Tell me my pants were unzipped. Something like that.” 
 “I’ve been trying to figure out how to humiliate you over it. But it’s hard to do when… when.” She sighed, “I thought your talk was amazing, Kaem. And it’s cool that your silly theory’s what Mr. X based Stade on.” 
 “There it is,” Kaem said. “I knew you’d just have to give me shit for something!” 
 “I just complimented you!” 
 “For my silly theory?!” 
 “Oh. I meant for the theory I thought was silly. It can’t be silly if X has done all these amazing things with it.” 
 “Thanks, Bana,” Kaem said softly, wondering if there’d ever come a time that she’d learn he was X. 
 And how she’d take that. 
   
 *** 
   
 As Dr. Will Jonas drove up to Staze’s building he pondered the way this unprepossessing metal building held the keys to what he thought would be huge changes in the field of medicine. He glanced over at Grace Penn. He’d met Simone Welch’s tall, good-looking wife back when Simone was first diagnosed with ovarian cancer. Grace had come to Simone’s appointment several weeks ago to tell Jonas that Simone had been stazed. She’d said she wanted to begin planning for the day Simone would be unstazed and treated with Arvinzamab, which would hopefully prove to be an effective treatment. 
 That night Jonas had watched Kaem Seba’s talk on the web, then gone to sleep, his mind whirling with thoughts of how stasis could change all of medicine, not just oncology. At first, he’d thought he was going to be in the vanguard of those changes as Simone’s treating physician when she was destazed. But then he realized that all the other ways it could be used to save lives shouldn’t have to wait a year for Arvinzamab to be approved.  
 He’d sent an email to Kaem Seba, but, unsurprisingly, the man hadn’t responded. The guy must be getting thousands of emails. 
 So, he’d contacted Grace and asked her if she could arrange a meeting at Staze so they could discuss how they would handle Simone’s destazing and treatment. He’d told Grace he also wanted to talk to Seba about some of his other ideas about ways stasis could save lives. 
 Strangely, as they arrived, a young man was entering the building with a dog on a leash. 
 When they got through the door themselves the young man and dog weren’t in evidence. Jonas could see they were in a smaller anteroom to the main building. A young man at a desk in the anteroom said, “Welcome to Staze. I’m Ryan, may I help you?” 
 Grace said, “Hi. I’m Grace Penn. Dr. Jonas and I have an appointment with Mr. Seba at four?” 
 Ryan said, “I’m sorry, Kaem’s gone home for the day.” He waited a beat for their faces to cloud over, then grinned and got up, “I’m kidding. He’s never out of here before five-thirty. Let me just see if he’s free.” The young man headed for the door to the rest of the facility. 
 Stunned by the informality, Jonas turned to get Grace’s reaction. She gave him a little grin, “I told you this was a small business. They didn’t even have a receptionist last time I was here.” 
 The door opened again and Ryan leaned out, “Come on in.” 
 As Jonas stepped through the door, he saw Seba crossing the room toward them. Hand out, he said, “Hi. I’m Kaem Seba. You must be Grace and Dr. Jonas?” 
 Jonas nodded, shaking the man’s hand. At first, he was surprised Seba was introducing himself to Grace, but then remembered her saying Seba hadn’t been there when Simone came in. It’d been some of Staze’s other people who’d actually stazed the sick woman.  
 Jonas glanced around the room. There were only five people there. Ryan the receptionist, now on his way out to the anteroom; the young man who’d entered the building in front of them, now coaxing his dog into the kind of wire crate a lot of dogs slept in; a stunningly pretty Indian woman at a desk; and a Latina lady of about thirty. No one old enough to run a business, he thought, suddenly conscious of his own age. 
 Seba waved to the Latina lady, “This is Sylvia Contreras, our legal counsel.” He frowned, “The only legal advice we’ve needed to this point has been in regards to patents and contracts. We’ve pressed her into service in regards to the legal ramifications of stazing people.” 
 Jonas turned to Contreras. “I’ve been wondering about that. What kind of documents did you have Simone sign before she was stazed?” 
 Contreras glanced at Seba who said, “Sorry, Sylvia didn’t know about Simone until after she’d been stazed. Simone seemed to feel she was about to die…precipitously.” He glanced at Grace, “And I think Grace thought she might too.” Seba indicated the young Indian woman, “Arya, and some other people on our team who’re in Texas at present, took her at her word and stazed her as what they believed was a life-saving measure.” Seba’s intense gaze shifted back to Jonas. “I believe you’ve seen the video of Simone’s request to be stazed. Do you think she was as sick as she seemed to think she was?” 
 Jonas shrugged, “Hard to give a valid opinion without some lab work, or at least her vital signs. However, over years of oncologic practice I’ve learned that when a patient says they’re about to die, they’re often right. I’m pretty worried about how we’re going to handle her when she’s unstazed. I’d like to do it in a facility where we can immediately give her full medical support. Is that possible? Or will we have to unstaze her here and then zip her over in an ambulance?” 
 Seba looked surprised. “Oh, no. We can move her Stade,” he indicated a large, glistening, silvery box, “and a stazer,” he indicated another, smaller, silver box with cables coming out of it, “to the hospital and destaze her there.” 
 Jonas blinked at the mirrored box, “That’s Simone’s Stade?” 
 Seba nodded. “We’re still working on a method of attaching the records you sent us to her Stade. Then we’ll send her home with Grace.” 
 Jonas realized that he’d been thinking of Simone as if she were dead and should be in some revered location rather than parked in the corner of an industrial building. In fact, he thought, she has no vital signs at present, so by law, she could be considered dead. But she’s not. She’s in a form of suspended animation. He had a realization, The law’s going to have to be revised to deal with stasis.

 The other young man had gotten the dog in the crate. Now he approached and put out his hand, “Hi Dr. Jonas. I’m Norm Tibbets. We’re about to staze my dog Saturn so you can watch if you like.” 
 “Um,” Jonas said, startled, “sure. That’d be interesting. Why’re you stazing your dog?” 
 They all started across the room toward the dog. Jonas thinking the dog looked perfectly healthy as it sat, eyeing them curiously, tongue lolling from one corner of its mouth. 
 Norm said, “Mostly to solve a problem resulting from the fact that I work half-time here with Staze in Charlottesville, and half-time down in Texas with GLI.” He shrugged, “And partly to prove that stazing a large animal causes no harm.” 
 Jonas focused on the words about large animal harm. He said, “What do you mean ‘prove stazing causes no harm’?” He glanced at the others, “Surely, you’ve already done that, haven’t you?” When no one answered him, he let his eyes rove back over them and decided they all looked a little uncomfortable. 
 Seba appeared the least troubled. He said, “Stazing merely stops time, which immediately resumes upon destazing. There’s no reason to expect any harm. Besides, neither the cricket we stazed, nor the hatchling chick everyone’s seen destazed, have suffered any evident effects. I’d be happy to be stazed and destazed myself.” He shrugged, “In the interests of completeness, we talked about stazing a dog and Norm volunteered Saturn.” 
 “Saturn?” Jonas asked. 
 “My dog,” Norm answered. “Named him after the rockets that launched the Apollo missions.” 
 Slowly, Jonas said, “I don’t think you’d better perform experiments on your dog. You could get in serious trouble.” 
 “I’ve advised them of that,” Contreras said. 
 “I don’t think of it as an experiment,” Norm said. “I just think of it as a kinder alternative to puttin’ the poor fella in a kennel when I’m gone. It’s been working great. He goes in his crate. I wrap it, staze him, then unstaze him again on the weekend when I can spend time with him. Best I can tell, he has no idea anything happened.” 
 Jonas’ eyes went to the perfectly healthy-looking dog. “How many times have you done this?” 
 “Two round trips so far. Today’ll be his third trip.” 
 “And a round trip is…?” 
 “Being stazed, then unstazed.” Norm looked at the dog. “When I got him to Charlottesville a week ago Wednesday, I stazed him so I wouldn’t have to lock him up in my apartment while I’m at work. End of the day Friday I destazed him and we spent the weekend together. Late afternoon Sunday I stazed him again. It being Friday, I just destazed him again right before you got here.” 
 Tilting his head curiously, Jonas said, “Why staze him late Sunday instead of Monday morning?” 
 Norm gave him a surprised look, “If I don’t want to mess up his circadian rhythms, I have to staze and unstaze him at about the same time of day.” 
 Jonas nodded, then frowned at a realization. He said, “If your dog’s only living two out of every seven days, it could live as long as you do.” 
 Norm nodded enthusiastically, “Not quite, but isn’t that increased apparent lifespan great? If you figure an average dog’s life span’s about twelve years, it’d be extended to forty-two. Longer if he spent much time in stasis when I was on vacation or otherwise couldn’t take care of him. If you got a dog when you were in your forties, there’d be a good chance he’d outlive you.” He shrugged, looking over at Saturn, “I’d like that, except I’d worry about what’d happen to him when I was gone.” 
 Arya shook her head, “When you retired, you’d probably have your dog start living full time. Then it wouldn’t outlive you.” She paused and shrugged, “Granted, some dogs are gonna outlive their owners, but then some already do.” 
 Jonas realized, They’re not talking like this’s a hypothetical. They’ve already decided it’s going to happen. 
 Norm said, “So, do you want to watch Saturn get stazed, or just watch videos of his other stazes?” 
 Mind whirling, Jonas said, “Let me see a video.” 
 They pulled it up on a big screen. Tail wagging, Saturn was in his crate, happily eating from a dog dish. Seba said, “You’re watching through a pinhole camera that’s viewing through a one millimeter opening in the upper corner of Saturn’s stasis chamber. Openings bigger than a millimeter cause a stazing failure.” The image dimmed as if something was being pulled over Saturn’s crate leaving the dog lit only by what looked like a battery-operated light. Seba said, “That was the Mylar stazing wrap being closed around his crate.” The screen flashed but Saturn, focused on his food, didn’t seem to notice. Then the scene brightened again and Norm’s voice said, “Hey boy.” Saturn looked up eagerly, then the screen went blank. 
 Norm said, “That was his first two-day stasis. Since he just came out, we haven’t had time to splice the video for this past five days, but—” 
 Jonas interrupted, “What you mean that was his first two-day stasis? And what’s this about splicing?” 
 “Oh,” Norm said. He looked at Seba and said, “Can we take him back through the stasis event.” 
 Seba nodded and clicked a trackball, “Here it is again.” 
 On the screen, Saturn was happily eating in dim lighting again. There came a flash, then the lighting improved. 
 Seba said, “Here it is again. The flash you’re seeing is a half-second view of the Stade Saturn was in. We’ve spliced the before-stasis video to the after-stasis video with only that half-second of video of the Stade so you can get the sense that, as far as Saturn was concerned, nothing happened. 
 “I see,” Jonas said, “Can you play through that a few more times? Maybe in slow motion?” 
 “Sure,” Seba said. 
 Jonas watched it through a few times in slo-mo, deciding that if they took out the half-second the silvery Stade was flashed on the screen, Saturn’s movements would look completely uninterrupted. He suggested they trim up such a video. 
 Seba said, “We’ve already done it.” He spoke briefly to the computer and the same video—this time without the flash or the momentary hitch in the sweep of Saturn’s wagging tail—started playing. Seba said, “Because you can’t tell there was a stazing event, it doesn’t look very impressive unless you’ve seen the other vid first.” 
 After watching it a couple times Jonas had to admit it appeared Saturn had no idea he’d been in stasis. 
 Though Jonas worried that he was putting Saturn through something unnecessarily, they stazed the dog for him for ten minutes, letting him inspect the Stade that’d been formed. Then they destazed it and let him pet Saturn afterward—apparently no worse for the wear. 
 While Saturn was in the Stade, Jonas took the opportunity to bend Seba’s ear. “I’d like to discuss a lot of thoughts I’ve had regarding other areas of medicine where stasis could be hugely important. Is it true that I can’t talk to your CEO directly?” 
 Seba nodded, indicating one of the tables. “You could explain your ideas to myself and Arya. We can pass the message on to Mr. X.” 
 “Okay,” Jonas said with a sigh, worrying that much of his message would get lost in translation. “I’d assume neither of you was old enough to remember much from the pandemic. Do you know if X was old enough?” 
 They shook their heads. 
 “I was in training then and the pandemic was a huge problem for health care professionals. There were so many sick people in some areas that there just weren’t enough doctors and nurses to take care of them. In some places they had to make horrible decisions as to which patients they were going to try to save and then just let others die because they couldn’t treat all of them. There definitely wasn’t enough protective equipment and that meant the medical personnel who were trying to save patients couldn’t be safe. A lot of them caught the virus and died themselves…” he ran down, emotionally affected by the memories. 
 Grace had been sitting with them, listening. She asked, “I know it was terrible, but what could Staze have done about that?” 
 A moment passed without Jonas lifting his head. Then Seba turned to Grace. “I think he’s proposing that they could’ve stazed the people who were really sick. They would’ve stayed in stasis until manufacturing produced enough PPE. Perhaps until there were better treatments available.” He turned back to Jonas, “Is that what you were thinking, Doctor?” 
 Jonas lifted his head and nodded. “We could’ve destazed them when we had enough people, equipment, and ICUs available to provide first-rate care for them.” 
 Seba turned to Arya, saying, “Perhaps some medical equipment could be made of Stade so germs wouldn’t stick to it.” 

My God! Jonas thought. He said, “Germs don’t stick to it? 
 Seba shrugged, “Well, nothing sticks to it. Some things wouldn’t be useful if they were made of Stade. For instance, if you made tables or shelves out of it, anything you put on them would just slide to the edge and fall off.” 
 Jonas asked, “Couldn’t you put a little rim on the table to keep stuff from going off the edge?” 
 “Sure. There could even be gaps in the rim that would let tiny things like dirt, bacteria, and viruses slide off, but would keep bigger things on the table. Unfortunately, everything you put on a table would slide to the lowest edge and stop against the rim.” Seba looked thoughtful, “But I’m sure there are things that would benefit. I’ve seen the housekeepers wiping down hospital beds. They at least wouldn’t have to wipe the bedframe if it were made of Stade. Sinks, toilets, tubs, plumbing fixtures, mirrors; anything like that. They could all be made of Stade and you’d never have to clean them again.” He blinked and laughed at himself, “Oops, you couldn’t do tubs or shower pans, people wouldn’t be able to stay standing.” 
 Jonas shook his head a little to clear it of an overwhelming quantity of new concepts. “Back to my idea. If you made a device that could staze people who were in bad shape, it wouldn’t just be helpful for people dying of cancer or overwhelming the system in a pandemic. There are other situations where it could save lives.” 
 “For instance?” Seba asked. 
 “For ambulances in the field. Someone in cardiac arrest who might be saved in the Emergency Department but won’t last long enough to get there. They could be stazed. When they arrived, if the ED was swamped, the person in stasis could be set aside until things slowed down. We’d no longer have to triage patients when there were too many of them, leaving some to die so we have a better chance of saving the ones who aren’t quite so bad. With some knowledge of what’d happened in the field, the ED staff could get everything they expected to use in the resuscitation ready, including the correct specialists. Then they’d break stasis on the patient. This could be huge with accident victims who often need a lot of blood. You wouldn’t break stasis until the right blood type was ready and already crossmatched. If the patient used up all the available blood of the correct type, the ED would just put them back in stasis until more could be shipped in. If the patient needed to go the OR but the OR was full, they’d just put them back in stasis. Say, in the OR, the heart-lung machine breaks down. You put the patient in stasis until you’ve got another one ready. If a patient couldn’t be adequately treated in a particular hospital, you’d put them in stasis until you could get them to a hospital that could handle such a problem.” 
 Seba looked astonished. He said, “You make it sound like we should make the molds we’d staze people in so they’d stack.” 
 Jonas blinked, “What?!” 
 “You know. Make the bottom of one so it’d lock into the top of the one below it, something like the way Legos do. That way if you had far too many patients from some kind of disaster, you could stack them up until you could handle them.” 
 “My God. I hope it never comes to that, but if it did, yes, you’d want them to stack. And you’d need a way to attach identification to them.” 
 “We’ve been working on how to attach ID and medical records to Simone’s Stade. I think you provided the essential parts of her record that we’re putting in that record?” 
 He grimaced, “Yes, but we were very fortunate Simone had authorized Grace to have access to her records, or, by law, I wouldn’t have been able to release them. In the future, hopefully, people being stazed will have enough time to obtain their records themselves ahead of time.” 
 Grace looked at Sylvia Contreras, “I’m a little worried about whether there’re going to be problems handling her affairs for her while she’s in stasis. I think I’m going to be able to do it as her wife, but what if someone were to say I couldn’t. Or that being stazed is legally the same as dead and tried to activate her will?” 
 Contreras said, “Yes, legally these could be serious issues. In the future, unless pressed for time as you were with Ms. Welch, I would recommend that people about to be stazed sign a durable power of attorney permitting someone else to legally act on their behalf. Also—” 
 Grace interrupted, “When Simone got sick, she signed a power of attorney designating me, but I don’t know if it’s a ‘durable’ power or not. What’s the difference?” 
 “A regular power of attorney allows someone to act in your place, say to do business for you, or buy a house while you’re out of the country or something similar. However, you must otherwise be in good health and capable of carrying out your own affairs. A durable power of attorney allows someone to act for you even if you’ve lost the capacity to do it yourself, for instance, if you developed dementia. It would seem that Simone likely assigned you a durable power and perhaps even a health care power of attorney?” 
 “Oh, I think she did. You think they’ll be helpful?” 
 “I think so, but it would be better if stazees signed POAs specific to being stazed so there’d be no doubt they intended the POA to be in effect in the case where they’re in stasis. The health care POA lets you make medical decisions while the person’s incapacitated. It would seem to me that being unstazed is the kind of decision that would have to be made by the HCPOA since the stazee is incapacitated, but that such decision-making power should be explicitly spelled out in the document.” 
 Kaem sighed, “Wow. This’s a lot to think about. Sylvia, can you come up with forms we can use for this?” 
 She nodded, “But, unless pressed for time, people should probably take our forms and use them as examples when consulting their own attorneys. If they’re going to be stazed long term they probably need to get a trust set up to protect their financial interests.” 
   
 *** 
   
 After Grace and Dr. Jonas left, Arya returned to her desk to check her email before leaving for the weekend. She’d finished that and was getting ready to leave when Kaem came over. “Hey, can I take you out to dinner?” 
 Arya felt torn between a flash of longing for an evening out with Kaem and irritation that he’d asked her out at the last minute.  
 She smiled at him. “Sorry. I’m leaving town to visit my parents for the weekend.” Besides, if I’m getting out of Lee’s way, I can’t be going out to dinner with you, she thought. 
 He smiled back, a wisp of sadness in his expression, “I hope you have a good time.” 
 





   
   




Chapter Three



 Brad Medness entered another set of numbers in the computational engine he was using to test possible designs for a fixture he could use to fire ISEAP’s laser into a Stade tube—assuming the figures for the material’s properties weren’t total bullshit. He started the run and went to get a Pepsi. 
 When he got back, he gawped at the readouts. 

I can probably improve these numbers with a few more iterations, but… They’re already good enough, he thought. I need to start trying to make contact with Seba. See whether I can fit whatever they charge for Stade into my grant’s budget.

 His eyes tracked back to the diagram of his fixture, If I lengthen the chamber, the laser pulse should be further constrained and there’ll be even more hydrogen inside the cone to be accelerated into the boron… His hands had started to stretch out to the keyboard. No! he thought irritatedly, Time enough for that after I’ve tried to contact Seba.

 He’d always had to force himself to invest the time necessary to deal with people instead of equipment, but asking Staze to build him a device required that he make contact himself rather than through one of his grad students. 
 Brad drafted an email, trying not to sound like he was begging. He strove to make it sound like working with him would provide benefit to Staze, not just to Brad and the ISEAP. 
 With a pretty good draft under his belt, he decided to start trying to find an email address to send it to. He could re-read and re-write again before sending the final draft. 

Damn this website is sparse, he thought after finding Staze’s pages. There was an address listed for Seba, with a disclaimer that due to high volumes of incoming email, not every email could be given a reply. 
 He re-read the paragraph on Seba, thinking to slant his email to get the guy’s attention. What the hell?! He’s still an undergrad?!

 A moment later Brad got the nagging sensation that Seba had said something to that effect at the beginning of his talk. The talk was still up in a window on his screen so he pulled it up. Sure enough, in his first sentence Seba had said he was an undergrad physics student. Brad hadn’t listened to that first sentence after the first time he watched the video since he’d focused on the meat of the talk during all his re-watches. Why would this company have an undergrad give this talk for them? he wondered. Is he just a PR person?

 He went back and re-checked the website. Seba’s listed as CTO!

 He re-watched the talk, focusing on what’d been said about the discovery rather than on what he himself might do with it. Stade’s based on a theory of Seba’s, though this Mr. X did the heavy lifting of making it practical. I’ll send my email to X as well. He pulled up the website again. 
 X had an email address listed with a warning that its inbox was heavily filtered. Brad decided to send his email to X and Gunnar Schmidt as well as Seba. Schmidt looked more mature. He decided that sending it to the CFO would be a waste of time since a bean counter wouldn’t take any interest. 
 After one more re-write, the email was on its way. I sure as hell hope someone reads it, he thought. 
   
 *** 
   
 Mahesh Prakant walked across the huge concrete floor Staze’s people—Lee among them—had arranged to have poured in Space-Gen’s new vacuum chamber. He’d come out to “inspect the project” after he’d gotten a call from a Space-Gen engineer on-site in Texas. The man had excitedly described the methods being used to make the chamber and Prakant had decided he needed to understand them. 
 Lee was his guide on this inspection. He said, “So, you inflated a big Mylar balloon, temporarily stazed its interior—” 
 She interrupted. “We blew it up with water as well as air. The water flattens the bottom of the balloon onto the foundation.” 
 “Yes,” he said, “then you blew it up a little bit more and stazed the additional outer layer for the long term.” 
 “We put water in the outer layer too. We needed the stazed water in the temporary Stade to float the inner layer up so the newly stazed layer would extend all the way under the temp Stade.” 
 Prakant nodded. “And I understand you have some kind of mechanism that makes sure the temp Stade is centered in the long-term Stade?” 
 “Uh-huh,” Lee said. “There’re little inflatable posts attached to the inside of the Mylar balloon. They’re transparent so they get incorporated into the long-term Stade. We put metalized inflatables where we want openings in the final shell.” 
 They’d gotten back to the big opening at one end of the huge cylinder. He said, “So a metalized ring left us this opening we’re going to take our rocket out through?” 
 She nodded, “How are you planning to make sure the rocket doesn’t get away from you when you take it out?” 
 “You mean because it’ll be lighter than air?” 
 “Uh-huh, if it gets away it’ll become a long-term piece of upper atmospheric junk unless you can recapture it.” 
 “We were thinking we’d put just enough water in the oxygen tank to make it neutrally buoyant.” He laughed, “Then one guy could pull it over to the launch pad.” 
 “That’d work. Um, you could save a step and partially fill the oxygen tank with LOX (Liquid Oxygen).” 
 Momentarily surprised, he abruptly understood, saying, “Because the LOX won’t boil in a tank made of Stade, right?” When she nodded, he said, “It seems to me we could use this balloon technology, the same methods you used to build the vacuum chamber, to cast the outer shells of our rockets.” 
 “You could,” she said. “I can get you the contact info for our Mylar fabricator if you like.” 
 “I would like that.” 
 “One problem to consider,” she said. “If you want your balloon to be symmetrical, you’ll want to inflate it with enough helium in the mix to make it neutrally buoyant. That way it won’t rest on the floor and get a flat spot on the bottom.” 
 He nodded, “Good point… any chance you’re going to come back and work for us?” 
 She shrugged, “I like working for both companies. Seeing both technologies in action. I do think having me at Staze part-time is helping Space-Gen a lot. But if I had to choose, I’d go full time at Staze.” 
 He sighed. “I was afraid of that. Are they going to be doing cooler things than launching rockets?” 
 She nodded and that nod was emphatic. “Some of the things they’ve got in the works are just astonishing.” 
 “Any chance they need a CTO?” 
 Lee’s eyes widened at the implications. “Seba’s already got that position… but he might like it if someone took over the administration and let him focus on the technical stuff. Want me to ask him?” 
 Prakant nodded, “If you can keep it on the down-low?” 
 “I will. You need to realize that Staze is really small right now. That I and a guy that’s shared with GLI would be your only engineers and that we’re both working on other stuff besides space. Oh, and that they couldn’t afford a big salary for a while. In fact, they aren’t hiring anyone right now. Hiring an admin assistant who also acts as a receptionist was a big deal for them.” 
 Prakant felt surprised and wondered if this was a good idea. He squared his shoulders. “I think I’d like the challenge. I could even go without a salary for a while if I had to.” 
 “Hah!” Lee said, “I offered to do that when I started. I’ll ask them for you.” 
 They said their goodbyes and she left, on her way back to Virginia like Schmidt and the older Seba who’d left earlier that morning. 
 Prakant wondered if he’d just made a big mistake. You only live once, he decided. 
   
 *** 
   
 Brad was lecturing and had just asked a Socratic question when his phone vibrated on the table next to him. He never answered his phone while teaching, but his eye strayed to the phone.  

Seba’s calling! he thought. 
 His hand snatched up the phone of its own volition. “Dr. Seba?” 
 There was a little chuckle, then a voice said, “Just Kaem is fine. Certainly not ‘doctor.’ I don’t even have a bachelor’s degree.” 
 “I desperately want to talk to you, but I’m in the middle of a lecture… can I—” 
 “I hate it when my professors shortchange me in class. Call me back when you’re done.” 
 When Brad set the phone back down, he was surprised to see his hand was trembling. 
 One of his students asked, “Are you okay Dr. Medness?” 
 Eyes still on his phone, Brad said, “I have a feeling that was the most important call of my life.” He looked up at his class and tried to smile, “I hope you guys appreciate me putting it off for you.” 
 Typical for students, they didn’t seem at all impressed. 
 ~~~ 
 As soon as the class was over, he called Seba back. To his relief, Seba answered immediately, but he said, “Sorry, now I’ve got to put you on hold. Should be with you in a couple of minutes.” 

Better than no answer, Brad thought. 
 ~~~ 
 It was probably three minutes, then there was a click on the line and Seba said, “Dr. Medness?” 
 Brad couldn’t help breathing a sigh of relief. He launched into an explanation of his plasma research and how he hoped Stade’s properties might make significant advances possible. “Um, how expensive would it be to get a fixture stazed? I-I’m trying to figure out whether I can fit it into the budget of my grant.” 
 Cheerfully, Seba said, “We’re big believers in science so we’ve offered to staze items for the researchers at UVA for free, um, within reason, of course. We could do the same for you. But you’d have to fabricate the molds yourself. Or pay to have someone make them for you.” 
 “Oh,” Brad said, stunned. “Wow! Thank you. What’s involved in making a mold?” 
 Seba described it to him, then suggested Brad send his CAD drawings to him before he tried to have them cast, “To avoid errors of misunderstanding.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Giles Turnberry had been listening to Kaem Seba answer questions from the physics faculty for over a half an hour. Many of the questions were phrased doubtfully, expressing their reservations about his theory of time, or of his company’s product Stade, despite the evidence of their own eyes. They often had the tenor of a professor lecturing a student, regardless of the fact that this particular student had made a Nobel Prize-worthy discovery. Stavros had tried to turn the questions toward learning what new physics could be done with Seba’s discovery, but the questions continued to come back to expressions of the faculty’s doubts rather than their curiosity. 
 Despite the unpleasant undercurrent of the questions, Seba had remained unfailingly polite. 
 He’d used the e-board to quickly write out equations supporting his theory, working through them to surprising outcomes. 
 He’d written citations of relevant literature on the board as well, apparently from memory. 
 He’d handed out enough Stade samples that every faculty member could take several with him. 
 He’d offered to cast Stades for faculty members for free, providing they built the molds. 
 No one had expressed any gratitude for Seba’s time. 
 Turnberry had had his hand up for a while now and finally, rather than answering a question someone had posed without being called on, Seba had focused his eyes on Giles and said, “Dr. Turnberry?” 
 “Ah, yes. Thank you, Mr. Seba. Not just for calling on me, but for your kindness in making yourself available to answer our questions this evening. I’ve been intrigued by a comment you made when you gave your talk to the University and the world. You said you expected Stade to reflect neutrinos. Do you have proof that happens? Or ideas for other experimental physics it could enable?” 
 “No.” Seba shrugged, “But remember Stade isn’t a material, reflecting waves or particles in the usual fashion. It’s a segment of space-time in stasis and nothing can penetrate its surface. As far as we know everything bounces off, i.e. is reflected. We’ve measured its ability to reflect one hundred percent of light. We know it stops heat transmission, presumably by reflecting infrared as well as preventing conduction. It also reflects radiation of all types, alpha, beta, gamma, and neutrons. If it does reflect neutrinos, as I expect, then you could concentrate them with a concave Stade mirror, making detection easier. You could determine the direction they’re coming from by pointing that mirror in various directions and seeing which direction gave you the highest counts. You could funnel them into a Stade pipe and conduct them from one place to another. If tachyons exist, you should be able to do the same thing with them or any other forms of radiation. 
 “Because it’s a perfect insulator, it should make ultracold studies easier to carry out. And if they find something useful, commercial applications should be less expensive to keep cool. 
 “The same should be true for ultra-high temperature studies of plasmas and other phenomena including nuclear fusion… 
 Seba kept making suggestions until Turnberry felt like his head might explode. Turnberry could see numerous members of the faculty desperately making notes.  
 When Seba wound down, Giles’ friend Art Mandel shook his head and said, “I hope you know most of this is essentially unbelievable?” 
 Rather than getting angry, Seba merely smiled. “Prove me wrong if you can. ‘Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof,’ and all that. I’m sure most of these claims are true but we’ll all learn from it if you are able to prove some of them wrong.” 
 Seba glanced around the room, said, “Thank you. My time is up,” and walked out without a backward glance. 
 Turnberry stood and began to applaud. Seconds later, most of the other physicists in the room joined him. 
   
 *** 
   
 Grace was out for a walk when her phone chimed. “Yes?” 
 “You have a call from Kary Welch.” 
 “Who’s that?” 
 “Simone Welch’s niece.” 
 “I’ll take it… Hello, Kary?” 
 “Hi, Aunt Grace. I’ve been trying to call Aunt Simone, but her phone says she’s not available. Is she okay?” 

Is she reaching out? Grace wondered. Simone’s brother had become very distant after Simone married Grace. His kids, who hadn’t been that interested in their aunt even before the wedding, had been in even less contact. That’d faded to none once Simone got sick. Putting a cheerful tone in her voice in hopes of reuniting some part of Simone’s fractured family, Grace said, “Thanks for calling.” Then she toned down the cheer to say, “Unfortunately, Simone got terribly sick several weeks ago—" 
 “Oh my God,” Kary interrupted. “Did she die?!” 
 “No, she, uh…” Grace wondered how to explain, “she asked to be put in stasis. Do you know what that is?” 
 “No…” Kary said, a suspicious tone in her voice. 

How can she not have heard about it? “You can find a talk about it on the internet. A young man name Kaem Seba—” 
 “What is it?” Kary abruptly interrupted, “Just tell me.” 
 “It stops time around the person. Simone’s going to stay in stasis until Arvinzamab, a new medication, comes available.” 
 “Stops time?” 
 Trying to keep an even tone, Grace said, “Uh-huh. So your Aunt Simone’s disease won’t progress while she’s waiting for the Arvinzamab.” 
 “Can I talk to her?” 
 “Not till she comes out of stasis and feels better.” 
 “Doesn’t she come out of whatever it is a few times a day to eat?” 
 “Nooo…” Grace said, wondering how to explain better. 
 “Okay. Bye,” Kary said. The call disconnected. 
 Grace stood still; eyes focused in the distance. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, she thought. 
   
 *** 
   
 Arya’s stomach roiled. It was payday and she didn’t have enough money in Staze’s accounts to pay people’s salaries. After paying $400,000 for the Mylar to make Space-Gen’s vacuum chamber, she’d been deep into the credit line from MBB. Paying salaries and buying supplies since then had pushed her close to the edge. It was too late to insist again that Kaem be more frugal. She’d already been riding Space-Gen to pay for the vacuum chamber, but they’d “been awaiting certification of the chamber,” which she thought was just a way to keep the money drawing interest in their own accounts for another week or two. Should I ask MBB to raise the limit on our line of credit? she wondered, thinking it unlikely they’d agree to increase a credit line with such a short track record. Or do I ask people to accept a delay in their salaries?

 She took a Tums and headed over to the table where they were going to have their weekly meeting. My report’s gonna go over like a lead balloon, she thought. 
 Emmanuel went first, explaining that his furnace at Staze East had been holding temperature without the injection of any more heat—as would be expected in a space enclosed by Stade. So far, sampling revealed that almost all toxins had broken down except, of course, the heavy metals. “I’ve had an idea,” he said. “At present, almost everything in the furnace except the carbon ash is in a vapor state. If we start releasing it as a gas, the metals would escape with the water vapor and carbon dioxide. I’d like to buy a tungsten alloy tank so we can release the vapor into the tank. Once it’s in a metal tank, the heat will begin to dissipate. When the temperature gets down below the boiling point of the toxic metals, in other words, when they’ve all condensed to liquids or solids, then we can release the water vapor and CO2 into the atmosphere and collect the metals as a solid lump that we can staze or try to sell. The ash may still have some of the metals bound in it. We’ll have to test to see whether it’s clean enough to be considered safe.” 
 Kaem asked, “Which metals are you hoping to condense this way?” 
 “Arsenic, cadmium, mercury, and lead. Chromium’s also toxic, unfortunately, it isn’t a vapor at the 2,500 degrees Centigrade our furnace has been maintaining. The good news is that the amount of chromium in our waste is vanishingly small.” 
 Upset, Arya said, “I thought we were going to staze the ash with the toxic metals in it!” 
  Apologetically, Emmanuel said, “We were. Not used to the properties of Stade, I failed to consider that the fact that it wouldn’t cool in the furnace wasn’t just a good thing that let us keep the waste hot for a long time. It also means we can’t cool it without moving it to another tank. Since we have to move it to another tank to cool it, it seems like we should take advantage of the vapor states to separate and remove some of the toxins.” 
 Arya narrowed her eyes, “And how much is this tungsten tank going to cost?” 
 Emmanuel looked uncomfortable, “I can’t find any for sale. We’d have to get someone to fabricate it and tungsten is over a hundred dollars a kilogram. Since I couldn’t find anyone selling tanks, I priced tungsten furnaces. Even small furnaces are about ten thousand dollars. A good deal of that cost is due to heating systems we don’t need, but I don’t know how much.” 
 Arya looked at Kaem, “We can’t afford it.” 
 “Oh, come on. We should have the money for the vacuum chamber any—” 
 Arya interrupted, “It hasn’t come.” 
 “Just go into the credit li—” 
 “We’ve almost maxed out the line of credit buying the Mylar for the vacuum chamber.” 
 Kaem turned to Emmanuel, “Just go ahead and order the tank. We’ll have the money by the time—” 
 Arya slammed the flat of her hand down on the table, making a whipcrack sound. When everyone’s startled eyes had turned to her, she said, “We won’t be able to pay your salaries until the money comes in for the vacuum chamber and Space-Gen’s dragging its feet.” She turned her focus to Kaem. “I respect the hell out of you Kaem, but you promised you wouldn’t spend money if I said you couldn’t. Now you’ve just told your dad to order a tank we don’t have the money for.” She swept the others with her eyes. “The rest of you, do not order anything until we’re solvent again.” She turned once again to Kaem, “I know. We are going to have some money soon. But we’ve been saying that for a long time and right now we’re broke dammit. Do - not - spend.” 
 Kaem gave her a calm nod. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Are we hassling Space-Gen about paying us our money?” 
 Arya nodded in return, “Every day.” 
 Kaem snorted. “I’d guess you’ve delivered our financial report, right?” 
 Arya tried to keep a straight face, but a little grin broke out. “Right. Sorry.” 
 Kaem waved it off, “Not your fault. The salaries are an issue. Do you have any ideas for dealing with that?” 
 She shrugged. “They aren’t due for another couple of days. I’m hoping Space-Gen comes through by then. If not, we’ll have to ask if any of you can get by for a few days without your paycheck. If we can’t do that, we’ll have to be late paying some of our suppliers. I don’t want to start down that path of ugliness.” 
 Kaem said, “More of us should call Space-Gen. I’ll call Aaron Marks.” He looked at Lee, “Can you call Cary…? I’ve forgotten her name. The CFO?” 
 Lee said, “Lark. Cary Lark. I thought you had an eidetic memory?” 
 “Not for everything. I have to decide to remember stuff. Space-Gen’s CFO is important enough I should’ve decided to remember her name.” Kaem shrugged. “It’s embarrassing that I didn’t. Anyone else have any ideas on how we could get some cash coming in the door?” 
 Gunnar said, “I can wait for my paycheck.” 
 Lee and Norm opened their mouths as if they were about to volunteer the same, but Kaem said, “Anyone else that can wait, please let Arya know in private. I don’t want people who can’t afford to do so to feel pressured.” 
 Norm said, “What about Mr. X? I thought he was supposed to be rich enough to fund us through some rough spots.” 
 Arya looked over at Kaem. I’ll bet he didn’t see that one coming, she thought, trying not to smile. 
 Kaem spoke without hesitation. “I’ll ask him if I have to. My impression from previous conversations is that he’d be disappointed with us, um, me especially, for spending so recklessly as to get in this bind.” He gave a sheepish grin, “So, I hope you can see why I don’t want to ask.” 
 Arya managed to keep her face straight as she thought, I think it probably has more to do with the fact that as the nebulous Mr. X, you’re probably broker than any of the rest of us.

 Norm said, “Um, GLI wants a vacuum chamber too. I’m assuming we can’t afford to make them one right yet?” 
 Arya thought, He said, “we.” I think Kaem’s gonna be proved right and Norm’s going to decide to work full time for Staze. She realized everyone was looking at her. She said, “Unless they want it to have different dimensions than the one we cast for Space-Gen, we already have the Mylar. The only costs would be for shipping the Mylar to their site and—" 
 Gunnar interrupted. “I can see if the Mylar’s been picked up from Space-Gen’s site. Maybe we can just move it directly to GLI’s site without it coming back here to Virginia.” 
 Arya said, “Good idea. However, we’d not only have to pay to move the Mylar, but we’d also have to send our team there and pay to hire local labor, so I don’t think we should do it unless we can get GLI to give us a fifty percent deposit on the work.” She looked at Norm, “Can you make the ask?” 
 Norm nodded, “Is it okay if I tell them we have cash flow problems?” 
 Arya looked at Kaem and he nodded. Turning back to Norm she said, “Sure. Tell them if they want it without a deposit, they’ll have to wait a few months.” 
 “Okay. How much are we charging?” 
 “One point two million.” She raised her hand to forestall his protest, “Yes. I know we only charged Space-Gen a million but the cost of the labor crew and shipping the Mylar was more than we expected.” 
 “If they say they’re going to build their own out of steel?” 
 “Tell them to go ahead. Point out that it’ll take a lot longer, probably cost more than our bid and that they’ll probably have cost overruns that’ll make it cost even more.” 
 Gunnar said, “Also point out that, in the long run, a steel chamber’s gonna require a lot more maintenance.” 
 “Okay,” Norm said, then turned to look at Kaem. “As long as I’m up, shall I give my report on labeling Stades?” Kaem nodded, so he continued. “With Gunnar’s help, I’ve managed to modify a 3D printer so its head pushes a little mirrored socket down against a Stade. That socket welds a one-millimeter dot of Stade to it. We’re able to print bumps on Stade the way one of the first computer printers, one called a ‘dot-matrix printer’ did on paper.” He passed a sheet of Stade with bumpy printing around the table. “We’ll also be able to use it to build small Stade objects if they can be a little bumpy.” 
 “That’s great you guys!” Kaem said, sounding very impressed. When the sheet got to him, he frowned and asked, “How are you printing a dot right next to a previous one. Doesn’t the edge of the socket hit the previous bump?” 
 “The genius of Gunnar,” Norm said. “The print head lifts and rotates a variety of different sockets into place. They have defects in their walls that fit up against the different possibilities of neighboring bumps or walls.” 
 “That 3D printer cost $32,000 by the time they bought and modified it,” Arya grumbled. 
 Looking abashed, Norm said, “Sorry. I didn’t know… um, about our cash flow problem.” 
 She waved it away. “We’ll be able to afford that kind of stuff without a problem as soon as Space-Gen or GLI has us build them a rocket.” She turned to Lee. “When’s Space-Gen going to cast its rocket?” 
 Lee frowned. “I think in the next few weeks. They just have to ship molds to Texas and figure out how to set them up in the vacuum chamber.” 
 Arya sighed. “I’m longing for that day but praying none of you guys decide to order something because you’re sure the bill won’t come in before Space-Gen pays.” 
 Lee said, “I’ve got something else we should talk about, but it needs to remain confidential to just this group, okay?” 
 After collecting nods from around the table, Lee continued, “I was late getting back from Texas because Mahesh Prakant, Space-Gen’s CTO, asked me to hold over until he could get there to inspect the new vacuum chamber. I showed him around, then at the end of our tour, he asked how I liked working at Staze. The upshot of our discussion was that he’d like to come work for us.” She glanced at Kaem. “He knows you’re already the CTO here and that Norm and I are the only engineers he’d have to boss around, but he’d like the challenge of helping develop Stade.” 
 Wide-eyed, Kaem said, “Oh, wow. That’d be great. I’d love for him to take the CTO label. It’d give Staze more credibility and I’d be happy to get rid of some of the administrative work. When could—" 
 “Kaem!” Arya said dangerously. “We cannot hire—” 
 Lee interrupted, “He said he’d work for free until we could afford to pay him.” 
 Kaem looked at Lee, “Could you call him about how we need to be paid for the vacuum chamber?” 
 Arya said, “That’d be great and it’d get us out of debt, but we still couldn’t afford to pay him until some other money comes in.” 
 Kaem put up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. But we could tell him that and get him to fill out an application and forward his information, couldn’t we? Let him come to work as soon as he’s ready as long as he’s truly willing to work for free for a while?” 
 The group started getting up to go back to work but Kaem said, “Norm, Gunnar, wait a sec. I’ve had an idea for your printer.” 
 Arya turned back to them and pointed a finger at Gunnar, “Do not let him spend any more money on whatever this idea is until we get some more income!” She walked away with the rest of the team. 
 Gunnar grinned at Kaem, “When did you two get married?” 
 Kaem blinked, “Are you saying I’m henpecked?” 
 Gunnar nodded. 
 Kaem shook his head, “For God’s sake don’t say anything like that to her! I’m having enough trouble…” He ran down and waved a hand after Arya as if dismayed. “Never mind. Back to your 3D printer. Suppose you make a mirrored plate with a one-millimeter high and one-millimeter deep defect running along its back, bottom edge. You slide it into the back of your printing area so it fits against mirrors on the back, bottom, and left edge, leaving a little one by one-millimeter square tunnel running along the back wall.” He raised his eyebrows to make sure they understood so far.  
 They nodded. 
 Kaem said, “Now you use a rod to plunge a little one by one-millimeter mirror in from the right end of the tunnel.” Kaem ignored Gunnar’s elevating eyebrows and continued. “You stop it one millimeter from the back-left corner and staze that little one by one by one box that’s left. You back the plunger out a millimeter, or more, and staze again. You just keep doing that over and over until you get to the end of the row. Then you pull the whole plate and plunger back a millimeter and staze the next row a chunk at a time too.” 
 “Holy shit!” Gunnar exclaimed, wide-eyed. “Why didn’t you come up with this before we spent $32,000 on the first printer?!” 
 Kaem frowned, and spoke as if it were obvious. “You didn’t tell me about your printer idea until just now.” 
 Gunnar blew a raspberry at him. 
 Norm said, “Wait a minute. When you’re done, you’re just going to have a millimeter thick sheet of stade in the bottom of your machine.” 
 Gunnar turned to him, “Yes. Until all the temporary stade dots destaze themselves and vanish. Then you have dots, or a 3D construct.” 
 Norm sank back in his chair. On his face there was a mixture of elation at the solution, and disappointment that he hadn’t come up with it himself. 
   
 *** 
   
 Grace’s phone said, “You have a call from Carl Welch.” 

Crap! she thought. “Is that Simone’s brother?” Grace had only met him once, back before she and Simone had even been engaged. He’d been ‘unable’ to come to their wedding and distant when Simone tried to remain in contact with him afterward. 
 The phone said, “Yes.” 
 “I’ll take it… Hi Carl. What can I do for you?” 
 “Kary said you did something to Simone?” he asked in an angry tone. 
 “Well, I didn’t do anything. She asked to be put in stasis.” 
 “And just what the hell is that, Grace?” 
 “Um, as I told Kary, you can watch a talk about it on the internet by—” 
 “I’m not going to watch some bullshit video on the internet. What the hell did they do to her?!” 
 “It’s a…” Grace paused, trying to think how to avoid stepping on land mines. Deciding they were unavoidable, she said, “It’s a way to stop time around a person. It’s stopped the progress of her cancer until—” 
 “Where the hell do you get off, trying some experimental treatment on my sister?” 
 “Carl, she’s the one who found out about it and pushed to do it. Besides, she was really sick. It was her only chance. You really should watch—” 
 “What a load of crap! Let me talk to her.” 
 “Carl, you can’t talk to her while she’s in stasis. Time’s not passing—” 
 “I’ll be there this weekend. She’d better be ready to talk.” 
 Grace’s phone said, “The call has been disconnected.” 

I might just have to take a little trip down to the beach this weekend, Grace thought. 
   
 *** 
   
 Gunnar looked up and saw Kaem coming into the big room at Staze’s building. Class must be over, he thought. “Kaem,” he said, lifting his hand to attract the younger man’s attention. 
 Kaem walked over, saying, “What’s up?” 

Gunnar leaned forward, saying in a low tone, “I’m worried about the stazers’ security.” 
 Kaem sat down and leaned closer. Speaking quietly, he said, “You’ve thought of a flaw in our thermite setup?” 
 “Oh. No, that’s not it. I’ve realized that someone who wanted to steal the secret wouldn’t even have to open one up. All they’d have to do is hook up sensors to the cable feeding the microwave and laser emitters. They could read the signal the stazer’s using to create stasis directly off the feeds. I’m sure there’re a lot of ways they could duplicate that signal without knowing exactly how your electronics are set up or even how they work.” He shook his head, “We can’t let anyone but ourselves use the stazers until we’ve got our patent in hand.” 
 Kaem grinned, “I thought you were worried about getting a patent. That as soon as we got one, the government would slap a Secret designation on Stade and tell us we couldn’t use it.” 
 Gunnar said, “What else can we do? If it’s not patented, our competitors are going to be able to build stazers of some kind by stealing the technology right out of the ends of our cables!” 
 “It wouldn’t be very easy,” Kaem said. “The first thing the stazer does is send a pulse of several different waveforms into the mold. It reads the reflections as they return from it. Those reflections correspond with great precision to the dimensions of the mold and the reflective layer surrounding it. Then the proprietary chip on the stazer’s board does a series of extremely complex calculations that determine exactly what signal’s required to achieve stasis in that particular mold. This means that we can sell a company a stazer that only stazes certain things, for instance, six-inch cubes. They wouldn’t be able to use that stazer to make five-inch cubes without seeking additional permissions from us.” 
 Gunnar frowned, “That’s something of a relief. But wouldn’t they be able to use their measurements of the stazing signal to build themselves a bunch more machines that’d make six-inch cubes?” 
 “No,” Kaem laughed. “They wouldn’t be able to insert something to measure the signal without changing the apparent dimensions of the mold from the viewpoint of the stazer.” 
 “What if they only inserted it after the measurement signal had been sent out? In other words, they’d only measure the actual stazing signal that came after the measurement signal.” 
 “Well, first they’d have to know what was going on, which hopefully we’ll be keeping a secret. Second, the stazing signal’s sent out immediately after the measuring signal. There isn’t time to insert a sensor in the signal path.” 
 “You mean within seconds?” 
 “I mean within microseconds. Computers are very, very fast, you know?” 
 “Suppose they found a way to insert an electronic sensor? Something so fast it could insert within microseconds.” 
 “Well, then they’d have to know when the measurement signal came to an end and the stazing signal began. There’s not an obvious difference.” Gunnar opened his mouth to interject again, but Kaem held up a hand to get him to wait. “Additionally, it wouldn’t matter. The two signals are so close together because if they weren’t, slight vibrations could change the stazing signal needed. So, if they tried to staze the exact same mold with the exact same stazing signal, there’s a good chance it wouldn’t work more than one or two times in a hundred. And after the mold was opened to extract the Stade that’d been formed, then closed again, with, therefore, slight changes in the configuration of its dimensions, it probably wouldn’t staze more than one time in a thousand. To staze things successfully, they’d need our proprietary chip, with its proprietary firmware. Hopefully, our thermite circuit board protection system will keep them from getting either of those.” 
 Gunnar said, “I guess I worry too much.” 
 “No such thing. I’m worried about it too, because someone,” he eyed Gunnar, “has me thinking we don’t want to get a patent. Let me know of any other possible holes you see in our plan to keep the stazers’ function a secret.” 
 Gunnar looked thoughtful. “So, you’re saying we can specify exactly what a company can staze with our stazers?” 
 “Yeah, they’d need to send us a design drawing of the dimensions of the objects they’re planning to staze. Then we can authorize their stazer to staze those and bill them according to what they’re stazing, how big it is, how many of them they make, etcetera.” 
 “And we can cut them off anytime we want because the Stazer has to check back with us over the internet before each stazing, right?” 
 “Uh-huh.” 
 “What if they’re doing it with Mylar?” 
 “Oh, yeah. Mylar film stazings are a bitch for the stazer to calculate. Especially your big blimps when they’re out in a breeze and the Mylar’s rippling. You probably don’t realize it, but your stazer usually has to make more than one attempt to staze one of those. You probably won’t be able to staze at all in a significant wind.” 
 “Other people will be able to staze in Mylar though?” 
 “Uh-huh. I’m figuring we’ll charge them by the volume successfully stazed. You have a better idea?” 
 “We won’t know what they’re making though. Not like we will when they send us design drawings.” 
 “Actually, the stazer can calculate and produce a drawing of what they’re making for us. We’ll be able to look them over and decide whether we think they’re making weapons.” 
 “If you don’t want them making weapons, we’re going to have to hire a lot of smart people who can recognize weapon components when they see ’em.” 
 “Yeah, their salaries will have to be added onto what we’re charging. Maybe you could start thinking about a training program to teach them to recognize weapons?” 
 “Okay… Wait, I can imagine Stade would make a great cannon barrel and that they’d be easy to recognize, but what if some smart SOB comes up with a weapon we haven’t thought of?” 
 Kaem frowned, “I guess all of us should spend some time thinking about how Stade could be weaponized.” 
 Gunnar sighed, “First thought. A short-term Stade full of radioactive dust and a stick of dynamite. You light the fuse, staze it, send it to New York and the Stade expires the day after it arrives. The fuse resumes burning. The dynamite explodes. Voila, a dirty bomb.” 
 Kaem sighed, “Crap. How are we gonna keep that from happening?” 
 “Well, it isn’t that easy for terrorists to get radioactive dust. But anthrax wouldn’t be that hard for them to come up with and it’s pretty bad too.” 
 “Yeah, yeah. I understand the problem. What’s the solution?” 
 Gunnar looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully. “We don’t sell stazers, we only lease ’em. That way we get some income even if they aren’t using it. And when we lease a stazer, it only works in the location we licensed it for. The owner can’t sell it or let it be stolen by a terrorist.”  
 “We’re going to ask the FBI where all the terrorists live?” 
 Glumly, Gunnar sighed, “I don’t know. We’re gonna have to give this a lot more thought.” 


 





   
   




Chapter Four



 Arya walked Desiree Lanis, the engineering applicant, into the bigger part of Staze’s building, saying, “You understand we can’t hire anyone right now? We’re only interviewing people so we’ll be able to rapidly fill positions when our cash flow situation improves.” 
 The young woman asked, “When are you thinking that’ll be?” 
 “One to two months. Like we said in our email, if you have to have a job before then, we’re not the place for you.” 
 “No, no. I’ve got a job. I just have to give them two weeks’ notice, then I’ll be here.” 
 “Where are you working now, Ms. Lanis?” 
 “I work for Ledger and Ledger. They’re a high-tech construction company with projects all over the world. I’m on a project in Richmond at present.” 
 “Are you unhappy with them? Tired of moving from place to place?” 
 “Oh,” she said as if surprised. “No. I’m quite happy. I like the kinds of projects they take on and I’m not tied down by family at present.” 
 “So why would you want to leave them to come to work for us? I know you’re very well qualified, but we’re not planning to get into salary bidding wars.” 
 “I’d be satisfied working here for less. My needs aren’t great.” 
 Arya’s eyes narrowed. “And why would that be?” The young woman hesitated, and Arya got an abrupt sensation that she was struggling to control her emotions. Then her face firmed up. Arya thought, She’s probably had to get good at controlling her emotions, working in a macho field like engineering.

 Lanis softly said, “I saw Mr. Seba’s talk on the internet. “I, um, want to be at the forefront of the engineering revolution that’s coming down the pike after the introduction of Stade.” 
 Arya studied the pretty young blonde a moment, then gave a nod. “That’s the kind of answer we’re looking for.” She asked a few more questions, warming more and more to Lanis. She learned Lanis had grown up poor. Like Kaem and myself, Arya thought, with an even stronger feeling that Lanis would be a good fit. I hope I’m not just projecting my own biases on her, Arya thought. Growing up poor doesn’t necessarily make you a better person. But there was no doubt Arya liked her a lot. She said, “Do you have any questions for me?” 
 Lanis didn’t ask about salary, or vacation, or sick leave, or benefits. What she wanted to know was what kinds of projects she might be working on. Not as if it would be a deal-breaker if the projects weren’t to her liking, but as if she were so eager to start working on them, she wanted to get a head start. 
 Arya laughed. “Those aren’t questions I can answer, but you’re going to have a quick talk with Kaem, um, Mr. Seba. He might be persuaded to tell you something about what we’re working on and planning for.” She looked over at Kaem, seeing he’d finished talking to Lee. “Let me take you over to see him now.” 
 They got up and walked to the table Kaem was sitting at. “Kaem, this is Ms. Lanis, from Ledger and Ledger, interviewing for the civil engineering job. Do you have a few minutes to talk to her?” 
 Kaem was focused on his screen. He held up a finger for them to wait, saved his work, then looked up. “Ms. Lanis…” A range of expressions swept over his face. “Dezzy?” 
 Lanis nodded, suddenly seeming shy. “Hi, Kaem… I, ah, prefer Dez nowadays.” 
 Kaem swayed to his feet, looking as if he’d just seen a ghost. He stepped closer to Lanis and tears suddenly started down his cheeks. He held out his arms. Lanis stepped into them and they were suddenly clinging to one another as if their lives depended on it. 
 When this had gone on for more than a minute, Arya glanced around the room to see how everyone else was taking it. She saw startled expressions for the most part.  
 Lee was frowning.  
 Arya could understand why. Arya felt jealous of the woman and she didn’t have any romantic notions about Kaem. 
 Arya looked back at Kaem and the young woman. They’d separated and were wordlessly looking into one another’s eyes, both crying now. 
 Arya stepped over and got a box of tissues, bringing it back and holding it out to them. They each took a tissue, Kaem wiping at his eyes and Dez dabbing at hers. “Lunch?” Kaem asked suddenly. 
 Lanis nodded.  
 ~~~ 
 Dez silently followed Kaem out of the building and onto the sidewalk. As they started down the street, he looked over at her. “I feel like I’m seeing a ghost.” 
 She snorted, “Imagine how I felt when one of the other engineers said I should watch a video from UVA…” there was a catch in her voice, “and I saw it was you.” 
 “How long have you been working at Ledger and Ledger?” 
 “Four years, Ever since I graduated.” 
 “Don’t I feel mentally challenged! I haven’t even graduated yet and my old classmate’s been working for four years!” 
 “Seems like you’ve accomplished some pretty important stuff though,” Dez said.  
 Kaem waved it off. “I got a lucky break.”  

I hope it wasn’t just a lucky break, Dez thought, but even if it was, you deserved it.

 “If you’d gone straight through you would’ve graduated two years ago,” Kaem said, “How’d you get so far ahead?” 
 “Um,” she said reluctant to boast, “I did pretty well on some tests and was offered admission a year early, then placed out of most of my first year because of the AP classes I’d taken.” She shrugged, “I took a little heavier load to let me finish in three years.” 
 Kaem spoke slowly, “Impressive. I always thought you were a lot smarter than you let on in school.” 
 She waggled her head noncommittally, “I was afraid to speak up.” 
 Kaem stopped and turned to face her. “I’ve always felt horrible about…” He looked away, seeming embarrassed, “I should’ve done something.” 
 Softly, she said, “I could tell you wanted to, just seeing the looks in your eyes.” 
 He shook his head. “‘Wanting to’ wasn’t enough. I should’ve had the courage to offer friendship.” 
 Tears welled in her eyes again. “I… I felt like you were my friend. My only friend. That somehow, even though you never said a word, you shared my misery.” She dabbed at her eyes with a sleeve. 
 His own eyes watery, he gave her a weak grin, “We should get to the restaurant. There’re napkins there.” 
 They turned and continued on their way. After a few steps, Kaem got out his phone, saying, “Wait. I’ll call an Uber so we can go someplace nice.” 
 Dez pointed at Dimitri’s sign. “Were we going to that little Greek restaurant? ’Cause I love Greek food.” 
 Kaem looked at it longingly. “It is really good food. But it’s not the kind of place I should be wining and dining a high-end prospect like you.” 
 “Don’t worry about convincing me,” she said, starting on toward Dimitri’s. “You had me with the talk you gave at UVA. The fact that I’d be working with my best friend from grade school was just icing on the cake.” 
 “I was your best friend?” Kaem said, getting the door and opening it. 
 She shrugged, “Okay. My only friend.” 
 “But we never even talked,” Kaem said, ushering her to a booth. 
 “You saw me. The other kids looked through me.” 
 “I should’ve done more.” He took a deep breath, then gave her a little grin, “I had no idea your name was Desiree.” 
 She widened her eyes at him, “Do not call me that!” She frowned, “Besides, how’d you even know?” 
 “It said it on your application. I’m embarrassed that I didn’t consider it might be you.” 
 Dez studied him. “Well, if you were going to remember something from my application, you could’ve chosen something better than my real first name.” 
 He grinned, “I’ll promise not to tease you about it. I figure you’ve had enough teasing for a lifetime already.” He frowned, “You don’t have to tell me, but I’ve always wondered what happened to you. One day you were there, the next you were gone. The teachers never told us anything and I worried about you. I even tried to find you to see if you were okay. Unfortunately, Google didn’t know where you were and I had no idea how else to search.” 
 “My mom…” Dez said, pausing to think how much to say. She decided to be honest with Kaem. “…was addicted to meth. She got in a fight over drugs one night and was murdered… well… killed. Probably not fair to call it a murder since the other woman died too.” Dez cleared her throat of the frog she still got remembering that night. “I thought I’d be an orphan since my mom told me we didn’t have any living relatives. However, the social worker found a whole big family that my mom had disavowed. I went to live with my aunt in Ohio and she raised me.” 
 “Ah,” Kaem said, sounding as if from that meager story he understood everything that’d happened. He doesn’t, she thought, but he can probably assemble a pretty good summary.

 The waitress took their orders, then Kaem turned his attention back on her. “You’ve got the job if you want it,” he hesitated, “as soon as we get the money anyway.” 
 “You’re not going to interview me?” 
 “I know you, Dez. Know you far better than I could from any interview.” 
 “And I can get hired just on your say so?” 
 He grinned. “Not if we don’t have the money. But after that, yes, pretty much.” He frowned, “Do you need a job right now?” 
 She shook her head. “I live cheap and make pretty good money so I’ve got quite a bit saved up. But I was going to stay on with Ledger and Ledger until you do hire me, is that okay?” 
 “Sure, we’ll let you know.” 
 “Um, and I’d want to give them at least their two weeks’ notice.” 
 He nodded, “Good.” 
 “Ms. Vaii said you were interviewing now so you could quickly fill positions once your cash flow improves. Are you waiting for a grant to come through or something?” 
 He grinned at her. “Are you going to work for us?” 
 She gave him a startled look. “Of course!” 
 “And you’ll keep our secrets even if you change your mind?” 
 “Absolutely.” 
 “Well then, we should be casting a rocket for Space-Gen soon. Our payday for that will be millions of dollars. Then we’ll be able to afford to hire expensive engineers like you.” 
 Dez sat back and studied the far wall unseeingly. “Rockets. I can see that. Of course, I heard you were making engines because Stade would tolerate the heat of a rocket exhaust without melting. But Stade would also be proof against the high radiation out in space and it’d be perfect insulation for cryogenic tankage.” 
 Kaem gave her a slow nod. “You’re just as quick as I hoped.” 
 Her eyes widened, “And low mass! If you make it out of vacuum Stade you’ll have less mass to accelerate.” Her eyes widened further, “And easier landings, since, once the fuel’s burned, the rocket’s mass will be close to zero.” Her eyes returned to his, “That is so cool. What other projects do you have in the works? Just thinking about what you could do is exciting.” 
 “What engineering projects do you think we should be undertaking?” 
 She could feel the smile spread across her face. “Well, someday I want to build myself a house on a thirty-foot-high, one-millimeter diameter pillar so I’ll have a great view and no one can get in without my say so.” 
 “How would you get in?” 
 She grinned. “The whole house lowers itself down to ground level. When it does it connects to power, water, and sewer. It’ll need to top off and empty its storage.” 
 “What else?” 
 “Horizontally drill Stade pipes and tunnels from place to place. Stade’s slippery so you could pull wiring and piping through without much difficulty. That’d get rid of those ugly overhead power and transmission lines and keep hurricanes and earthquakes from cutting power and requiring repairs. Put in Stade seawalls to protect coasts from storm surge. Build really tall buildings, ones so high they’d require Stade foundations. Easily reinforce or replace aging bridges with something that’ll never wear out, though the pavement would need to be replaced occasionally.” 
 “Wait,” Kaem said, “What was that about Stade foundations?” 
 She shrugged, “If you’re going to build tall buildings, you need strong foundations.” She grinned, “One way to do it would be to just screw deep into the bedrock.” 
 “Screw?” he asked just as the waitress returned with their food. He gave her an embarrassed look, “Sorry, we’re talking about engineering screws.” 
 The waitress grinned at him. “Sure, you are, Kaem. Sure, you are.”  
 Dez thought it a good sign that the waitress knew his name and kidded around with him. Once the woman was gone Dez said, “Instead of pouring concrete, you’d get your foundation by screwing in big screws, meters wide and hundreds of meters deep. Since fixation of a screw depends on the relative strength of the materials, you’d use a very thin, widely spaced thread on your impossibly-strong Stade screw so there’d be relatively more rock caught within the thread. That way the—relatively—weak rock would be less likely to fail. You’d screw it in really deep to widely distribute the leverage on it when the building tries to rip the screw out.” 
 Kaem frowned and lifted a finger. “Problem. Stade’s frictionless so those screws would tend to come unscrewed.” 
 She shook her head, “Not once they’re attached to neighboring screws. Once that’s done, they’ll keep each other from rotating.” 
 Kaem smacked his palm to his forehead. “Of course. Sorry.” 
 She grinned at him. “No worries. Once you’ve given this some thought you’ll get the hang of it.” 
 He rolled his eyes, then grinned back. “I can’t believe we’re hiring another wise-ass woman to ride my case.” 
 Dez leaned back in her seat and smiled at him. “I think you like it.” 
 ~~~ 
 When they finished eating—without reminiscing about the old times that were so painful for both of them—Kaem offered to get her an Uber back to wherever she was staying. 
 A little embarrassed, Dez said, “I move around a lot and need to haul stuff pretty often, so I bought my own vehicle. It’s parked at Staze. I can call it down here to get us…” She glanced at him out of the side of her eye, “Or I could walk back to Staze with you.” 
 He grinned, “I need the exercise.” 
 Back at Staze, he exclaimed over her pickup. “Gunnar’s gonna be jealous,” he said, without explaining who Gunnar was. 
 He hugged her goodbye. This time her head wasn’t exploding with emotion. When he gave her a tight squeeze, she was stunned to realize every contact point with him was solid muscle. All she could think was, Holy shit, he’s hard as a rock! There’s no way he needed to walk back here for exercise!

 As her truck drove her back to Richmond, she kept thinking about how he’d seemed weak back in school. In fact, I thought he was sickly and soft. But, not anymore!

   
 *** 
   
 Arya looked up when her computer chimed. She’d chosen this chime because it sounded like a coin falling in a metal cup—which was weird, she reflected, since hardly anyone used coins anymore. In any case, the sound told her there’d been a deposit of more than a half-million dollars at MBB She asked, “What was the deposit?” 
 The computer popped open a small window showing a million dollars had arrived from Space-Gen. Alright! she thought, slumping in her chair at the sudden release of stress. We’re back in the black! she told herself. She started arranging to pay off the credit line.  
 She glanced out the window toward the street from which Kaem hadn’t yet returned. Hopefully that Lanis woman hasn’t talked Kaem into spending some more money we don’t have.


 


***

   

Richter and Joe walked into Bob’s office. “We watched that video, Boss.” 
 Bob leaned back in his chair. “What’d you think?” 
 “Slippery, super-strong stuff? I’d like a sheet of it under my shirt to stop bullets.” 
 Bob arched an eyebrow as if he hadn’t thought of that. “Okaay. I guess I would too. But wouldn’t you like to have the goose that lays the golden eggs, not just an egg?” 
 “Not sure what you mean?” 
 Bob pulled the video up on the big screen on the wall of his office. A few words to his computer and it jumped past all the stuff with the young black guy talking and on to a point he’d specified. He pointed. “See this big silvery box? That’s what makes the Stade. I’m thinkin’ I’d like to have one of them. Then we could make as much of the stuff as we like.” 
 “Oh…” Richter said with dawning realization. “You know where we might be able to pick one up?” 
 “I know Staze, the company that makes ’em, is in Charlottesville. Why don’t you and Joe mosey on down there and check it out? See how it’s guarded. What kind of building it’s kept in. All that. Maybe one of those machines’ll fall off their loading dock and you could pick it up.” 
 “Yes, Mr. Marona.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Grace had rented a tiny house on the sand in Virginia Beach. She and Simone had stayed in it almost every year until Simone got sick. Grace really missed her this time and wondered whether it was unfaithful to have come without her. We should’ve come down here this year too, Grace thought, as she walked slowly along, eyes down, looking for shells to add to Simone’s collection. Though, not this late in the season, she reflected, tugging her jacket tighter.  
 She’d gone about a mile and had turned to walk back when her phone vibrated. After a moment she pulled it out. “Carl Welch,” the screen said.  
 “Dammit,” she cursed, wondering whether to answer it. I owe it to Simone, she decided, and said, “Phone, begin recording, then I’ll take the call… Hello Carl.” 
 “Where the hell are you?!” Carl said, sounding furious. 
 “I’m at the beach. Simone and I used—” 
 “I told you I was coming to see you!” 
 Keeping an even tone, Grace said, “Yeah, then you hung up without giving me a chance to tell you I’d be out of town.” 
 “You couldn’t stay home to talk to Simone’s brother?!” 
 “I was talking to him on the phone, but he kept interrupting me, then he hung up on me… It wasn’t a pleasant experience.” 
 “You could’ve called me back!” 
 Still speaking as calmly as she could, Grace said, “So you could yell and interrupt and hang up on me again? I don’t think so. What do you and your daughter want anyway?” 
 There was silence on the line for a few seconds, then Carl said, “As you know, Kary’s in Simone’s will…” 

And, as I suspected, that’s what this’s about, Grace thought unhappily. She didn’t speak, just waiting to hear what else Carl would say. 
 After a long pause, Carl continued, “And she was worried about her aunt because we hadn’t heard anything about what was going on.” 
 “She hadn’t called Simone since before the wedding. Neither had you.” 
 “Well… we didn’t agree with some of Simone’s choices.” 
 “You mean me.” 
 After another long silence, Carl said tightly, “Among other things, yeah.” 
 “But now you decided she must be dead and you want to collect on her will.” 
 “We want to make sure Kary gets her share. Yes. What’s her due. And we figured…” 
 When Carl didn’t continue, Grace did for him. “You figured I might try to screw Kary out of her share, right?” 
 This time when Carl spoke, he sounded placating. “I’m sure you wouldn’t, but, you know…” 
 “Don’t worry. The will doesn’t matter because Simone’s not dead, she’s in stasis. When Arvinzamab comes available, there’s a good chance it’ll cure her.” 
 “Don’t give me that shit,” Carl snarled. “I looked up that stasis crap and it’s all hocus pocus. Then I talked to a lawyer. In the eyes of the law, she’s already dead.” 
 “She’s not dead!” Grace said, losing her cool. “She’s in stasis and that can be reversed.” 
 “Is she breathing?”  
 “No. She’s in stasis—”

 “Is her heart beating?” 
 “No! Nothing happens in stasis.” 
 “Then, in the eyes of the law, she’s already dead.” 
 With a catch in her throat, Grace said, “How can you be so hateful to your own sister?” 
 “Oh,” Carl said with loathing, “she stopped being my sister when she hooked up with you.” 
 Voice breaking, Grace said, “Well, I’m sorry to tell you that having her declared dead won’t help Kary. When you guys stopped even taking her calls, she took you and Kary out of her will.” 
 “She did not! We’ve got a copy of her last will and testament in our safe.” 
 “But there’s a newer one.” In a saccharine tone, Grace asked, “Would you like a copy?” 
 “Whatever you might’ve talked her into,” Carl snarled, “it won’t hold up in court.” He hung up. 
 Grace sent him a copy of the new will anyway. 
   
 *** 
   
 Brad Medness got a text from Kaem Seba. “Can talk if you’re not in class?” 
 Brad had sent Seba his drawings for the mold for his fixture. It felt a little bizarre having an undergrad checking his work, but reminded himself that the kid said he could arrange to staze his fixture for free. For that, if the kid wanted to look at his drawings, he’d allow it. He’d insisted Seba sign an NDA, but the kid had complied without a peep. 
 He brought his drawings up on his screen, then placed the call. 
 Seba came on the line. In a cheerful tone, he said, “Hi, Dr. Medness.” 
 Brad chuckled and said, “Hi yourself. Find any glaring errors in my drawings?” While he felt sure that an undergrad wouldn’t have understood his fixture well enough to recognize an error, he thought it politic to pretend the possibility 
 “Well,” Seba said, “I think you forgot that positive features smaller than one millimeter won’t form in Stade. You can form that tiny tube you’re putting your target in because it’s a negative feature. You can produce such a 0.2-millimeter cylindrical defect in a bigger piece of Stade by blocking the formation of Stade within the defect with a 0.2-millimeter mirrored glass rod, but the 0.5-millimeter bumps and structures you have on other parts of the fixture just aren’t going to form.” 
 Brad was distracted by the word “target” because his drawings hadn’t specified that he was going to put his fusion target in the opening. He missed Seba’s next few words. 
 When Brad focused back on what Seba was saying again, the kid was telling him, “…also, you can’t wrap a coil around the outside of that Stade cone and expect to produce a field to extract the energy from your beta particles. Electromagnetic phenomena don’t penetrate Stade.” 
 Stunned, Brad said, “Beta particles?” Not because he didn’t understand, but rhetorically, because he couldn’t imagine how Seba knew he wanted to extract energy from beta particles. 
 Seba said, “Oh…” He sounded puzzled. “Perhaps I misunderstood. I assumed you were trying to replicate Hora’s attempts to achieve hydrogen-boron fusion…” When the speechless Brad didn’t say anything, Seba amplified, “You know, by accelerating hydrogen into a boron target using the ponderomotive force generated by high-intensity sub-femtosecond laser pulses. Since the acceleration part of Hora’s idea worked, I thought you were going to use Stade to substitute for his failed cylindrical magnetic containments?” 
 Brad was pulling up the email he’d sent Seba, trying to see if he’d accidentally sent another document that described his intended use of the fixture. Nothing seemed to be attached. He said, “Um, what made you think that?” 
 “I’m sorry,” Seba said, “I was just guessing from your design. What are you trying to do? I could be a lot more helpful if I understood your intent.” He laughed, “I imagine I was wrong in thinking you were trying to generate a field through that cone too.” 
  “Um,” Brad said, trying to think how to respond without sounding like an idiot. “You know about Hora’s work?” he asked uncertainly. Hora’s ideas and the experiments he’d done were fairly well known among fusion scientists, but it just seemed vanishingly unlikely that an undergrad would have heard about them. 
 “Oh, yeah!” Seba said enthusiastically. “I think his ideas for achieving fusion are the best anyone’s had so far. It was a bummer his magnetic confinement system didn’t work, but Stade seems like the perfect way to contain the radial forces in the cylinder. I was hoping you were trying to follow up on what he’d done. Um, sorry. I get overeager and sometimes assume others are thinking along the same lines as I am when they’re not.” He paused, “But I’m still puzzled. What are you trying to do? I’m usually pretty good at figuring out the intent of devices, so I’m feeling frustrated that I don’t understand yours. Can you tell me, or is it a secret?” 
 Still stupefied, Brad didn’t respond for long enough that—apparently doubting their connection—Seba said, “Dr. Medness?” 
 “Sorry,” Brad said. “I just didn’t expect you to have heard of Hora’s work, much less to figure out from my drawings that I was trying to follow up on his studies.” 
 “Oh, you are?!” Seba said, sounding as delighted as a kid on Christmas. “That’s awesome. Can I offer suggestions?” 
 “Um,” Brad said, still feeling bewildered. “Sure. What’re you thinking?” He couldn’t get over thinking it was ridiculous to expect the kid to have ideas on anything except the way Stade formed. 
 “Great! I assume you’re thinking to eventually have a device that pulses a target every second or so. I’d suggest a tube in the Stade like you have in your design. Then, instead of a mechanism to put a new Stade tube containing a fresh target in position after each pulse…” he hesitated, “That’s what I assume all those little half-millimeter nubs we can’t form in Stade were for?” 
 “Yes,” Brad said reluctantly. 
 “Great. So, instead of that, you put a slot in the side of the tube that you can feed a hydrogen-boron rod in through, and—” 
 Brad cut in, “You understand that, if we achieve fusion, we’ll get an explosion, right? As if we’d set off a small chunk of TNT?” 
 “Um, yeah. It won’t damage the Stade… if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 Blinking in surprise, Brad didn’t say anything. He’d been so used to thinking that everything in the vicinity of the fusion event would be destroyed—and would have to be replaced—he hadn’t even considered the possibility a mechanism could survive. But I should’ve, he thought. 
 Apparently taking Brad’s silence as permission to continue, Seba said, “The feeder magazine slides down the cylinder a little bit like the bolt on a rifle. That way both the slot in the cylinder and the slot in the magazine are covered with solid Stade. It locks into place. The chirped laser pulses, accelerating the hydrogen nuclei into the boron nuclei. Fusion of X billions of nuclei results in a fission explosion that releases 3X billions of alpha particles. You study the exhaust channel extending from that explosion so you can design a system to harvest the energy of the alpha particles and directly convert it to electricity. I think, before you design and position the harvesting system, you’ve got to know how far from the explosion you have to be for your system to tolerate the heat and physical shock.” He paused, then said, “Oh, and since the hydrogen-boron fusion reaction does produce an occasional free neutron and a few x-ray emissions, it would be great to design the channel so it harmlessly diverts or absorbs them.” 
 “Design the channel?” 
 “Well, obviously you’re aware that Stade reflects all radiation so you can bounce a beam containing all that stuff to wherever you want it. You’re going to be absorbing the energy of the alpha particles with your field but you might also use the field to deflect the positively charged particles away from the neutrons and x-rays. It seems to me that Salzberg’s new work on diffraction grating deflection of neutrons and x-rays could send the neutrons into an absorber and the x-rays into a photoelectric foil system that’d harvest the energy from them. Of course,” there was a brief pause during which Brad could envision Seba shrugging, “you’d know more about those possibilities than I would.” 
 Brad felt a headache coming on. “You’ve, um, given me a lot to think about. Sorry to have forgotten about the limitation on feature size. Let me give your points a few days’ thought and then I’ll get back to you with another design.” 
 “Awesome,” Seba said enthusiastically. “Oh, hey, you know. You could design your target like a revolver. After each shot of the laser, you’d rotate the cylinder containing the chambers to put a new target in the beam path.” 
 After disconnecting the call, Brad pulled open his drawer and looked for his Tylenol. He thought, There’s no way the kid’s that smart! Who’s feeding him these ideas?

   
 *** 
   
 Joe drove the old car past Staze on manual. Marona had several such cars that could be driven manually. That way there wouldn’t be any record of where they’d been. Richter rode in the right-side passenger seat. “That’s it?!” Richter asked, astonished as he stared at the unprepossessing metal building. It was just a big square box. Not something you would think might be home to a hot tech company! It didn’t even have a sign out front. 
 Richter had Joe drive around the block. This time they pulled into the lot and parked. He got out, leaving Joe in the car and walking up to the door. He knocked. Nothing happened. After a while, he knocked again. This time a young guy opened the door. “Hi, I’m Ryan. How can I help you?” 
 “Um, is this Staze?” 
 “Yes. Sorry I didn’t hear you knock. Pretty much everyone that comes to visit us has made an appointment before they arrive. That way we’re expecting them. Did you call? I don’t have anyone on the books for this morning.” 
 Richter had been looking past the man as he spoke but couldn’t see much. It appeared the door just opened into some kind of anteroom with one desk in it. He asked, “Can I make an appointment?” 
 “For what? With whom?” 
 “I, um, just wanted to take a tour. See what you guys are doing.” 
 “Sorry. We don’t offer tours.” 
 “Well, dang,” Richter said facetiously and backed away. He waved. “I guess I’ll just have to come back someday when you do offer tours.” 
 The greeter said, “Don’t know when that’ll be.” 
 Back in the car, Richter said, “Pull out and then around a corner. We’ll have a walk around and see if we can see in any of their windows with the binoculars.” 
 “Have a better shot at that early in the morning or late in the afternoon,” Joe said. “When hard light isn’t shining on the windows.” 
   
 *** 
   
 When Kaem got to Staze after his morning classes, he found everyone clustered around something on one of the tables. Walking over, he peered over their shoulders. There was a large mirrored box on the table. It looked like it was composed of a Stade box with a mirrored acrylic box inside it. Though he was pretty sure he knew what it was, Kaem asked, “What’s this?” 
 Gunnar said, “It’s my prototype people stazer.” 
 Kaem’s eyes went to Arya, expecting her to be fuming. 
 Gunnar said. “Don’t worry. Arya’s not upset. I built it with my own money. I do hope to be reimbursed by the company once it’s solvent, but I’m not the cause of us running in the red at present.” 
 “Whew!” Kaem exclaimed theatrically. “I thought I could feel my skin burning.” He frowned, “Why’re you in such a hurry? Couldn’t it wait until we had money?” 
 “Because,” Gunnar said seriously, “we currently have…” his eyes shifted, “Arya, how many requests from people who want to be stazed?” 
 “Thirty-seven,” she said with a grimace. 
 “Holy crap!” Kaem breathed. “I knew there were some, but, thirty-seven? Are they all serious, or are some of them crazy people wanting to travel to the future and thinking we can bring them back?” 
 “There are two of those,” Arya said, rolling her eyes. “And one guy who plans to buy some stock and wake up rich in a hundred years. The other thirty-four are all people who’re sick with things that can’t be cured at present. They’re estimating they’ll be stazed for somewhere between one and fifty years at which point they think a cure will be available. One guy wants his healthy wife to go in stasis with him…” Arya hesitated, then said, “and I’m not sure she wants to do it.” She shook her head, “There are a lot of issues with this we’re not set up to handle.” 
 “Are any of them critically sick?” 
 “Not like Simone, no. But about five of them are…” she sighed, “not expected to live another year.” 
 Gunnar waved at his prototype. “Therefore, this. I think most of you know my wife died of cancer.” He looked across the table at Emmanuel who’d become his friend. “The same cancer Emmanuel survived last spring because… Well mostly because of politics, but Emmanuel got a new therapy she couldn’t get approved for even though she was dying. So, I’ve been through what these folks are going through and I feel for them. I wanted to move us along.” 
 “Speaking as someone who’s been sick himself, I respect and appreciate that,” Emmanuel said. 
 “Seconded,” Kaem said. He turned his eyes on Gunnar’s device, “Um, it looks a lot like a coffin.”  
 Gunnar shrugged, “Convergent evolution.” 
 “Huh?” 
 “When two different evolutionary paths converge to produce unrelated animals that occupy the same niche and do the same things, and they, therefore, tend to look the same. The same kind of thing happens when two, or many machines have the same function. All of them tend to have a lot in common, for instance, cars, they tend to have a lot of features in common… four wheels, seats in the middle, a motor, etcetera. Here we have a stazer that fits around a human body and a coffin that does the same. They’re gonna look alike.” 
 “But it’s so deep,” Kaem said. “Why couldn’t—” 
 “Kaem,” Gunnar interrupted, “Some people are thicker than others. Do you need me to spell it out for you?” 
 Kaem looked embarrassed and the others laughed. “Well, to keep from being excessively humiliated by you guys, I would like to point out that it’d be nice if they weren’t all as deep as the thickest patient that might go in them.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “In a crisis, if there were so many people being stazed that they had to be stacked up in the corner, it’d be nice if they weren’t all two-feet deep.” 
 “Ah,” Gunnar said, rubbing his chin. “I see what you mean. Let me show you how it works. Maybe someone’ll have an idea for how to make an adjustable sized version.” He stepped forward and pulled up on the stazer’s lid. It tilted up from the foot end like the hood of a car. This let them see down into the mirrored box. There was a sheet laying in the bottom of it. 
 With the lid off, he flopped down the two side panels to give a large flat surface with solid end pieces and the top hood still angled up in the air from the foot end. 
 “Why do the sides fold down?” Lee asked. 
 “So you can slide a patient onto it. People stand on each side and pull them over on the sheet that’s under the patient. The sheet that was on their bed. Or on their gurney or stretcher. If the box had solid walls, you’d have to pick the patient up and lower them into the box which would be harder on both the patient and the team that moves them.” 
 “Oh,” Lee said with sudden understanding. “Seems like, once the sides were up, the lid could be made to lower down between them.” 
 Gunnar rolled his eyes. “That’d take a very sophisticated mechanism. It’d be a violation of the KISS principle that’d probably fail to work sometimes.” 
 “So, they just take the lid completely off by hand. They could put it on after—” 
 Gunnar interrupted, “Then it’d have to have a laser and microwave cable going to it. If the cable was long it’d get tangled. If it was short, you wouldn’t be able to set the lid out of your way. Remember, if a patient’s crashing, they’ll be in a hurry.” 
 Kaem tilted his head curiously, “The area that’s boxed in at the foot. Is that all just for the mechanism that holds the lid up?” 
 “That and the stazer electronics,” Gunnar said. “I sized it to fit the electronics for the small stazer.” 
 “What about people who’re too tall for the box?” 
 “It’s long enough for people up to six feet, four inches tall. That’s the 99th percentile. If they’re taller than that they’d have to have their knees bent up,” Gunnar said. He shrugged, “Another reason to have the extra deep box.” 
 Kaem said, “I think it looks like a pretty good prototype. I think we should show it to Dr. Jonas, then to some of the folks at the hospital he offered to introduce us to. There’ll be some redesign once we get their feedback, and more once it’s been used a time or two. Then we can decide whether we want to try to set it up to staze thin people differently.” He looked around the table, gathering some nods.  
 Kaem looked back at Gunnar, “If we got a basketball player, seven feet, five inches tall, that needed to go in stasis, would he go in with his knees bent up? Better yet, what’s the tallest person we could put in with their knees bent?” 
 Gunnar gave Kaem a wide-eyed look. “Hell, I don’t know!” 
 “We should figure it out. If you can’t, I’ve got some ideas on how we could calculate it.” 
 Gunnar shook his head, “I’ll guarantee there are people way too obese to go in it too. Maybe we should have an extra-large version. One that’s seven feet long, three feet wide, and three feet deep.” 
 “Ah, good point,” Kaem said. He shrugged, “Besides, if in a pandemic or something they wind up with so many Stades they’re having trouble finding places to stack them, they could just start putting them outside. Nothing’s going to hurt a Stade after all.” He looked at the lid. “Is this groove on the top supposed to fit a ridge on the bottom of the Stade above it?” 
 Gunnar nodded. “Otherwise the upper ones would slide right off the stack.” 
 “Seems like, especially if we’re thinking they might get stacked outside, the groove should be on the bottom. If it’s on the top, dust and dirt’ll settle into it and look bad.” 
 “If there’s a ridge on the top, to fit the groove on the bottom of the next one, the ridge could hold crud all over the entire top.” 
 “Put feet on the corners of the bottom Stade, sized so they’ll lock into little notches, not holes, in the corners of the tops.” 
 Gunnar gave a nod, “That’ll work. I’ll start—” 
 Kaem held up a hand, “Don’t make any changes to this one until we’ve shown it to the people at the hospital.” He stepped around to the foot of the stazer, “How do you open this box?” he asked musingly. “Are you sure it’s gonna fit the electronics for a stazer?” 
   
 *** 
   
 Emmanuel and Gunnar were with Norm at the GLI facility in Texas. They’d been there several days now, setting up GLI’s vacuum chamber. It was close to being done when Gunnar approached Emmanuel. “Lee just called. Space Gen’s getting ready to staze their first rocket and she’d like me to come and help her.” 
 “You want me to finish up here?” Emmanuel asked, wondering if he was ready to boss the crew through such a responsibility. He thought he knew what still had to be done… but worried he’d forget something. 
 Gunnar looked surprised. He said, “No. No, Norm should be able to close up here. If he has issues, he can call me. I’ve already sent him a list of the stuff that still needs to be done. Rolling up our Mylar and getting it on the truck back to Virginia’s the only big one.” 
 Disappointed, Emmanuel put on a brave front, “Okay. You want me to come with you?” 
 “Nope.” Gunnar gave him a little grin. “Vinargy’s ready for us to staze their first nuclear waste cask down at the Surbury nuclear plant. I was hoping you could manage that.” 
 “Really?” Emmanuel asked, surprised. “So, I’ll… what? I’ll have to hire a crew. Take the Mylar we ordered down there from Staze East. Have them lift the cask with their transport crane. Staze the disk that goes under it in situ. Screw in a foundation. Have them lower the cask back onto the Stade. Then have the team drop the shroud over it and staze the whole thing.” He blinked, “Did I leave anything out?” 
 “Nope. That’s the job. You up for it?” 
 “Sure. Wait. Where am I going to get a laptop and those passcodes you have to put in it to be able to staze anything?” 
 Gunnar smiled, “From your son.” 
 “How do I hire a crew?” 
 “I’ll send you the name of the crew boss that helped me build our first vacuum chamber down at Staze East. He hires crew.” 
 “How do I get him paid?” Emmanuel asked, thinking that these little details could trip everything up. 
 “Arya handles that. She’s already got the guy’s info, so all you’ll have to do is keep track of the hours you have the crew work.” 
 Emmanuel narrowed his eyes. “Does she know about this? I don’t want her laying into me about spending money we don’t have.” 
 Gunnar laughed. “I don’t blame you on that one. She’s pretty fierce. But Vinargy advanced us fifty percent, just like GLI did, so she’s got the money and she wants the other fifty percent. She won’t give you any trouble.” 
 “Okay. I think I’m ready. I’ll probably have to call you with problems that crop up.” He shook his head and chuffed a laugh, “I was thinking I’d get a little more experience with you before I was thrown to the wolves.” 
 Gunnar chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. “The big boss thinks you’ll do fine and I’m sure you will too. Hell, I did my first one of these with no one around to show me how.” 
 Gunnar’s confidence in him made Emmanuel feel good. He hoped he could live up to it. Then some worry crept in as he thought, Gunnar’s not supposed to be able to talk to X, is he? Is he just saying that to make me feel better?

 





   
   




Chapter Five



 When the class was over, Kate Warren caught Kaem by the sleeve of his gi. “Seba-Kun, I wanted to talk to you when there weren’t other students around.” 
 He nodded, “Sure, Sensei, what’s up?” 
 “It’s probably not lost on you that you’re learning much faster than the other students?” 
 “Um… okay?” 
 “You’ve really never had any karate training before?” 
 “No, but I am a fast learner.” 
 She cocked her head. “What’re your goals?” 
 He shrugged. “Get some exercise. Be able to defend myself.” 
 “Would you like to enter some competitions?” 
 “Oh, no. Not at all.” 
 Kate tried to hide her disappointment. “Okay. I’m worried you aren’t being challenged in this class. Even though I’m sure you could pass, we can’t let you test for your yellow belt until you’ve been training for three months, but we could move you to a more advanced class?” 
 “Oh, sure. I’d like that… Wait. What night would it meet?” He didn’t want to run into Arya at the dojo. 
 “Tuesdays and Thursdays.” 
 “Could I just come Thursdays?” 
 “You could, but the fee would be the same. Normally we’d say that you’d probably have to be in that class a lot longer if you go half time,” she shrugged, “but the way you learn you probably wouldn’t have to be in it as long as most.”  
 He grinned, “I don’t mind the excessive fee. How do I sign up?” 
 As he left, Kate watched him pensively, thinking how wonderful it would be to be able to learn anything after one lesson. None of this repeat and repeat to set it in muscle memory like the rest of us poor sods, she thought. 
 ~~~ 
 When Kaem left the dojo, he turned back toward Staze’s building, enjoying the cool evening. 
 He’d just started to jog for a little more exercise, something he was finding he enjoyed, when his phone chimed, “You have a call from Sophia.” 
 He said, “I’ll take it… Hi Mom. How are things in Valen?” 
 “Lonely,” She sounded a little down, “Bana’s at WVU. Your dad’s down there with you. I’ve got a few friends, but it’s not the same.” 
 “When are you gonna move down here? We’d love to have you around. Dad really misses you.” 
 “Well, I’ve been thinking about it, but… are you’re sure his job’s secure?” 
 “Oh yeah!” Kaem said enthusiastically, “Everyone loves him here. He’s been doing great work.” 
 “And you sure the company’s stable?” 
 “As sure as anyone can be of anything.” 
 “I’d hate to give up my job here, then get down there and have Emmanuel lose his job too.” 
 “Momma, you worry too much. But, if that happened, you could both move in with me until you found more jobs. They’re easier to get here than they are in Valen.” 
 “If they had to lay off your dad, surely they’d also lay off a part-timer like you.” 
 Kaem bit his lip while trying to decide how to answer. Finally, he said, “If we had to, we could all live on my scholarship.” 
 “I thought you were using every spare penny from your scholarship to send Bana to school?” 

She catches me at every turn! Kaem thought, working hard to keep from breaking out laughing. Finally, he said, “What happened to my mother who married a young soccer player from Tanzania, then pulled up stakes and moved to the States?” 
 His mother sighed, “She got old.” 
 “Mom! You’d worry if I had a ton of gold in my closet! Move down here. It’ll be fine.” He sighed, “You and Dad can both stay with me until you get a job.” 
 “Well, maybe. I’ll have to think about it.” 

She’s been thinking about it for months already! Kaem thought exasperatedly. 
 ~~~ 
 When Kaem got to Staze, he entered the big building and flipped on the lights. It was eerie at night with no one there. He went over and pulled Gunnar’s human stazer prototype away from the wall, then plugged it in. While waiting for the new electronics he’d installed to do their self-check, he set his phone up on a little tripod and put it on record. Self-check passed, so he hooked his laptop up to the stazer and logged into the system. He set it to create a Stade that would last a kilosecond (16.7 minutes). He’d added a couple lines of code to the program that afternoon that let him tell a stazer to wait a specified number of minutes before stazing—like a photo timer. After setting that timer for three minutes, he took off his shoes, got in the stazer, lifted its sidewall into place, then turned to his phone and its camera. He said, “I’ve decided to test stazing on a human. To be specific, on me. While I’m sure it’ll be okay, if it doesn’t go well, I want everyone to be able to watch this video and know I did this of my own free will and no one else is to blame.”  
 He pulled the lid shut and closed his eyes, trying to relax as he waited to be stazed. 
 ~~~ 
 Richter and Joe drove past Staze. “What the hell!” Richter said, irritated. “The lights are on. Is someone there!” 
 Joe shrugged. “Maybe not. Let’s park down the street, then go have a peek in the window. They won’t be able to see us with the inside all lit up.” 
 Richter frowned, “You’re sure?” 
 Joe nodded. “Lights on the inside at night make windows act like one-way mirrors. We can see in, but they can’t see out. Even if someone’s there, we’ll at least be able to scope out the interior and make plans.” 
 “Okay,” Richter said uneasily. 
 They pulled over and got out. They pulled on black nitrile gloves and got their gear out of the trunk. Since their night vision glasses wouldn’t be needed and were pretty suspicious-looking, they left them in the car. Making their way over to Staze’s building by a somewhat roundabout route, they approached the alley side of the building. Richter had a look around and walked up to a tall narrow window, trying to make it look as if he were simply curious.  
 Joe quietly said, “Don’t get too close. If the light from inside illuminates you they would be able to see you.” 
 Richter glanced down at himself, then stepped back until he didn’t seem to have much light on him. Raising his eyes, he looked in the window. The room looks empty!  he thought. Did they just forget to turn out the lights? He walked a little half-circle around the window at the same distance so he could see the entire room. Still without seeing anyone. The room was big but spartan, furnished with folding tables and chairs. There were quite a few of those silvery objects called Stades, several of them large. One looked like a coffin. He looked at Joe, “What do you think?” 
 “No one’s home. No sign of security or alarms. Let’s do it.” 
 Once Richter said okay, Joe quickly used his glass cutter to scribe a large hole in the glass of one of the bigger windows. After putting a suction cup on the piece, he gave it a hard bump with his elbow and broke it loose. They climbed in. 
 Inside Richter made a quick tour, then a slower one. There were several of the big silvery boxes that were supposed to make the Stade. They all had cables coming off of them that ended in fancy fixtures Richter didn’t recognize. I wonder if any of Bob’s smart boys’ll be able to figure out what to hook them up to? He looked over at Joe, “There are three of the machines. Suppose we’d just as well take the biggest one?” 
 Joe shook his head. “Won’t fit out the window. Even if it would, we wouldn’t be able to get it in the car. Even the medium one’s gonna be tight.” 

I shoulda thought of that, Richter thought irritatedly. “Okay, let’s do it.” He stepped over to the medium-sized one and tried to pick it up. Even though it had a bumpy surface, he had a hard time getting a grip. It slipped loose and fell on the floor. Dumbass! he thought to himself when he saw the handles. 
 Joe took the handle on the other side. They carried it over to the window and set it down. Joe said, “I’ll climb out the window and you hand it to me…” 
 ~~~ 
 Nothing had happened. Kaem glanced at his watch. Should’ve checked my watch when I set the timer, I have no idea when the three minutes are going to be up. Well, other than the fact that it seems like it’s already been three minutes. He sighed, I’ll just relax and wait another two minutes by my watch.

 He kept checking and finding that not as much time had passed as he’d thought, but eventually another two minutes had passed. He sighed again, lifting the lid. I must’ve screwed up the program that initiates the stazing, he thought. 
 As he sat up and lowered the side of the stazer to get out, he noticed a man in dark clothing over by the window. The guy bent over, picked up one of their stazers by the handles, and shuffled to the window. What the hell?! Kaem wondered, pivoting out of the stazer’s cavity and landing in his stocking feet. How’d they break open the window, climb in, and haul a stazer over to the window in three minutes—or, he realized, maybe a minute or two more?!

 As Kaem ran quietly across the room, he thought, This is crazy! I should let these guys go and call 911! The stazer’s useless to them! What if they’re armed? Feeling completely irrational, he reached out for the handle of the stazer as it was about to disappear out the window. As he grabbed the handle, he shouted at his phone to call 911… 
 ~~~ 
 With one hand on the handle and the other splayed over the stazer’s bumpy-slippery surface, trying to guide it, Richter didn’t have great control. He couldn’t hold it up so it’d started sliding over the cut glass at the bottom of the window. He expected it to grind and scrape, but it slid easily over the sharp edge. Frictionless! he thought. He quietly asked, “You about got it, Joe?”  
 Then someone shouted behind his right shoulder and the stazer came ripping back in through the window, banging into Richter’s hip and knocking him down. 

What the hell?! He realized the guy was shouting at his phone to call 911. We’re blown, Richter thought, trying to scramble to his feet and reaching for the pistol hidden under the back of his coat. As the gun cleared its holster and started to swing up, there was a hard thump on his wrist and the gun flew free.  
 By then Richter’s eyes had risen enough to show him Seba, the black guy from the video Bob had shown them. He’s not very big, Richter thought, reaching out to grab the front of Seba’s shirt as Richter continued to turn. Richter was a big guy, so he felt confident he could handle Seba, though he worried his nitrile gloves would rip. 
 Richter’s fingers closed on the shirt.  
 A bolt of agony shot up Richter’s arm from his wrist. Seba’s shirt slipped free.  
 His eyes flashed to his arm, just now noticing his wrist was crooked. The son of a bitch broke my arm! he thought as the pain started to throb. 
 Richter’s eyes being on his deformed wrist, he didn’t see the palm strike coming at his temple. 
 ~~~ 
 When Richter woke up and lifted his head, Seba was standing nearby, calmly eyeing him. The man said, “Stay down on the floor. The police and an ambulance should be here in a couple more minutes.” 
 Richter groaned and sat up. 
 Seba sighed, “Or don’t… 
 Richter looked around, No sign of Joe, he thought. The worthless prick. He glanced at Seba and thought, Even with a broken wrist, I should be able to take this bastard. He just had the drop on me the first time. Then I’ll climb out the window and call that pissant Joe. Richter tried to get up, but his ankles wouldn’t separate enough to give him a stance. A bleary glance showed they were tied together with electrical wire. He reached for the knot in it with his good left hand and was astonished to see his hand was wrapped in what looked like half a roll of duct tape. 

Shit! he thought, wearily lying back down. Gonna have to wait for the cops.

   
 *** 
   
 After the cops finished talking to Kaem, they arrested Richter. They advised Kaem that he shouldn’t have tried to capture Richter himself. They dusted the stazer for fingerprints despite Kaem’s attempt to explain that fingerprints didn’t stick to Stade. They also dusted all around the window glass and frame without finding prints there either. Apparently, Richter’s partner had also worn gloves. 
 The police finally left. 
 Kaem wondered what to do about the window, but decided to worry about it in the morning. I’ll sleep in the stazer to keep watch, he thought. That brought him back to worrying about what’d gone wrong with his attempt to staze himself. In the morning, people are going to be asking me why I was here tonight. If they figure out I was trying to staze myself, some of them are going to be all over my case. Should I spend some time working on it tonight? he wondered, checking his watch. It was 10:38. Not quite as late as I thought. I’ll just have a quick look at the code If it’s easy to fix, I can try stazing myself again. 

 He opened his laptop and called up the script he’d written to delay the stazing. His eye caught on the clock in the corner of his screen. It read 10:55… Off by seventeen minutes, he realized.  

Or, a little more than 16.7 minutes.


I was stazed!


And I didn’t even notice it! 


Norm was right when he said he thought the dog didn’t even know it’d been stazed.

 Kaem pumped his fist. 

 

 *** 
   
 Kaem spent the night at Staze. When he woke up in the morning, the building was cold from the open window and Kaem realized he’d have to go to class before anyone else would arrive. That’ll probably be better than running into them, he decided. 
 He wrapped the sheet from the stazer around a likely sized empty box and stuffed it into the hole in the window, then put a post-it note on the glass above the hole. The note said someone had broken in and asked them to get a glass shop to repair it ASAP. 
 Partway through his first class, he got a text from Arya with a list of questions about the break-in.  
 He called her back during the break between his first and second class. She answered, “What the hell were you doing over here in the middle of the night?” 
 “Working on a little project of my own.” 
 “The police came by in follow-up. They said there were two guys and one of them got away?” 
 “Uh-huh, he was already outside when I came upon them.” 
 “Kaem!” Arya said, her voice breaking. Sounding scared, she said, “What the hell were you thinking, trying to stop a couple of criminals! You should’ve just called the police and let them deal with it… Nothing they could take would’ve been worth you… getting hurt.” 

She truly sounds worried, he thought. Does she care that much about me; or is she just worried about whether they can keep Staze going without me? Trying to sound hurt and offended, Kaem said, “Hey! I’m not a wimp anymore, you know?” 
 “One of them had a gun, Kaem. In my karate classes, they teach us not to get in fights with people who have guns.” 
 “You’re right. Sorry. While I was trying to keep them from taking the stazer, I was telling myself it was stupid not to just call the police.” 
 “You should’ve listened to yourself!” Her voice turned suspicious, “The cop told me the guy they arrested broke his wrist. How’d that happen?” 
 “Um, when I pulled him and the stazer back out of the window, he fell. Maybe he broke it then.” 
 “And what kind of project were you over here working on at night?” 
 Kaem considered refusing to tell her, on principle since she was being so bossy and acting like he needed her permission. When he heard her take a breath, preparatory to barking at him some more, he said, “You remind me of my mom, back when I was about twelve, always yelling at me about something.” 
 “Kaem! I was worried about you!” 
 “She used to say that too.” He sighed, “Now that I’m of the opinion I’m grown up, it’s kind of irritating.” 
 “I’m sorry,” she said, voice breaking again. She sobbed, “I’m so afraid for you, and…” her voice got small, “how can I protect you if I don’t know what’s going on?” 
 “I’m a big boy now. And, now that you got me treatment, I’m not a weakling anymore… Um, I’ve even been taking karate myself. Just so I’d be able to protect yours truly rather than relying on you.” There was silence on the other end of the phone. After it’d stretched a bit, he put on an accent and plaintively said, “I’se all growed up now, Momma.” 
 The silence stretched a little longer, then, still suspiciously, she growled, “You’ve been taking karate.” 
 “Uh-huh.” 
 “Where?” 
 “Your dojo.” 
 “Who’s your sensei?” 
 “Kate Warren.” 
 “What’d you use on that guy’s wrist?” 
 “Um… Knifehand strike. You’re sounding bossy again.” 
 “I thought he fell?” 
 “He did that too.” 
 A sigh. “Oh, Kaem.” Those two words sounded heartbroken. “Everyone here at Staze depends on you. You shouldn’t be taking chances like that.” 
 “Aw shucks. You guys’d do fine without me. I know I shouldn’t have gone after that guy. It all just happened so fast my common sense didn’t have time to catch up to my stupidity.” 
 “So,” she said sounding more normal. More like Arya his friend, not like Arya his helicopter parent. “What were you working on last night?” 
 “I stazed myself.” 
 “Oh. My. God! What were you…?!” She sighed, “Never mind. You’re all growed up now, right? So, I’m not supposed to worry, right? I’ve still gotta ask, are you okay?” 
 “Yeah… though I don’t seem to be as smart as I was. It’s like it dropped my IQ thirty or forty points.” 
 “What?! Are you sure? How would you even know?!” 
 “Well, If I still had half the sense God gave a mule, I wouldn’t let you badger me like you’ve been…” He broke off when he heard her laughing. 
 “You are such a jerk,” she said when she got control of herself. “Did it hurt or anything?” 
 “No. Embarrassingly, I thought I’d failed to staze myself because I couldn’t tell anything happened.” He lowered his voice, “I’ll tell you about it later. My class is starting. Don’t forget you laughed at my joke.” He hung up, still thinking, She laughed at my joke!

   
 ~~~ 
 When Arya turned around, everyone was staring at her. 
 Looking terribly worried, Lee asked, “Is he okay?” 
 Arya snorted and shook her head. “He’s fine. Too dumb to get hurt, I suppose.” 
 “Did he say what he was doing here at night?” 
 Arya closed her eyes a moment, wondering whether to tell them. “Stazing himself,” she said. 
 “Oh!” 
 Norm said, “He’s okay, right?” 
 “He’s not okay!” Arya said a little angrily. “Stazing himself was stupid… But he’s not noticeably dumber than he was before he stazed himself.” She sighed, “I guess I’ll call Sylvia Contreras and tell her we’ve stazed a human.” 
 Gunnar said, “Make that two humans.” 
 “What?” Arya narrowed her eyes. “Did you staze yourself too?” 
 “Well, I didn’t exactly staze myself. I had to bring in one of my beer-drinking buddies and have him push the enter key for me. I’ll bet Kaem just programed the laptop to give him enough time to get in.” 
 He grinned, “But I am the first human stazee.” He held up an imaginary beer. “I want that in the history books.” 
 Arya rolled her eyes. “I’m workin’ with a bunch of knuckleheads.” 
 Her computer started clinking like coins dropping in a metal cup. And clinking and clinking. Goosebumps formed on her neck as she turned and ran to look. 
 “What is it?” Lee asked, alarmed. 
 She turned with a huge smile on her face. “Our deposit for Space-Gen’s rocket.” She punched the air. “We’re in the black! Way into the black! We can start hiring!” 
 Gunnar said, “We need a better building too. One that lowlife idiots can’t break into.” 
 “About that,” Norm said. “Shouldn’t we just put Stade gratings over the windows?” 
 Everyone turned to stare at Norm. “Freakin’ A,” Gunnar breathed. “I’ll get right on that.” 
 Arya said, “Let’s all go out to dinner tonight and celebrate. Don’t tell Kaem about the money. We’ll let him think we’re celebrating the first human stasis… We’ll wait till then to tell him Gunnar’s the one we’re celebrating.” 
   
 *** 
   
 They were at the Cavalier Buffalo. Arya’d been dismayed but Gunnar’d insisted. “Tradition,” he’d said, “That’s where we celebrated our first money from Space-Gen, that’s where we negotiated our first big contract. It’s where we should celebrate our first big payday.” 
 The payday Kaem didn’t know about yet.  
 Morales and Contreras were there representing the legal team but didn’t know what the celebration was about either.  
 As soon as everyone had a drink, Arya stood and lifted her glass. “To Staze,” she said. 
 Once everyone had taken a sip, she lifted her glass again. Focusing her eyes on Kaem, she said, “To the first human to go into stasis and return…” Her eyes shifted to Gunnar, “Gunnar Schmidt.” 
 Kaem’s eyes flashed to Gunnar, “You beat me to it?!” 
 Gunnar nodded. He held up his beer with his pinky extended and intoned in a pompously deep voice, “Let it be so recorded.” 
 Everyone laughed, then Kaem asked him, “Could you tell it’d happened?” 
 Gunnar snorted and shook his head, “Thought it’d failed. I guess you did too?” 
 Kaem nodded, “I thought I’d miswritten my time delay program.” He polished his nails on his shirt, then glanced up at them, “Shoulda known better than that.” 
 “Don’t try to pull that crap on us,” Arya laughed. “We’ve seen you make some monumental screw-ups.” 
 “Come on now.” Kaem protested. “Screw-ups I’ll admit to. But monumental? That’s too much, isn’t it?” 
 A wadded napkin bounced off the side of his head. He turned to Lee, “Et tu Brute?” 
 “Et too me, Kaem,” she said with a laugh. 
 The waiter came over and wanted to take orders, so Arya paused the festivities for that. Once he’d gone back to the kitchen, she lifted her glass again. “We have another reason to celebrate this evening. Or, should I say, ‘we have millions of additional reasons to celebrate’?” 
 Kaem’s eyes turned to her wonderingly, “The Space-Gen money came in?!” 
 She nodded, “So, I can stop pulling my hair out for a while. It’ll probably take you a week or two to spend all of that and get us into the red again.” 
 Kaem turned eagerly to Morales and Contreras, “We need a legal team to help us get rights and permissions to build a space tower down near the coast. If neither of you think you can lead such a team, can you figure out who could do it for us?” He turned to Lee, “Can you fill them in on the details of what we need?” 
 Lee nodded.  
 Kaem turned to Arya, “You’ll proceed with hiring all those people?” 
 She nodded. “And renting the building next door,” she sighed. 
 “We’ll need some permanent staff down at Staze East, too,” Kaem said. He turned to Gunnar, “How long until you can put staze grates over our windows? We’ll need to hire security guards till that’s done.” 
 Gunnar shrugged, “I’m workin’ on it. Don’t know how long it’ll take.” 
 Arya grabbed his elbow and squeezed hard. When he turned to look curiously at her, she leaned close to his ear. “This is a celebration! Stop handing out work.” 
 He drew back to look at her eyes, saw she was serious, then blinked, “Sorry! You’re right.” 
 She leaned in again, “I’ve been thinking it’d be nice to announce bonuses for everyone?” 
 “Sure. How much?” 
 “I’ve worked out a table of bonuses depending on how much they earn and how long they’ve been with us. I’ll show it to you tomorrow. Tonight, all you have to do is announce that there will be bonuses.” 
 “No. You’re the one that thought of it. You should make the announcement.” 
 She frowned at him. “You’re sure?” 
 He nodded enthusiastically, “Go for it!” 
 Thinking of how selfless Kaem could be sometimes, she raised her glass again. When she had their attention, she made the announcement to hoots of delight. 
 As they ate their dinner Arya was once again surprised at how good the food was for such a low rent establishment. She was soon feeling a glow, both from her two glasses of wine and from the camaraderie. She looked around the table, thinking they were at a tipping point. Soon they wouldn’t be able to have pleasant little gatherings of all of Staze’s employees because there’d be too many of them. And, even if they did have a gathering, there’d be too many to know them all. 
 As the event began to wind down, Kaem leaned closer to her and said, “Can I walk you home?” 
 Temptation struck her hard for a moment, then she remembered her resolution to help Lee in her pursuit of Kaem since Arya wasn’t interested. She looked Kaem in the eye and said quietly, “If you did that, it’d break Lee’s heart. She really…” Arya abruptly pushed her chair back and stood a little unsteadily, “Oops, gotta visit the ladies’ room.” 
 As she rounded the end of the table she glanced at the happy group and saw Kaem’s eyes were on her. For a moment her eyes blurred and she thought she might stumble, but she made it to the bathroom. In there, she found herself inexplicably crying. A serious talk with herself got that back in control. When she finished, she dabbed at her eyes and slipped out the back way without saying her goodbyes. I’ll tell them I wasn’t feeling well, she thought. 
 Knowing she was unsteady, she wondered if she should call an Uber. However, after a few steps, the cool night air braced her enough that she started for home on foot. 
 Partway there she got a text from Kaem, “You okay?” 
 She responded, “Felt a little off so I started home. Feeling better now. Tell people I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye.” 
 ~~~ 
 Kaem stared at Arya’s response on his phone’s screen. What’s happening? he wondered. Is she really sick, or, he thought of how she seemed a little bleary, or is she drunk? Either way, shouldn’t I be seeing her home? And what was that about Lee not liking it if I took Arya home? Is Arya trying to push me off onto Lee? Doesn’t want to tell me she’s uninterested, so she’s trying to find me someone else? He shook his head, I need to get the courage to sit down and talk to her about… us.

 Kaem looked around and noticed people were getting up and leaving.  
 Lee sat down next to him. “Wanna walk me home?” 
 He felt a pang but then gave her a big smile. “I’d love to.” 
 After they’d walked a block, her hand slipped into his. Surprised like he had been the first time she’d managed it, he thought, I probably shouldn’t ask her what she thinks is going on with Arya. He searched his skull for another topic of conversation, but all he could think of was the space tower—and talking about work was verboten tonight. 
 Lee said, “We probably shouldn’t be talking business, but I really wanted to ask you about how to move the tower along. Would that be too rude?” 

No, he thought. That’d be great! “I’m always up for talking about the tower. What’re you thinking?” 
 ~~~ 
 The walk was pleasant and the conversation about the tower enjoyable—though later he couldn’t remember much of what’d been said. This time when they arrived at Lee’s door there wasn’t an Uber to deal with. She turned and looked at him, “Would you like to come in for a drink?” 
 He nodded, thinking, Even
if I explained it in detail, she wouldn’t believe how clueless I am about this stuff.

 Lee led him in and suggested he take a seat on the couch. Saying, “I’ll be right back,” she stepped around a corner into what had to be the kitchen.  
 When she returned, her tight ponytail had been released and her hair fell softly around her face. The little jacket she’d been wearing was gone. He didn’t know what’d happened to her blouse. It was the same one but somehow looked softer, less businesslike.  
 She seemed… smaller, more delicate. 

How’d she do that? he wondered. When she soundlessly crossed a section of tile floor, he realized with an “aha,” that she’d taken off her shoes. I should’ve taken mine off too, he thought, making an abortive reach for them. 
 Softly saying, “Don’t worry about your shoes,” she sank gracefully down beside him.  

Right next to him.  
 And leaning gently against him.  
 She handed him a tiny glass with a light brown liquid in it, “Bailey’s Irish cream,” she said. “I think you’ll like it.” 
 She took a sip of hers, so he took a sip of his. He did like it. What do we talk about now? he wondered. 
 She leaned her head on his shoulder and spoke dreamily, “Thanks for hiring me… I thought I had a dream job at Space-Gen, but it didn’t hold a candle to this one.” 
 “Um, it wasn’t just me, you—” 
 She interrupted, “But you’re the one who mattered.” 
 Somehow her right arm had made its way behind his back. When he turned to look at her, she was looking up at him, lips slightly parted. She stretched her neck and their lips were in contact.  
 Then her left hand pulled on his neck and he found himself being tilted over on top of her. What do I do with my Bailey’s?! he wondered frantically. 
 Her left hand pulled the glass out of his right hand and reached back to unerringly place it on the coffee table. Then his attention became highly focused on the new sensations rushing over him… 
   
 *** 
   
 Emmanuel watched as Vinargy’s crane swung the dry cask over the circular plate of Stade Emmanuel’s team had welded to the foundation screws. His crew boss was signaling the crane operator to guide the cask in over the plate. Emmanuel felt somewhat superfluous. But “a good boss knows how to delegate tasks,” he paraphrased to himself from his reading on leadership. 
 The Stade under-plate had been formed first. Then six long, angled, Stade screws—shaped like the twisted auger blades on a post hole digger—had been screwed in through holes in it. They’d used a rented, heavy-duty post-hole-digging machine to screw the screws thirty-two feet deep into the ground. The screws were so long that they’d had to be inserted in segments because the post hole digger could only screw in an eight-foot section at a time. Each segment had been Stade welded to the one behind it. Finally, the Stade plate had been welded to the screws. 
 The crew boss called out to him, “Mr. Seba, you want all the weight lowered onto the plate?” 
 Emmanuel nodded. No matter how many times he tried to explain the impossible strength of Stade, the crew boss continued to feel like the tiny welds holding everything together were bound to fail. When the chain to the hook holding up the cask relaxed, Emmanuel waved at the bucket truck Vinargy had loaned them for the job. The guy in the bucket skillfully guided his bucket in over the cask and released the hook.  
 The crane swung the chain and hook out of the way.  
 The crew boss guided the hook over what Emmanuel thought of as their Mylar “tent,” a capped cylinder of Mylar just big enough to fit over a cask. The crane lifted the tent up over the cask and, with a little guidance from guys pulling on cords attached to the bottom edge of the Mylar, the opening at the bottom of the tent was started over the cask. Then the tent was lowered down over the cask until the Stade plate inside the top of the tent settled onto the top of the cask. 
 The crew moved in, clipping the Mylar snugly to the Stade plate at the bottom. Emmanuel hooked up the cables from the big stazer to the tent’s connectors. He booted the controlling laptop and started entering the numbers Kaem had provided him. It’ll be a pisser if Kaem screwed up these numbers and they don’t work, he thought. 
 Everything entered, he looked up at the crew boss. “Ready?” 
 The man nodded. 
 Emmanuel hit enter. After he’d heard the loud snap of the big capacitors, he went over to feel the Stade beneath the Mylar—even though he already had the sense it was hard. It was. He turned to the crew boss, “Unclip the tent and pull it off.” 
 Emmanuel disconnected his cables while they were unclipping the Mylar. Stepping back, he powered down the stazer and the laptop. When he looked up, the crew boss was motioning the crane to pull the tent up and off. A voice behind him said, “You’re Staze’s person in charge?” 
 Emmanuel turned, recognizing Art Turpin, the head of the Surbury nuclear reactor from his picture on their website. “Yes, Mr. Turpin. How may I help you?” 
 Turpin was studying his face, “Are you related to Kaem Seba?” he asked curiously. 
 “Yes, sir. I’m his father.” Emmanuel grinned, “He managed to talk Staze into hiring me against their better judgment.” Emmanuel hoped his flip comment hadn’t betrayed his nervousness. “We’ve finished stazing the cask. Do you want to look it over?” 
 “Oh,” Turpin said, turning to look at it, “sure.” 
 They walked over, Emmanuel praying they wouldn’t find a defect in the Stade. Supposedly, the medium stazer had the power to staze the entire thing, but he couldn’t help worrying it’d leave a gaping hole somewhere. Or that a gap in the clips holding the Mylar tent to the underplate would result in a failure. 
 He and Turpin walked around the circumference of the huge Stade, looking up and then back down at the bottom. Emmanuel was bothered by how the clips left little spikes of Stade sticking out between them and he knelt to look at a particularly big one. It was blunt of course, since Stade wouldn’t form a feature like a sharp edge, but it just didn’t look… professional. 
 Turpin bent down to look at it with him. “Problem?” he asked. 
 Emmanuel shrugged. “Functionally, no. But I’d like it to look better… more finished. I’m thinking that if we had metal half-rings we could set onto the bottom edges of the Mylar tent we could have a product with a nice square bottom.” 
 Turpin looked at it for a moment, then said, “That’d be nice, but your contract doesn’t depend on it being pretty. It only depends on the stazed cask standing up to the tests we’re doing next week.” 
 Emmanuel studied the man, “That won’t be a problem.” The tests consisted of things intended to prove the casks couldn’t be broken into. They would strike it with large blocks of concrete, attempting to damage it in situ or knock it loose from its foundation screws—making sure a terrorist couldn’t move a cask. They’d try to cut into the Stade with oxyfuel, plasma, and arc torches. He said, “Stade’s material testing results allow calculations that show that none of those tests will damage it.” 
 Turpin grinned and shrugged. “I know. But by law, it has to be done anyway. Then you guys get your money.” 
 Emmanuel nodded, “Yes, sir.” 
 Turpin studied him, “You must be immensely proud of your son.” 
 “Well, yes. Though I think he was very lucky his crazy theory worked. And that Mr. X heard about it and was able to make a device based on it.” 
 Art clapped him on the shoulder. “Keep telling yourself that. I don’t think much luck was involved.” 
 Emmanuel inclined his head. “You’re too kind.” He looked back over at the stazed cask, “Is there anything else you need us to do before we leave?” 
 “Nope. Tell Kaem we should have the tests done by the end of next week. Then we should be able to disburse the funds for this first cask. Once that’s done, I’m afraid our bean counters will want to try to negotiate a better price for the rest of the casks.” 
 “Bean counters?” Emmanuel asked, unfamiliar with the term. 
 “You didn’t grow up here did you.” 
 Emmanuel shook his head. “I was born in Tanzania.” 
 “It’s an Americanism. Meaning accountants and other kinds of financial people without whom we couldn’t do business, but still manage to resent.” 
 “Ah,” Emmanuel said with an understanding nod. “They’re everywhere. My wife’s the bean counter in our family.” 
 “Mine too, my friend. Mine too,” Turpin said. “Say hi to Kaem for me.” He turned and left. 
 As Emmanuel rode back to Charlottesville, he mused on how much respect people seemed to have for his son. They all seem to think he’s accomplished far more than he actually has.

 





   
   




Chapter Six



 When Dr. Will Jonas arrived in the room assigned for their meeting, he was surprised to see Norm already in the room, an older man beside him. Norm introduced the older man as Gunnar Schmidt, Staze’s genius fabricator.  
 There was a large coffin-sized Stade sitting on a pair of tables. It had a laptop sitting on one end of it. He looked at it more carefully. The coffin looked like a piece of equipment made out of Stade, rather than simply being a Stade. 
 Indicating it, Jonas turned to Schmidt. “Did you make this… device?” 
 Schmidt nodded. “It’s a prototype for what we thought you might be able to use here in the hospital for stazing patients.” 
 Just then the door opened and a group of people started coming in. Jonas knew some of them were “pre-hospital” people, in charge of the EMTs and ambulances that provided care out in the field. There were a couple of emergency physicians, of whom Jonas knew the notoriously crotchety Morgan Warfield. The people in suits were likely administrators. They’d be the people responsible for coming up with the money to buy stazers if the medical people thought they’d be useful. 
 Jonas still didn’t see Seba so he turned to Norm Tibbets and quietly asked, “Where’s Mr. Seba?” 
 Tibbets smiled, “He’ll be along in a bit. He asked us to get started without him. We have the clips you asked for, of the chick and my dog Saturn being stazed and destazed. We thought we could show the clips, then explain the prototype. Kaem should be along by then.” 
 Nervous about starting without the star of the show, Jonas nonetheless cleared his throat and asked everyone to take their seats. “As you know…” he began, and launched into a brief description of stazing and how one of his patients had been stazed to await treatment for a currently untreatable cancer. 
 He finished up by telling the audience that Kaem Seba, the young man they’d all seen, either at his talk or on video, had been delayed, but that his team was going to show some video and give a brief demonstration of their prototype while they were waiting. 
 No one was surprised by the video of the chick being stazed and unstazed since they’d seen it in Kaem’s talk. When Norm showed them the video of Saturn being stazed, there were some exclamations, especially when he showed them the edited clip demonstrating that—when the segment during stasis had been removed—it looked like nothing happened to the dog. 
 When the video was finished, Morgan Warfield was frowning. He lifted his hand for attention and when Jonas indicated him, he said, “And this dog was okay afterward?” 
 Norman said, “He seems completely fine. He doesn’t seem to realize anything’s happened.” Norm went on to describe how Saturn had now spent a total of several weeks in stasis, essentially any time that Norm couldn’t be with him. 
 Warfield shook his head, “I find it hard to believe that arresting biochemical processes all over the body doesn’t result in changes. Have you run any lab work?” 
 Norm shook his head. “That’s not really our field of expertise. We’d love it if someone else did that though.” 
 Sounding a little incredulous, Warfield said, “You think someone else should do that?! Isn’t your company the one that stands to benefit?” 
 Seeing that Norm looked a little taken aback, Jonas said, “Morgan, I think our patients also stand to benefit enormously. Not just those with cancer, but your patients in the Emergency Department.” He went on to describe his vision of how critically injured patients in the ED, or even in the prehospital setting could be put in stasis to await the gathering of resources to deal with their problem. 
 Warfield waved this away, “We do pretty damn well the way things are.” 
 A little angry, Jonas responded, “That kind of bullcrap’s been the rallying cry of people afraid of change since the beginning of time. Morgan, you were around during the Covid-19 pandemic. Imagine how much better we could have done if we’d been able to staze patients in critical condition until better treatments had been developed!” 
 “If,” Warfield said, bordering on derisive. “If being stazed didn’t make them worse! He turned his attention to Norm, “Have you stazed any other large animals?” 
 “Um…” Norm said. His eyes went to Schmidt. 
 Schmidt put his hand up. “Me.” 
 “What?” Warfield asked, obviously not understanding. 
 “Me,” Schmidt said, standing up. “I’m a large animal that’s been stazed. I’m here to tell you that when you go through a stasis event, you can’t even tell it happened.” He didn’t give Warfield time to interject, instead turning to the large coffin-shaped device. “Just so you guys’ll know how this works. This is our prototype stazer.” Schmidt pulled up on one end, and a lid rose like the hood on a car. He folded down a side panel showing the mirrored interior of the coffin which was filled with a gleaming Stade. He said, “Both sides fold down to allow patients to be slid laterally into and out of the device. As you can see, right now the interior’s filled with the Stade of a dummy we put in the cavity to demonstrate how it works.” He pointed to cavities on the side of the Stade, “These sockets are shaped to allow you to put your fingers in to lift the Stade and carry it somewhere, though normally we’d expect you to slide it onto a gurney like you normally do to transport patients. If you needed to staze another patient right away, you could carry the first Stade over and put it in the corner. If you had a lot of patients in extremis, you could stack the Stades to the ceil—" 
 Warfield broke in, “You’re assuming that—” 
 Looking irritated, Schmidt put up his hand. “Let me finish. If you guys aren’t interested in this technology, there are a lot of other hospitals that are.” He focused an intense gaze on Warfield, “Therefore, I have no desire to stand around here catching any more of the angry bullshit you seem determined to give us.” He turned back to the device and said, “Norm, can you close it up while I set the machine up to destaze?” 

Holy hell! Jonas thought. I’d love to
have had the courage to bark back at Warfield.

 Norm was closing the side of the stazer and pulling down the lid. Schmidt was typing on the laptop. 
 Warfield took advantage of their preoccupation to start in again, “I’ll guarantee that some harm must accrue to an organism when it has its chemistry interrupted. DNA repair, energy production, oxygenation; all that stuff happens extremely rapidly. It wouldn’t be proceeding like it’s supposed to. You might think no harm has occurred, but…” 
 Warfield had paused when Schmidt hit a final key and a “snap” emanated from the stazer. Schmidt nodded at Norm who opened the lid and flopped down the side of the chamber, revealing Seba laying inside. Seba sat up, stretched, and gave everyone a big smile. 
 “Don’t make any effort to smile at these bastards, Kaem,” Schmidt said, sourly, “We’ve been preaching to a hostile audience.” 
 Kaem’s eyes focused on Jonas, “Sorry Dr. Jonas. I, of course, am not aware of what’s been going on while I was in stasis. Perhaps you could fill me in?” 
 For a moment Jonas felt he’d been put on the spot. Then he decided, What the hell, and spoke the truth as he saw it. “We’ve had a couple of testy curmudgeons butting heads. Dr. Warfield,” Jonas indicated the crotchety man, “and your Mr. Schmidt. Dr. Warfield feels strongly that the interruptions of intracellular chemical processes during stasis must result in changes to the organism. He feels Staze should look for such changes with extensive laboratory and other testing before it should be used in humans.” He grinned, “Mr. Schmidt feels strongly, from his own personal experience, that nothing bad happens.” 
 “Ah,” Seba said as if he grasped the issues. He looked at Warfield, “You understand that we’re instantaneously stopping, then instantaneously resuming time within the Stade? That this stop and resume occurs fast enough that chemical reactions underway should resume as if uninterrupted?” 
 Warfield rolled his eyes. “So you think. Personally, I’d like a little more assurance than your opinion.” 
 Seba nodded, “What assurances would you like?” 
 “Complete biochemistry panels on hundreds of small animals pre and post stasis. MRIs and neurological testing of larger animals pre and post.” 
 Seba nodded, “Sounds expensive. Who would fund such evaluations?” 
 “Your company,” Warfield said as if speaking to an idiot. 
 “Ah,” Seba said, “and what do we do about later assertions that Staze’s financial support biased the results?” 
 “It’s a problem,” Warfield said gruffly. “Followup studies would need to be done with public funding.” 
 Seba frowned, “Seems like it would be much more cost-effective and timely to move directly to publicly funded studies. Time is, of course, of the essence since many people who might be saved by stasis will die while awaiting such approval.” 
 Red-faced, Warfield yelled, “Staze needs to step up and—” 
 Seba waved a hand, a broad smile on his face. When Warfield ground to a stop, Seba pleasantly said, “Please don’t yell. We have no need to come here and be shouted at. There are plenty of other projects we could be working on. We intended to make stazers available to anyone who wished to do this kind of research, but not to fund such research in order to avoid the taint of bias. Dr. Jonas had thought that UVA would be interested. If this is not the case, we’ll simply throw the offer open to some of the other research universities who’ve contacted us.” He turned to Schmidt and Tibbets, pleasantly saying, “Let’s get packed up.” 
 A dismayed murmur rose in the room. One of the young men from the ED contingent stood, “Excuse me, Mr. Seba?” 
 Seba turned affably, saying, “Yes?” 
 “I’m Gerald Horton, another of the emergency physicians. I believe the potential benefits of this technology are immense. Could you give me a few weeks to look into possible funding sources before you throw it open to others?” 
 Jonas didn’t miss the scathing look Warfield gave Horton. He didn’t think Seba did either, but Seba just said “sure” and told his phone to handshake with Horton’s so they could communicate.  
 That bit of business concluded; an uneasy silence reigned. Jonas got up and moved forward to talk to the Staze crew. The rest of the people in the room got up and started moving to the doors. Jonas approached Seba and said, “Sorry about that. Warfield’s… hard to get along with. I was worried as soon as I saw him come into the room.” 
 Seba grinned, “Every institution has its share of cantankerous personalities.” He glanced at Schmidt, “Right Gunnar?” 
 Schmidt snorted, “I’m proud to serve.” He picked up the entire stazer by himself—suggesting it was made of air Stade to keep the weight low—and swung it around, putting the far end on the floor. 
 Jonas noticed for the first time that the far end was rounded like a ski. Schmidt started pulling it out of the room. Jonas’ first reaction was that they should’ve put wheels on it, then he thought, But it’s frictionless, so doesn’t need them. When the stazer skidded sideways into the door as Schmidt exited, Jonas thought, It does need wheels. Wheels woulda kept that from happening.

 A voice from behind him said, “Um, Mr. Seba?” 
 Jonas turned and saw a young EMT looking hopefully at Seba. 
 “Uh-huh?” Seba responded. 
 “I got a puppy a few days ago and… he’s been chewing everything he can get to while I’m at work. I’ve had to start keeping him in his crate when I’m gone and I hate that. I was wondering where I could buy a stazer to staze him during the day?” 
 Seba grinned and looked over at Norm. “Talk to him.” Seba turned back to the EMT, “That’s what Norm’s been doing with his dog.” 
 Norm gave a little laugh, “Stazing isn’t like sleep. If you try to staze him all day, then let him out at night, he’ll sleep with you the first night then be up all night the next one.” 
 The EMT looked abashed, “Oh.” 
 “What I do,” Norm elaborated, “is staze my dog Monday morning to Saturday morning. Then he spends the weekend with me.” 
 Jonas said, “I thought you were stazing him Sunday night till Friday night?” 
 Norm snorted. “Turns out I like to go out Friday nights. This works better.” 
 The EMT said, “I could do that. How would I get a stazer?” 
 Seba said, “We might be able to arrange that if you promised to keep careful records so we could use it as evidence that stasis doesn’t do any harm?” 
 “Sure!” the young man said enthusiastically. 
 When they left the room, they found Schmidt and his stazer stopped in the hall, talking to Horton. Schmidt said, “Kaem, Dr. Horton’s wondering if he could keep this prototype stazer for a while. Figure out how to load patients into it. Do some experimental runs. Better understand what he’s writing his grant for. What do you think?” 
 Seba looked thoughtful. “We could do that. You’d get a limited number of one-time passwords for stasis events. We, uh, don’t want people just stazing things willy-nilly, okay?” 
 “Sure!” Horton said, looking excited. 
   
 *** 
   
 Sophia got out of the U-Haul and walked up to the little house Emmanuel had picked out for them. He opened the door and took her inside for a walk-through. It was small but significantly larger than the apartment they’d lived in for decades.  
 And much nicer.  
 She turned to him. “We can afford this?” she asked, doubtfully, yet hopefully. 
 He frowned and looked around. “Yes. My salary will cover it and our living expenses. It should even leave us some money to start saving for retirement. If you get a job, we’ll be able to save more.” He shook his head, “We should’ve—” 
 “I know, I know,” she interrupted. “We should’ve been saving for decades already and money we invest this late won’t grow like it would’ve if we’d put it away when we were younger. Emmanuel, we didn’t have money to invest back then!” 
 “Yes,” he said resignedly, “you’re right. I’m just trying to make the point that we need to do our best to save now that I finally have a good job. Hopefully, you’ll be able to get a job too and we’ll be able to invest more.” He looked around the little house, “To tell the truth, I agonized about whether this place was too expensive, but the cheaper places…” he shook his head, “they weren’t very nice.” He grasped her shoulders and looked into her eyes, “I’ve wanted for you to be able to live in a nice place for so long, that…” he sighed, “I let desire win out over common sense.” 
 She gathered him into a hug. “Thank you. If I can’t get a decent job, perhaps we should move into one of those places you didn’t like.” She took a deep breath, “But for now, let’s start moving our stuff in here.” 
 When she turned around, she saw Kaem standing in the doorway with a box of their kitchenware from the truck. He asked, “This stuff goes in the kitchen?” 
 “Kaem!” Sophia said excitedly, rushing to hug her son.  
 He gave her an alarmed look. “Let me put this down first. It’s heavy.” 
 “Yes, yes, the kitchen,” she said, making an about-face and guiding him that way. In the kitchen, she pointed out a countertop where he could put it. As soon as he deposited the box, she gave him a hug. Whoa! she thought as she encountered hard muscle. She leaned back and looked at him, “You’ve been getting in shape!” 
 He nodded. “Now that I can, yeah.” He grinned, “It’s amazing! I can run. I can climb hills. I’m even in an exercise class! It’s like I don’t get tired at all. I guess I must get as tired as normal people, but in comparison to the way I used to feel, it doesn’t seem like I’ve exerted myself at all!” 
 “Oh, Kaem,” she said, hugging him again and marveling at how solid he felt. The way Emmanuel felt when he was young and in shape for soccer, she thought. Or, is Kaem even more muscular? she wondered. “That’s so wonderful!” she said. Suddenly, over his shoulder, she noticed a young woman holding another box of kitchenware. The girl had an Asian cast to her features and amazing yellowish-green eyes. “Who’s this?” Sophia asked, pushing Kaem back slightly, “Have you got a girlfriend?!” 
 “Mom!” he hissed near her ear, sounding like an embarrassed child. He seemed to recover, turning to the young woman and speaking pleasantly, “Lee, this is my mother Sophia.” He turned back to his mother, “Lee works with Dad and me over at Staze. She and I are good friends.” 
   
 *** 
   
 It being his first day at Staze, Mahesh Prakant looked around. He was in the same big metal building he’d been in when he’d first come out here with Marks and April Lee—what seemed like ages ago. There were more of the folding tables and chairs set up around the room than on his first trip. More people working at them too. A big difference from the three people that’d been there on that first visit. The room still wasn’t crowded by any means.  

But it will be soon, Prakant thought. 
 He and a young blonde woman had arrived at the same time, checked in with a receptionist named Ryan, and filled out e-forms together. Ryan had just brought them in to talk to a harried Arya Vaii.  
 Vaii’d promised to be with them in a few more minutes. Since he had a moment he turned to the blonde and extended his hand. “Seems we’re starting on the same day. I’m Mahesh Prakant, aerospace engineering.” 
 She shook his hand, “Dez Lanis, civil engineer. Are you the same Mahesh Prakant who used to be CTO at Space-Gen?” 
 “I am,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “How’d you know?” 
 She smiled, “I thought about working at Space-Gen once. Seems they don’t hire civil engineers.” 
 He snorted, “They do, but it’s rare. Like hen’s teeth kind of rare.” He winked, “And, they wouldn’t let a civil engineer near one of their rockets.” 
 “Well,” she grinned, “I’m hoping to design some space structures here at Staze.” 
 Prakant frowned, “Do you know for sure they’re planning to do things in space themselves? My understanding was that they’re just stazing parts for existing space companies like Space-Gen and GLI.” 
 She arched an eyebrow, “If they’re not, I’m gonna have to give Kaem a stern talking to.” 
 Amused, Prakant said, “Sounds like you know Mr. Seba from before?” 
 “Since grade school,” she said with a grin. “We were outcasts together, though I was cast out a lot farther than he was.” 
 As Prakant was wondering whether her childhood relationship with Seba might make his position as her boss difficult, Vaii walked up. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Prakant, Ms. Lanis.” Vaii sat on another of the ubiquitous folding chairs. “I haven’t been able to hire enough admin people to let me run things efficiently yet. I wanted to welcome you aboard, then Tina here,” she indicated the young woman just sitting down next to her, “is going to finish up the details of getting you set up for salaries and benefits. Have you found places to stay?” 
 Prakant and Lanis both nodded.  
 “You got the word to rent rather than buy, right?” 
 Prakant nodded. “May I ask why? Moving here from California, I need to buy a place within a year or I’ll have some large capital gains taxes on the sale of our home there.” 
 “Sure,” Vaii said. “We’re just not sure where we’re going to be. We expect to outgrow this building soon. We may want to move everyone down closer to what we currently call Staze East, a seventeen-hundred-acre plot down southeast of Richmond. That’s where we’re planning to build our space tower. Of course, if we can’t get approvals from Virginia, we might want to build the tower in another state.” She sighed, “Which would be a move of a different magnitude. Kaem wants to keep our headquarters here because he likes Charlottesville. I want everything in the same place, i.e. Staze East so our people aren’t spending half their time shuttling a hundred miles back and forth.” She rolled her eyes, “There’s still a lot to argue about.” 
 Lanis said, “What you need is a civil engineer with a plan for drilling Stade tunnels from one place to another. A hyperloop type of tunnel that could get you from here to Staze East in ten to twelve minutes. Then it wouldn’t matter so much where your various campuses were.” 
 Vaii said, “Really?” 
 Prakant felt like his head was about to explode, “Space tower?!” 
 Vaii gave him a surprised look. “I thought you knew. Lee and Kaem think they can build a tower high enough that they can launch rockets off it without needing a first stage.” 
 Lanis clapped her hands together excitedly. “That’s so cool!” 
 Prakant found himself thinking Aaron Marks was going to detonate when he heard about this. Then Prakant remembered he’d signed an agreement not to disclose Staze’s plans to anyone, certainly not to Marks. Besides, he didn’t work for Marks anymore. He himself had considered the possibility of building a tension loaded space elevator out of Stade—which seemed a lot more doable than a tower erected from the ground up. But if this tower could be built… I need to see their plans! he thought.  
 But Vaii was turning them over to Tina to finish their in-processing. She finished by saying, “As soon as you’re finished with Tina, go talk to Kaem.” She indicated a crowded corner, “He’s over there.” 
 Prakant eyed the crowd around Seba—who couldn’t even be seen for all of the people’s backs—and wondered whether he’d get to talk to the young man at all today. 
 However, by the time they were done with Tina, had been issued corporate laptops, and made their way over to that corner, Seba was alone. When he saw them coming, he excitedly rose to hug Lanis and shake Prakant’s hand. He checked his watch and said, “It’s twelve-thirty! Time flies. How about if we go for lunch while I try to bring you guys up to speed?” 
 Lanis grinned at him, “Greek food at Dimitri’s?” 
 He gave her a wide-eyed look, “Don’t tell me you’re already tired of it! You’ve only been there once!” 
 “No,” Lanis said, “I loved it. I may get tired of it after a while; the pickings around here look pretty slim otherwise. But, right now, I’m looking forward to it.” 
 “I’m not very cosmopolitan, so I still love the place,” Seba said, guiding them to get their jackets and leave the building. Once they were on their way, he said, “So Dez you need to know about projects you might want to take on.” He glanced at Mahesh, “Mr. Prakant, you need to know about everything we’ve got going so you can have input and give guidance everywhere. I thought—” 
 Prakant interrupted, “Mahesh, please.” 
 “Oh, thanks!” Seba said as if honored. Keeping his eyes on Mahesh, he said, “Anyway, I thought I’d describe possible projects to Dez while you listen, and after I’ve given her plenty to think about, I’ll give you even more things to consider, okay?” 
 When they’d both nodded, Seba enthusiastically began describing a bulletproof Stade vest program Staze had going. He explained that, because of Stade’s phenomenal insulation value, the garments were too warm in the summer, but pleasant now. “In fact, I’m wearing one of our early prototypes,” he said, letting them feel the panels in the jacket he had on. “As you can imagine, it’s nice and warm for winter, but it still has problems.” He demonstrated how it folded and buckled at the shoulders and elbows when he moved around. “This would be better if we used even smaller panels around the joints, but then a bullet might just drive a panel into the victim’s tissues.” 
 Looking thoughtful, Dez said, “What if it was like chain mail?” 
 “I think that’d be worse than small panels, wouldn’t it? A high-kinetic-energy bullet could drive a fold of mail pretty deep into you.” 
 She nodded, “It might create a wound, but I’ll bet the damage would be superficial. Much better than deep penetration and, if they can’t do their jobs in coats like yours, it might be preferable.” 
 Seba nodded, “We’d need to generate Stade chain mail with different sizes of links and do testing on ballistic gel with real bullets. He gave her a curious look, “What if chain mail shredded bullets into small fragments that hit like a blast from a shotgun?” 
 She shook her head, “Getting shredded will absorb a lot of their kinetic energy. They won’t penetrate very deep. Small shotgun pellets don’t penetrate people very deep unless you’re shot from close enough that they still have a lot of oomph.” She sighed, “Would it be perfect? No. But it’d be better than bulletproof gear you won’t wear because you can’t move around in it. Realize that most current bulletproof vests don’t protect anything but the chest and maybe the abdomen. If they did, they’d limit function. So, this’d be a lot better than those are.” 
 He studied her, “You seem to know a lot about guns.” 
 She gave him a measuring look in return, “I’m a gun enthusiast. Is that a problem?” 
 “Nope,” Seba said cheerfully. “I was also thinking about making big panels over the chest and abdomen, but making them out of one-millimeter wire screen that’d let air through but still shred bullets?” 
 She nodded slowly, “Good idea.” 
 “Maybe we could put medium-sized wire panels over the front and back of the shoulder. They’d have tiny posts on them that slide along between the wires on the big panels to allow motion.” 
 She frowned, then grinned, “Your wires for the screens just go one way rather than crossing like regular screen, right? Because no one can bend Stade wires?” 
 Seba nodded. 
 Lanis got a distant look, then said, “That might work but it’s a more complex solution. I’ll bet we’d do better with the chain mail, but we should try both.” 
 Prakant was thinking, This girl’s sharp!

 “Agreed,” Seba said to Lanis. “Even if you don’t take this project on, you’ll probably be advising whoever does.” 
 She nodded. 
 Seba said, “The next one for you to consider is a prototype for flywheel energy storage. I’ve talked to Vinargy Electric who owns the Surbury nuclear plant. We’re currently stazing some of the dry casks they store their nuclear waste in. I’ve been trying to get them to consider using some of those hundred-and fifty-ton casks as mass for flywheels.” 
 Lanis’ eyes had widened, “Oh, ’cause Stade’s frictionless, right? You load casks on a platter and spin it up when you have extra power, then use that kinetic energy to generate power when you need it?” 
 Seba nodded. 
 They were being seated in a Greek restaurant that didn’t look promising, though both Seba and Lanis assured Prakant the food was good.  
 Once they’d ordered Lanis said, “A flywheel would be a fun project! What else?”  
 Prakant couldn’t help but wonder at the confidence of such a young engineer. Is she going to be capable of handling such a diverse array of projects? he wondered. 
 Seba said, “You could work with Lee on her project to build a space tower. She’s gonna need a hell of a foundation. By the way, we’ve already tried your idea for a foundation of big Stade screws. They wanted the dry casks we’re stazing for Surbury fixed in place so no one can steal them. So, we used a commercial post hole digger to drive in some big screws and welded them to the cask.” 
 “‘The’ cask? Only one?” 
 “Uh-huh. They’re doing tests on that one, then they’ll have us do the rest of them.” 
 She nodded, then narrowed her eyes, “So how’s this space tower supposed to work?” 
 Prakant could hardly keep from goggling as Seba described an enormous tripod, ten to twenty miles high. A two-hundred-kilometer limb of the tripod would start at Staze East and head southeast up into the sky at a thirty-degree angle, braced by the other two limbs. 
 “Wait a minute,” Lanis said, “How are you going to hold up these ten-mile-long limbs before they get attached to one another to form the tripod?” 
 “Um, that’s part of what we need a good civil engineer for. They’ll be made of buoyant Stade so holding them up won’t be a problem, but they’ll still tend to blow around in the wind.” 
 She blinked, “Of course! I’ve got to get used to working with weightless materials! We could fly a weightless chain from one to the other and just pull them together until they line up.” 
 Seba grimaced, “Drones aren’t going to fly very well at ten miles altitude.” 
 “Correct,” Lanis said, undaunted, “you’d have to fly the chain over at something like a mile of altitude, then run it up that limb of the tower to the height you’re going to join them at, then pull them together. I’d love to help with that project too.” She frowned, “Are you planning to launch everything off the rail in the same southeasterly direction? Or, are you planning to change the length of the southern and eastern limbs to angle the southeast limb toward different orbits?” 
 Seba said, “I hadn’t considered that possibility.” He looked at Prakant, “Would changing the direction be helpful for space launch?” 
 Prakant nodded, “Hugely helpful. Depends on whether you want a polar orbit, an equatorial orbit, or one of the various inclined orbits. You could launch them all to the southeast and correct them with second stage rocketry, but launching them closer to the angle you eventually wanted to achieve would save a lot of fuel.” 
 Seba turned back to Lanis, “We should figure on that then.” 
 She frowned, “That’d take a lot of hydraulic fluid.” 
 Seba shook his head, “You’re using frictionless Stade. Always try to figure out whether there’s a way to use its bizarre properties. In this case, you could install a kilometers long screw-drive system that pushes an inner piston out of an outer shell.” 
 Unembarrassed, Lanis laughed delightedly. “Of course you could!” 
 Their food arrived and they worked on getting set up to eat. Once that was underway, Lanis held up her fork and said, “Not that I don’t want to hear all the other projects you might want me to work on, but can I suggest some of my own?” 
 Unfazed, Seba just said, “Go.” 
 “Ms. Vaii said you were going to be looking for a new place?” 
 Seba nodded. 
 “Your new building should be constructed of Stade. It’ll serve as advertising of the material, demonstration of its properties, and a new home, all at once.” 
 “Oh! Good thinking. You have ideas?”  
 She shrugged, “I’m full of ’em. It should be mounted up in the air on a screw-in foundation so it can provide a shaded outdoor area beneath. Employees can enjoy the area on nice days. It should be planned so it can be extended when the company gets bigger. You could always make it taller since you don’t have to specially design the lower floors for them to be strong enough to add upper floors later. Duh, it’s made of Stade. But you should also be able to expand laterally. The ability to extend it requires that the openings into potential additions need to be planned into the starter building.  
 “Because it’s built of Stade, except for the windows, it’ll already be perfectly insulated. But we’ll put on panels that tilt up and down over the windows. Tilt them all the way up toward the sun and lots of sunlight comes in. On days that’re too sunny, you tilt them down like awnings to let you see out but provide shade. For storms, or at night, you bring them down to act as window coverings, giving complete insulation and protection.” 
 Seba said, “Don’t forget that you can’t have the exterior be smooth Stade. The sunlight reflections could be hazardous to others.” 
 She nodded, “The exterior would need to be textured, but in a fashion that allowed drainage so no dust accumulates and starts to grow stuff.” 
 Seba cocked his head, “Maybe letting stuff grow on the roof would be nice. The roots couldn’t hurt the roof.” 
 She shook her head. “The roof should be solar. If it isn’t, it should at least reflect sunlight back out to space to help with global warming.” 
 “Interiors?” 
 “The plumbing and fixtures should be Stade so they stay clean. Toilets should be Stade so they’ll self-clean without wasting water to flush. Except for the floors, industrial areas should be Stade so they stay clean too. I’d argue that all the ceilings should be bumpy Stade to cut the energy required for lighting. Otherwise, the interior designers cover the Stade walls with whatever they want,” she shrugged, “and that Staze can afford.” 
 Seba nodded thoughtfully. “That all sounds good, we just need to decide where we want to be located—” 
 Lanis interrupted, “About that. Arya Vaii already told us a little about the location dilemma. I’d like to suggest you consider drilling a Stade tunnel from one Staze location to the other. Evacuated of air, it could act as a hyperloop that’d be able to move people the hundred-mile distance from here to Staze East in ten to twelve minutes.” 
 Seba said, “Drill?”  
 Which was what Prakant was wondering, so he was quite happy to hear the question posed. 
 Lanis nodded, “You only have to start about ten feet below ground on each end because the curvature of the earth would put the midpoint of the tunnel about 1,500 feet deep. You drill with a conical Stade point rotating at high speed. Similar to friction drilling of metal, it’d generate heat that’d soften the material it’s going through, allowing it to displace the material outward. You’re pushing it in with the same large diameter Stade tube that ends up lining the tunnel. Since it’s completely rigid and absolutely straight, once you’ve got it aimed correctly, you can’t miss.” She grinned, “Of course you could still miss if your crap engineer doesn’t get it pointed correctly to begin with. Better drill from here toward that 1,700-acre destination to allow her a little room for error. Oh, and make her drill a small diameter pilot hole to be sure she’s going the right way before she does the actual tunnel.” 
 Prakant glanced at Seba to see how he was taking all this extravagant thinking. He couldn’t tell whether Seba trusted her or not. 
 After a moment, Seba looked over at Prakant. “What do you think?” 
 “Sounds doable,” Mahesh said, “but the devil’s in the details.” 
 “Exactly what I was thinking,” Seba said. He looked back at Lanis. “I’m impressed Dez. I’m sure you can’t do all those things, but I’m pretty sure whoever does the ones you don’t work on could benefit from that fountain of ideas that’s exploding out of your head. Why don’t you start thinking about which ones you’d like to work on the most?” 
 She grinned impishly, “All of them, but I’ll try to prioritize a few top choices.” 
 As they finished eating and walked back to Staze, Kaem told Prakant about some of the other things Staze was working on, or that he wanted Staze to take on. These included saving people’s lives by putting them temporarily in stasis. When Prakant asked him if he thought it was safe, he shrugged and said he’d been stazed himself and couldn’t even tell it’d happened… either of the two times he’d done it. 
 “And we need to start thinking about how to work with people who’ll staze industrial quantities of agricultural products to save stuff from surplus years, then dispense it during lean years. Staze foodstuffs with short shelf lives so they can grow in the summer and be eaten in winter yet still be fresh.” He grinned at Prakant, “Imagine tomatoes that haven’t had all the taste bred out of them getting them to last on shelves. We need a system to staze meals in restaurant kitchens while they’re hot… so they can be destazed a few years later to let you eat a chef-prepared, hot gourmet meal while hiking up a mountain. Make a box sized like a microwave that you could staze and unstaze your food at home. 
 “I’ve been working with Brad Medness, a scientist from Maryland who’s trying to induce fusion by laser-accelerating hydrogen protons into boron targets. I think with Stade to contain radial expansion he’s got a good shot at inducing fusion at low cost with low radiation emissions.” 
 After explaining H-B fusion and its direct production of electricity without needing a steam cycle—in more detail than Prakant understood—he moved on. “We need to be able to manufacture vacuum Stade at scale. I’m hoping you can shepherd some of the industrial and manufacturing engineers we’ve hired. We need them to figure out how to cast lots of small Stade parts in our vacuum chambers without having to bring the vacuum up and down for every stazing event. I’m sure you’ve already dealt with some of the difficulties of working in vacuum while you were stazing Space-Gen’s booster, but we want to move from stazing one big thing at a time to stazing thousands of them using some kind of assembly line that works inside an evacuated area where humans can’t work.” 
 “What kind of small parts?” Prakant asked. 
 “Well, for one thing,” Seba grinned, “a two-hundred-kilometer bicycle chain.” Prakant felt like his brain was cramping as Seba went on to explain how they expected to accelerate upper stage type rockets up their space tower with big sprockets and a really long chain. 
 “Not a linear motor?!” Lanis asked, surprised. 
 He shook his head and reminded her to always consider the advantages and disadvantages of Stade. In this case, how all the wiring and electromagnets would increase the weight and costs over chain they made out of vacuum. As he was explaining this, he mentioned that he wanted the motors mounted a couple of kilometers high on the tower so the sound wouldn’t bother people on the ground. 
 Lanis grinned, saying, “It’s gonna take a lot of electrical cable to carry that kind of power up to those big motors.” 
 Seba snorted. “A couple of kilometers of cable is a lot less than it would take to power a two-hundred-kilometer linear motor.” He turned to Prakant. “That’s another project we need to get underway. I’m pretty sure that if we laid superconducting cable inside Stade pipes, not only would the pipes prevent breakage of the brittle superconductors, but with Stade insulation, we could keep them cold for really long times with a single injection of cryogenic fluids. That’d let us get power up to our motors without losses. And, if that works,” he nodded at Lanis, “Dez could drill superconducting pipes cross country, connecting the grid with superconductors.” 
 Seba turned to Prakant, “Another project for a junior engineer is to figure out whether we can imbed Stade wires in glass. Then we could burglar and hurricane proof people’s windows.” He snorted, “Especially our own. We had a break-in recently.” 
 Prakant nodded, but he was thinking, I don’t think he sees Lanis as a junior engineer. I wonder if that’s going to be a problem…? Of course, after this conversation, I’m having a hard time thinking of her as a junior myself. He blinked, But I see Seba, who has to be the same age as Lanis as… not senior, but in-charge. This despite the fact that this “X” guy’s actually the boss. Hell, with me going in as CTO, Seba’s not even going to have a title anymore, but there’s something about him that… makes you feel like he is in charge. Is he going to take direction from me? After a little more thought, Prakant decided that Seba seemed like he should be in charge because he could think circles around most people. And, so, I probably shouldn’t be telling him what to do very often.
Good thing he seems to be such a nice guy.


And a good thing I had my recorder on for this conversation. I’m gonna have to go over the recording and make a lot of notes to get myself organized.

   
 *** 
   
 When Brad walked up to his lab, he saw some huge boxes in the hall by his door. Excitedly, he stepped into the lab to find a boxcutter. His grad student, Jeremy, said, “Hey, Dr. Medness. I assume you saw we got a delivery? Those boxes may be huge, but they don’t weigh much. Do you know what they’re for?” 
 For a moment, Brad considered trying to keep it secret. That’s silly. I’m going to need Jeremy’s help. “Don’t tell anyone, but they’re molds to cast Stade.” 
 Jeremy’s eyes widened, “That new material from UVA?” he breathed. 
 Brad puffed out a little laugh. “Wrong on two counts. First, it isn’t actually a material, though it is easier to think of it that way. And, second, though it’s from Charlottesville and some of the people involved are recent grads, it isn’t from UVA.” 
 Puzzled, Jeremy said, “I thought Seba, the inventor, was still a student?” 
 “Yeah, he is.” In a doubtful tone, Brad said, “He claims he came up with his theory before he started school. In any case, he offered to make us a Stade fixture for free.” Brad grimaced, “Well, we have to make the molds for it and they aren’t cheap, so it isn’t exactly free.” He held up the box cutter, “Wanna see whether we got what I ordered?” 
 After a bit of work, they had a bunch of mirrored acrylic parts out. Then, after more work, they’d assembled them into a gleaming fixture with an enclosed space inside of it. Brad found himself explaining how the interior parts would be stazed so they’d only last a couple of hours. Then they’d assemble the other parts around them, spacing them away from the temporary Stade with little pieces of plastic included for that purpose. They’d staze a more permanent Stade inside that outer mold, then wait for the inner Stade to disappear. 
 “Wow, how’d you figure all that out?” 
 “I didn’t,” Brad said, feeling a little embarrassed, “Seba looked at the plans I came up with and made enough suggestions that I had to do it all over.” 
 Jeremy frowned, “Would your original plans have worked?” 
 “No,” Brad said, trying not to sound resentful or embarrassed as he studied the assembled acrylic parts, trying to visualize how the Stade was going to form inside it. Then he started disassembling the mold, comparing the mold components to the drawings he’d spend so much time working out before he’d placed the order. He did not want his first stazing to fail. Partly because he’d already spent so much money on the molds. Partly because he was going to have to drive the molds down to Staze to get them stazed, a substantial waste of time. Partly because he was so tired of Seba pointing out his stupid mistakes. 
 “So, how do we get this bad boy stazed?” Jeremy asked excitedly. 
 “I’ll make an appointment with them and then drive the molds down there to make sure they don’t put them together wrong.” 
 “Cool! Can I go with you?” 
 “Sure. If they give us an appointment for a time you have free. I’ll call ’em now and we’ll see if we can arrange a time that’s good for you too.” 
 Brad got an appointment for Friday when Jeremy could go with him. Jeremy said, “That’s great!” He paused a moment, “Um… I’m realizing that in all my excitement over how Stade works and learning how it’s cast, I never asked you what our Stade device’s going to do?” 
 “It’ll give us something to talk about on the drive down there. Read up on Hora’s ideas for hydrogen-boron fusion.” 
 “I thought those didn’t pan out?” 
 “They didn’t. But he didn’t have Stade.” 
 





   
   




Chapter Seven



 When Grace got home, she found a FedEx envelope on her porch. She immediately got a bad feeling about it. Only legal documents got printed out and delivered anymore. The only legal document she could imagine receiving was something from Carl Welch, Simone’s asshole of a brother. 
 When she flipped it over to open it, she saw it was one of the envelopes that piggybacked onto the IoT to tell FedEx—and therefore the sender—that it’d been opened. For a moment she wondered whether she should call her lawyer before she opened it. To hell with it, she decided, ripping open the tab.  
 The papers inside were typically hard to read legal mumbo-jumbo, but as best Grace could tell Carl was requesting that the courts declare Simone legally dead, thus activating her will. I thought they couldn’t do that for seven years! Grace thought with alarm. As she read further, she found more obscure language that seemed to indicate the seven-year rule was only for missing persons. This complaint was angling to have her declared dead sooner on the basis that she wasn’t missing, but she was without heartbeat or respiration, i.e. dead. 
 There was stuff acknowledging the contention that she was alive but in stasis, followed by a plea to the court that any such claim be tested by reversing the stasis. Whereupon, if we can’t cure her, she’ll quickly die and prove their contention! Grace realized. Her brother’s essentially trying to murder her!

 She sat, wondering why he would do this when he and his daughter had been written out of Simone’s most recent will. Even if he could overturn the newest will, they wouldn’t get very much money… Would they? She finally forced herself to open the financial file Simone had left her. There she found a list of accounts and her wife’s passwords—something she’d only expected to ever look at if Simone was dead.  
 It felt like giving up. 
 A few hours later, she sat stunned by the secret Simone had been hiding from her. Simone’s “little trust fund” that she’d occasionally “raided” to buy them a few nice things turned out to be worth about eight million dollars, depending on the status of the stock market. Simone had always implied that even though they wouldn’t be covered by insurance, her trust fund could afford a very expensive new cancer treatment like Arvinzamab if it was likely to work. Grace had thought she could only afford one such therapy. Grace had been estimating the trust fund at over a hundred thousand dollars but not over three hundred thousand. 
 Grace thought, I guess now I know why Carl and Kary are interested in getting fifteen percent shares of Simone’s estate. She frowned to herself, Though Carl must’ve gotten the same kind of trust from their parents as Simone did. Then Grace thought of Carl’s expensive cars, vacation home at the beach, and mini-mansion. Do you suppose he’s already run through his own inheritance?

 With a sigh, she started scanning in the legal documents while mentally composing a letter to Albert Smythe, her lawyer. 
 Grace had finished the letter but put it aside for a re-read in an hour when her earbud chimed, “You have a call from Dr. Will Jonas.” 
 Wondering why he’d call out of the blue, Grace said, “I’ll take it… Dr. Jonas?” 
 “Hi, Ms. Penn,” Jonas said. “I have some news if this isn’t a bad time?” 
 “No, please, go ahead.” 
 “I just wanted to let you know that the FDA’s approved Arvinzamab for treatment of ovarian cancer on a compassionate use basis.” 
 “What’s that mean?” 
 “Well, that Simone could get approved for treatment using Arvinzamab, even though it hasn’t completed the trials. This would be on the basis that she’s dying and it’s worth taking a risk with an unproven treatment. However, the fact that they’ve approved it for compassionate use means that early trial data suggests it’s working, even though they’ll want more data before they’ll fully approve it. 
 “Now, I’m telling you this because normally I’d be telling Simone about the possibility of such treatment, since without stasis or Arvinzamab her survival would be expected to be… limited. Therefore, if I were her, I’d want to know about the possibility of undergoing a promising though unproven treatment since the likelihood of death without it would be pretty certain. On the other hand, she’s in stasis and seems safe there. So, in her case, I’m not encouraging that you or she do anything. I’m just wanting you to be aware that the option’s out there now.” He paused, presumably to let Grace ask questions. When none were forthcoming, he said, “So, in short, I’d recommend that Simone stay in stasis until Arvinzamab’s fully proven. I only wanted you to know that things are looking up for getting her treated.” 
 Grace said slowly, “Thanks for letting me know.” Feeling like she was airing dirty laundry, she said, “Um, I just learned Simone’s brother’s trying to get her declared dead in hopes of collecting on her will.” 
 “That’s… despicable!” 
 “Yeah… I’m letting our lawyer know in hopes something can be done.” She produced a desolate chuckle, “Simone wrote Carl out of her will so he not only has to get Simone declared dead but then he’d have to get her most recent will thrown out.” She sighed, “But if Carl does manage to force a destazing, how long would it take for you to get Arvinzamab for Simone?” 
 “Days at least, so if there’s any chance it’s going to happen, be sure to let me know as soon as you can. We’ll try to get it before she’s destazed.” 
 “Thanks,” Grace said, suddenly tired, “I hope it doesn’t come to that, but I appreciate your support.” 
 Jonas heatedly said, “I think having her destazed when we’re not ready to treat her would be homicide. Keep that thought in your back pocket in case he pushes too hard. I’d be happy to testify to that assertion. Meanwhile, I think I’ll go ahead and file the paperwork to get her declared a candidate for compassionate use.” 
 “Thank you.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Kate Warren watched Kaem Seba perform another flawless kata. She shook her head.  
 In the first session where a kata was taught, he struggled to learn the form like everyone else. But then, during the subsequent sessions, while everyone else was repeating their katas—and trying to set them in muscle memory—and needing a great deal of correction to improve their forms, Seba did them as flawlessly as he had at the end of the previous session. If he needed any correction, it was because he hadn’t quite gotten it down in the first session. 
 He was indeed coming to only every other training session and should’ve been falling behind. But he wasn’t. Since he learned everything perfectly the first time he was taught it, she thought he must be bored going through them over and over when he knew them so well already.



And Arya says he’s been in a real fight, she thought, not sure whether to be pleased or dismayed. 
 She called the class to an end, then once again asked Seba to stay and talk.  
 “Yes, Sensei?” 
 “I’m hoping you can tell me how you learn your katas so quickly. I’d like to be able to learn that way myself. Plus, then I could teach others how to do it.” 
 He frowned. “I’m not sure it can be learned,” he said. “I have something like a photographic memory. You’ve heard of those?” 
 Kate nodded, thinking that she couldn’t imagine how a picture-perfect memory would help with karate. But then, she thought, I don’t know a lot about photographic memories.

 “So,” Seba said, “I’ve always been able to remember things I think are important. Not like a photograph the way some people can glance at a page, then seemingly read it later. But in my case, if I decide to remember something, like a number, or how to do something, I’m able to do so.” He paused, apparently thinking. “I was sickly as a child and never played sports so, until now, I’ve never tried to remember how to do something athletic. But now, in my first sport, karate, I’ve learned that if I try to remember how to do something like a kata or a strike, I seem to remember those as well.” 
 Kate frowned, “But most people have to practice a move or a kata over and over. ‘Committing it to muscle memory,’ we call it. You’re saying you don’t have to do that?” 
 He shrugged, “Apparently not. I don’t know why; it just seems to be the way my particular brain works.” 
 “Don’t you get bored practicing katas you already know?” 
 He shrugged, “A big part of what I’m here for is exercise.” 
 “Well, I can only wish my memory could learn katas in one session.” She thought a moment, “Arya Vaii’s a friend of mine.” 
 Seba said, “Okaay.” 
 “She said she works with you.” 
 “Uh-huh.” 

Not very forthcoming, is he? Kate thought. “She said she didn’t even know you were taking karate until you broke somebody’s wrist at work.” 
 Seba looked chagrinned. “Yes. That was a mistake.” 
 “What happened?” 
 “He broke into our building and was stealing a piece of equipment… I should’ve called 911 and let the police deal with him.” 
 Though the dojo advocated nonviolence, using karate only as a last resort, Kate knew a lot of their students used it more than their master would’ve liked. It was unusual for one of their students to immediately say he shouldn’t have used his skills. Most would paint the situation as one that had no other way out. She said, “What’d you do?” 
 “I grabbed our equipment out of his hands.” 
 She shook her head, “What if he’d had a gun?” 
 “He did.” 
 Kate blinked, “He did?” 
 Seba nodded. 
 “What did you do?” Students were urged to resign the field in the face of such a weapon. 
 “He was in front of me, drawing it from some kind of behind-the-back holster so I used a knifehand strike to his distal forearm.” 
 “Arya said it broke his wrist?” 
 Seba shrugged, “The forearm near the wrist. Effectively the same thing. He fell too. Maybe he broke it in the fall.” 
 “Is that what you think happened?” 
 Seba shook his head. 
 “I think you did well, but I also think you were lucky.” 
 Seba gave her a small bow. “I agree.” He smiled, “I will endeavor to stay out of such situations in the future.” 
 “You do that,” she said with a smile, shaking his hand and clapping his arm. Oh my! She thought, That arm’s solid! I’ll bet strength had a significant part to do with his success.

   
 *** 
   
 Bob looked up at a knock on his door. It was Joe. Bob studied him a moment, then asked, “Whatcha want?” 
 “I been thinkin’ about that job you sent me and Richter on, Mr. Marona. The one to get that stazer machine?” 
 Bob nodded. 
 “I’ve been by there a couple times to scope it out. It’s gettin’ busier every day but there’s still no one there at night.” 
 “Seems I recall you didn’t think anyone was there last time either.” 
 “Yeah,” Joe waved dismissively, “Richter’s like a bull. No finesse. I’m thinking if I watch it a while with infrared glasses, I can be sure. You still want one of those stazers?” 
 “Yeah… Who you takin’ with you?” 
 “Danny.” 
 “Go for it. If you get one, be sure to get the instruction book too. We don’t wanna have it and not know how to use it.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Gerald Horton was beginning to regret saying he’d take on studies of the use of stasis in emergency situations. He was running into piles of forms and roadblock after roadblock. Usually, devices for use in medicine started out as “investigational devices,” and studies of them were financially supported by the company that hoped to benefit from selling the devices. Staze was only supporting his study in the sense that they were letting him use their prototype free of charge.  
 He’d started a number of grant applications trying to get funding to support animal studies and a research assistant. The problem was that a stazer could be used in many situations but clean research demanded that it be used in a single, diagnostically restricted, yet common condition—the idea being that there’d be lots of patients in the study who had similar problems and demographics—which would make comparisons of the stazed and control groups more likely to be statistically significant. 
 He was having better luck with the IRB (Institutional Review Board). Its chairwoman was intrigued by the possibilities inherent to stasis and had given him a lot of suggestions that should help him get approval from the board. Unfortunately, the IRB wanted the results of animal studies confirming a lack of harm in animals before they’d approve human studies. That meant he’d had to start on IACUC (Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee) applications. 
 And he’d have to find funding for animal studies. 
 It was feeling like it’d be a couple of years before they got funding and did the animal studies, and more years before they got approval for their first human subjects, then years after that before stasis could be approved for human use. 
 Meanwhile, he kept thinking of emergent conditions for which stasis could be a godsend. This included anything—from traumatic injury to ruptured aneurysms—that resulted in massive blood loss. In those cases, they could put everything on hold until blood was crossmatched and available, then take stasis down just long enough to run the patient through a scanner to locate the source of the hemorrhage, then restaze the patient until the OR was ready to stop the bleeding. 
 Also, stroke, during which the brain sustained ongoing damage from blocked blood flow while awaiting treatment with so-called clot-busting drugs. And heart attack, where damage to the heart muscle increased while awaiting the restoration of blood flow to the heart itself. 
 Likewise, vascular injuries and obstructions where tissues were cut off from blood flow and needed urgent restoration of that flow—but where the surgeons and equipment weren’t immediately available. 
 And traumatic amputations where only a few surgeons had the skills to replant the limbs or fingers and where there was no doubt those surgeons worked better during the day when well-rested than at night when the injury occurred. 
 In fact, almost any injury requiring urgent surgery that occurred at night. Would you want your surgeon trying to perform delicate restorations of your body at three in the morning when he or she was exhausted? 

Someone’s going to come to me one of these days and beg to use the stazer to save a life. What am I going to say? he wondered. Am I going to let people die who might be saved by the stazer? He had a sudden thought, I should talk to the hospital ethics committee!


Meanwhile, he thought, I’d better start getting my talk ready. The emergency department had asked him to give a talk about the stazer, its possibilities, and his research. And that bastard Warfield’s gonna be there loaded for bear. Warfield would ask unanswerable questions and sneer at Horton for not knowing the answers. 

The SOB may be a hell of a good doctor, but he’s an unmitigated jerk. Horton laughed at himself, thinking, And, if I ever come into the ED in extremis, I hope Warfield’s the one who takes care of me…

   
 *** 
   
 When Kaem got to Staze after his classes there was a guy there working on the front door. He stopped, staring. “Um, what’s going on with the door?” 
 The guy looked around. “Someone broke in last night. I’m installing a reinforced door.” 
 “Oh,” Kaem said, “Can I get in?” 
 “Gimme a minute,” the guy said. 
 When the man allowed Kaem to get by, he walked over to the table Arya worked at. “Someone broke in?” 
 She nodded, “They got a stazer and its laptop this time.” 
 “Damn.” He quirked a grin, “I knew I shoulda been sleeping here every night.” 
 She gave him a basilisk stare. “Not funny, Kaem.” 
 “Oh, come on,” he said, rolling his eyes, “It was too.” He waited a moment for a smile but didn’t get one. He continued, “Don’t look so upset. These are probably the same guys that broke in last time. That Richter guy was supposed to be a member of some organized crime group. Pretty doubtful they have the skill set to be able to use a stazer for anything. If they figure out it has to be connected to a computer to use it, and they connect it to a computer that’s connected to the internet, we’re going to get a notification of where it is so we can call the cops.” 
 Arya shrugged, “I get that they won’t be able to use it and we’ll get it back. I just don’t like being the targets of criminals in the first place.” 
 Kaem gave her a little grin, “If Stade was worthless, we wouldn’t be.” 
 Gunnar came over, a disgusted look on his face. “All that time I spent putting Stade grates over the windows and the SOBs just pry the damned door open with a crowbar.” 
 Kaem said, “Reminds me of the way some people put extra strong locks on their doors when there’s a glass window right next to them.” He looked toward the door. “Maybe we shouldn’t be installing an ordinary reinforced door?” He looked back at Gunnar, “You could come up with some way to reinforce the door with Stade, couldn’t you?” 
 Gunnar rolled his eyes. “And when they cut through the wall beside the door with a plasma torch?” 
 Kaem laughed, “We’ve got to get Dez started on her all-Stade building, don’t we?” 
 Arya said, “A new building?! Just when I think we’ve got a big enough financial cushion that I don’t have to worry about running in the red, you two come up with ways to spend that too!” 
 Kaem turned to Arya, “Don’t worry. Next week Space-Gen’s going to fly the first stage we stazed them. Then they’ll want to staze a second stage and a capsule. And, of course, another first stage. And on and on.” 
 “But,” she grinned at him, “you’ll spend and spend.” 
 He grinned back, “Guilty as charged.” He looked around. Gunnar had wandered away, disinterested in money talk. He turned back to Arya. “I’d like to talk. Dinner tonight?” 
 She narrowed her eyes. “Lunch at twelve-thirty,” she counteroffered. 
 He sighed, “Okay.” 
 She said, “I’ll meet you at Bistro Valentin.” She gave him a sharp look, “Don’t be late.” 
 Kaem opened his mouth to ask why they couldn’t go together, then realized unhappily that she didn’t want anyone seeing them leave together. He nodded to her, wondering what was going on. 
 ~~~ 
 Kaem looked up and realized Arya’d left. He quickly finished his conversation with Lee about the space tower and got up. He had his phone call an Uber on his way to the door. 
 At the Bistro, he couldn’t see Arya until she waved at him from a corner. The waiter showed up as soon as he was seated, so they didn’t get to greet one another for a few more minutes. 
 Finally, the waiter left and she turned back to him, a serious look on her face. “So. What couldn’t we talk about at work?” 
 He smiled, “Just wanting to make sure I’m in the clear.” He glanced at his watch, “It’s just now twelve-thirty-one. I did get here a little early, right?” 
 She nodded. 
 He took a deep breath, then spoke from his heart, “I… think of you as my best friend, but I get the impression you’re pushing me away. Are you angry at me?” 
 “No…” she said. The silence dragged on as she sat looking at him. He had the impression she was searching for the right words to say. She quirked a small smile, “Irked, maybe, when your big plans push us toward financial… difficulties.” 
 “I’m not talking about when you’re arguing with me for the good of the company. I’m talking about when I ask you to dinner and you say lunch. When I ask if you can walk you home and you tell me that’d break Lee’s heart, then disappear.” 
 Arya leaned across the table and spoke intensely, “Lee cares about you! A lot! You need to be more sensitive to her feelings.” 
 Kaem leaned back away from the quiet ferociousness of Arya’s response. After a moment, he said softly, “I like Lee… but I like you more.” 
 Her eyes widened a little. “You can’t go out with her a couple of times then suddenly decide to go out with someone else!” 
 “I can’t? Am I supposed to never go out with anyone more than once unless I’m planning to marry them? Surely you can’t decide on a partner for life after one date?” 
 She crossed her arms and looked sullen, “This is why companies have rules against dating co-workers.” 
 “I’ve had the impression those rules get broken all the time. And that people don’t like them.” 
 “But when the majority owner of a company starts going out with one of his worker bees—” 
 Kaem’s eyes had widened by the time he interrupted. “She doesn’t know that!” 
 “It’s still a fact!” 
 “She can’t feel compelled to… um, whatever, if she doesn’t know I’m the majority owner!” 
 “Well, I do know. So, you shouldn’t be dating me either.” 
 He stared, “You wouldn’t feel—” 
 “Quiet!” she hissed, looking around and making him realize he’d been getting louder about something she’d prefer be kept quiet. “No, I wouldn’t, because I’m not interested in you that way.” 
 Kaem was still staring at her, but she was getting blurry. For a moment he thought he could control his emotions, but then found himself swiping at his eyes with his napkin. I thought it was the girls that got all emotional during break-ups, he thought, though that’s probably a sexist thing to be thinking. Then, Hell, we’re not even breaking up! We’ve never been together except in my imagination.

 She reached out and put her hand on his wrist, “Sorry. I do like you, Kaem. It’s just that…” 
 “Yeah, not ‘that way.’ I’ve got it.” He stared at the table a minute then looked up at her. “You know, I don’t know anything about… romance. I’m a complete neophyte. Other than my mom, you’re the first girl that ever hugged me. And the first girl that ever kissed me.” Seeing the frown on her face, he said, “Yeah, you only kissed me on the cheek, but,” his hand unconsciously rose to the cheek she’d kissed, “it was a big deal to me.” He waited a moment, hoping she’d say something. “And Lee told me she thought you had romantic feelings about me.” He snorted, “That made my day. Like grade school kids telling each other who likes who.” 
 They sat, looking at one another for a moment that drew out uncomfortably long. Finally, Arya said, “I do like you, Kaem. I like you a lot. But… our cultures are so different. I’m not sure we should try to fit our families together like—” 
 Kaem narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to hide behind your mother again? Because I thought she and I got along pretty well.” 
 Arya leaned closer again and said, “If you’re trying to sweep me off my feet by arguing with me and making accusations that I’m hiding behind my mother; that is not the right way to go about it. Lee told me about your dad’s saying. The one that goes, ‘If you want respect, you have to be respectable.’ Well, if you want love, you’ve got to be lovable. If you want more than my friendship, you need to charm me the way you charmed my mother.” 
 Kaem rocked back in his chair, struck by the formidable truth of her assertion. “Sorry. You’re absolutely right of course.” He gave her a shy grin, “Does that mean there’s some chance you could be charmed?” 
 “No. I’m advising a self-proclaimed neophyte who wants to have a love life. I’m telling you that yelling at a girl you’re hoping will fall in love with you does – not – work.” 
 “I haven’t been yelling!” 
 “You may not have raised your decibel level, but your tone’s been unpleasant and confrontational.” 
 Kaem deflated, “Yeah. Sorry—” 
 Their server arrived with the food and bustled about setting it out for them. 
 By the time the waiter left, Kaem felt he had his emotions back in control. He made the effort to smile. “Thanks for the advice… and for letting me know how I stand. I do like Lee, but I’m not sure she’s the one, so to speak. I thought you were, but I understand that has to be a two-way street.” 
 Arya said, “You should be patient with Lee. Sometimes these things take time to grow.” 
 He winked at her, “You should be patient with me then.” 
 She frowned, “Kaem…” 
 He waved his hands in surrender, “I apologize. Maybe you could give me advice on what to do about Lee?” 
 “What do you mean?” she asked suspiciously. 
 “Well, you’ve implied that since I’ve gone out with her, I somehow owe her a break-up before I can go out with anyone else?” 
 “Well, no…” she said reluctantly. 
 “So, do I have to mention that I’d like to go out with others, or can I just do it?” 
 “I hope you’re not thinking you’re going out with me?” 
 “No. But I’ve heard there’re… other fish in the sea.” 
 She gave him a long, dyspeptic look. “I think Lee deserves…” her pause drew out. 
 Finally, Kaem said, “Deserves what?” 
 “Hell, I don’t know!” Arya snapped. “I don’t know anything about dating either. The only dates I’ve been on have been ones that’ve been arranged by my parents!” 
 “How’d those turn out?” Kaem asked curiously. 
 “Not very well,” she said in a grumbling tone. 
 “And how did you move on to someone else?” 
 “I told my parents I didn’t like the guy and they found someone else.” 
 Kaem frowned, “Do you know of a rule book I can follow?” 
 “No,” Arya said, sounding exasperated. 
 “If I assume that, in the absence of known rules, two dates with Lee don’t mean I’m committed to her; and so I decided to ask someone else out, is that going to make you mad?” 
 “Do what you want, Kaem,” she said tiredly, as if she’d lost an argument.  
 He was reminded of his dad telling him that whenever your wife said, “Do whatever you want,” that it did not mean you should do it. Kaem thought of telling Arya she was being unfair, then remembered he shouldn’t turn this into a real argument if he wanted any chance of getting on her good side. “Can you tell me about some of the dates your parents set up for you? I need something to learn from.” 
 She rolled her eyes, and said nothing for a bit, then said, “Well, I could tell you about one of the disasters. Sort of a ‘what not to do’ kind of lesson.” 
 Kaem smiled, “Exactly what I had in mind.” 
 She launched into it. Soon they were both laughing. Then she told him about another one. When she’d finished that story, he realized from the way the waiter was hanging around that they’d been finished eating for quite a while. He checked his watch. “Oh, I’m gonna be late for a meeting.”  
 “Me too,” Arya said plaintively. 
 As they rose and hurried out, he had his phone call for an Uber and leave a big tip. To his surprise, Arya rode back in the Uber with him, still chattering about her own disastrous love life. Then, apparently realizing what she’d done, she had it stop a block short and she walked the last bit by herself. 
 As he entered Staze and hurried over to talk to Norm, he wondered, If her love life’s so bad, she must really hate me or she wouldn’t be pushing me away. 


Or, I must be acting unlovable, he thought, thinking of her riff on his dad’s advice. 
   
 *** 
   

Governor Samuel Agnos was about to head into his meeting with the people from Staze. He was getting different opinions about the company from his people. Erin Brock thought the technology from Staze would be no more than a flash in a pan. The material was undeniably strong she said. “But,” she asked, “how many things will benefit from something stronger than steel? And, as for the potential for people to go into stasis and await treatment after medical advances, I can imagine there will be some people who’re helped. But there just aren’t that many treatments waiting around the corner. I predict there’ll be a lot more problems than benefits. What’re we going to do with all the people in stasis, the ones who’re waiting for treatments that never come?” 

Jack Stanley, on the other hand, thought Staze was going to change the world. “In twenty years Staze is gonna be immense. We want to be on the right side of history on this one.” 
 They entered the room. Agnos had reviewed Staze’s sparse website to learn who was who and he recognized two of the people; Arya Vaii, the CFO, and Gunnar Schmidt, the Technical Advisor. He hadn’t expected the CEO since the guy was anonymous and didn’t even have his real name on the company’s C-Suite. The Governor had expected Prakant, the CTO rather than Schmidt, the Technical Advisor, whatever that was—not something he recognized from other companies’ officer naming protocols. He surveyed the room again. Prakant wasn’t there. A young black guy and a young Asian woman, both in their early twenties, and a Latina lady in her thirties were there, but he didn’t recognize any of them from the pictures on the company’s list of officers. Agnos oriented himself on Vaii as the senior officer, even if not senior in age. He introduced himself to her, “Hello Ms. Vaii,” he said, “I’m Sam Agnos.” She’s very attractive, he thought to himself as she shook his hand. He turned to Schmidt and introduced himself to the older man as well. He moved on to the Latina since she was the oldest of the remaining three, saying, “Hello, Sam Agnos,” as he shook her hand. 
 “I’m Sylvia Contreras,” she said. “Legal consultant. I’ve been trying to get approval for our tower but have been running into problems since it’s so unusual. That’s why we’re coming to you. We’re going to need help to get something pushed through Virginia’s system since the tower doesn’t fit into the scope of the existing regulatory framework.” 
 “Ah,” Agnos said. He decided he didn’t need to introduce himself to the young man or woman since it sounded like Contreras was the heavy lifter of the group. “Let’s sit down,” he said waving to the comfortable furniture grouping. “You can tell me all about it.” As everyone was settling into seats, he asked, “What’s so unusual about this tower you want to build?” So far, he’d heard it wasn’t actually a building, rather an industrial tower that they hoped to build to an extreme height. Something to do with rockets, but from what he’d heard, not hugely different from a radio tower. It sounded like it would be somewhat of an eyesore, but it was supposed to be out in a rural area so he didn’t imagine very many voters would care. 
 They all looked at the young Asian woman. She stood and told her phone to throw images up on the room’s biggest screen. First was a map of eastern Virginia. She indicated a spot on the map, southeast of Richmond, and a little west of Norfolk. “Staze bought some land here that’d been contaminated by toxic waste. We’re in the process of remediating the toxins. It’d been zoned industrial since it could no longer be used for farming, which fits our needs well. What we’re hoping to do is build a tower here that can be used to launch satellites and spacecraft, usually in a southwesterly direction.” 
 “Wait a minute,” Agnos said. “I assume you’re talkin’ about rockets?” 
 She nodded, “Yes, sir.” 
 “Now I’ve never been to a launch down in Florida or Texas, but I know enough to be aware they make a hell of a lot of noise and that the exhaust comin’ out of those rockets isn’t benign. Some of it’s toxic and all of it’s at least polluting.” He narrowed his eyes at the map. “If you’re taking off to the southeast, your rockets’ll be flying over the Great Dismal Swamp which is a National Wildlife Refuge. Even if the state allows it, I’ll bet the wildlife people will take a dim view of your rockets goin’ overhead.” 
 “Um,” the young woman glanced at the young black man rather than any of the more senior people in her group. This made Agnos think the young guy was their techno-nerd. The black guy gave her a nod and she turned back to Agnos. “The tower will be several miles high before it starts over the swamp, and the rocket engines won’t start firing until the craft’s gone off the top of the tower. Because of the distance and a lack of air density, no one on the ground will be able to hear them. Even so, the rockets will be burning hydrogen and oxygen, so their exhaust will be completely nontoxic, that is, it’ll be water.” 
 “‘A lack of air density?’ How tall’s this tower going to be?” 
 “At least a hundred kilometers. Um, that’s sixty-two miles.” 
 Agnos blinked and looked over at Erin Brock. She looked stunned. Jack Stanley merely looked surprised. Agnos turned back to the young lady, “Excuse me, honey, I assume you know that, at present, the tallest building in the world is only a little over one kilometer high, right?” 
 “Yes, sir. We’re not talking about a building though. It’s going to be an industrial tower. And when they built the Jedda Tower, they didn’t have Stade, which is far stronger than steel. We expect that once architects wake up to the possibilities arising from Stade’s properties, they’ll build much higher than Jedda.” 
 She went on to explain that the tower would start as a tripod ten miles on a side. She brought up an artist’s rendering of this but the limbs of the tower were so slender relative to their length that they couldn’t be seen on images of the entire tower unless they were highlighted. She had a rendering of them at night when they’d be lighted to warn aircraft. On that image they were visible—barely. She said they still needed to buy land for the bases of the other two limbs of the tripod. Here she brought back the map, with large circles designating acceptable locations. From the apex of the tripod, the limb that started on the land they already owned was going to keep going up to a total of two-hundred kilometers, at the thirty-degree angle it started at, eventually reaching an altitude of a hundred kilometers. This was totally invisible on the rendering unless it was highlighted. She said the rockets would be loaded onto the tower down at their base west of Norfolk and they’d be accelerated up the tower using electric motors. The actual motors would be located a mile up the tower so people on the ground wouldn’t hear them. The rocket engines wouldn’t fire until the spacecraft shot off the top of the tower, already beyond the “edge of space” and traveling at close to 9,000 miles per hour. 
 Staggered by this vision, Agnos said, “The FAA won’t let you build a tower that high will it?” 
 “No, sir. We’re hoping you can help influence them into making an exception.” 
 “And… why would the state of Virginia want you to build this massive tower here? Want it badly enough to try to influence others to allow it? Seems like I’m going to be hearing a lot of complaints about it being an eyesore. No matter how cool we may think it is, some people are not gonna be happy about it, you know.” 
 She said, “Wherever this happens, they’ll be able to launch a hundred metric ton spacecraft similar to the second stage and capsule of current rockets, without using a first stage. The energy cost of doing so will be about 180,000 kilowatt-hours. At the current price of thirteen cents per kilowatt-hour here in Virginia, that’d cost $23,400. That sounds like a lot of money, but you’ve got to remember that currently a booster rocket to launch to that altitude costs over thirty-seven million dollars, of which $200,000 is just for the propellants.  
 “Now, sending a craft up the tower would take about two minutes. They’ll probably be able to reload and send up another one about five minutes later if they’re in a hurry—” 
 “Wait a minute, aren’t they going to have to thoroughly inspect the tower between launches to be sure nothing was damaged during the previous launch?” 
 She shrugged. “They will at first, of course. But Stade’s so strong nothing could damage it. The only concern would be whether the motors that powered the launch are okay. That can be evaluated electronically.” She paused, evidently waiting for more objections. When there were none, she continued, “So, though there will be significant costs incurred building the tower, once it’s in place it will so greatly reduce the cost of orbital launch that no one else will be able to compete. I would like to point out here that this will markedly reduce the environmental damage incurred all around the world by the launches of the current space launch industry.  
 “Also, the cost of space launch will quickly be reduced by so much that a great many more launches will be undertaken because they will suddenly be so affordable. Understand that, at present, launch to low Earth orbit using rockets costs about $5,000 per kilogram. If we were launching, not people, but objects that could tolerate higher accelerations, we could launch them into orbit for less than fifty cents per kilogram. However, if we wanted them to be placed in a particular orbit once they were up there, we could do that by adding on a rocket that would be used to adjust and perfect their orbit. It could cost anywhere from one to ten dollars per kilogram to put your satellite in the specific orbit you want. Even then, it’s a cost reduction that’s so great that current rocket technology couldn’t possibly compete. All the launch business will quickly come to us.” 
 No one said anything for a moment, so Agnos cleared his throat. “Earlier you said, ‘wherever this happens’? I’m not sure what you meant by that?”  
 “Oh, I meant that, if it can’t be done here in Virginia, it’ll happen somewhere else. Even if we have to go to another country, we do plan to build a space tower and thus bring the cost of leaving Earth’s gravity well down into a reasonable range.” 
 Agnos narrowed his eyes, “So, you’re saying that if the great state of Virginia doesn’t let you do this, you’re threatening to pick up your toys and move, say to North Carolina?” 
 She shrugged, “Actually the closer to the equator the better so we’d probably try Florida next. After all, the launch business is something they’re used to and have fully adapted to. Their economy likes having launch around and that business is going to dry up as soon as the tower’s built. They’d probably love to have us instead of what they’re about to lose. We’re going to be quieter, less polluting, and bring them more business than rockets. From their viewpoint, what’s not to like?” 
 Agnos leaned back thoughtfully. “So, you’re not here to put the hard sell on us?” 
 “Oh, no, sir. If Virginia doesn’t want us, Florida actually would be better for business, or Georgia, or either of the Carolinas. But some of us,” she glanced at the black guy again, gave him a little smile, then went on, “some of us like Virginia and want to stay here. They, um, think it’ll be too hot in Florida.” 
 Agnos snorted, “Why not Kansas?” 
 “If we launched from Kansas and the craft failed to reach orbit, it might fall on Virginia, sir.” She gave him a wink. “If the coastal states don’t work out, we’ll probably look to the Caribbean next.” 
 Agnos almost asked them what kind of tax breaks they were looking for but decided that if they were too naïve to ask for tax breaks, he shouldn’t be the one to bring it up. That made him realize he’d already decided to help them build their tower. It’d be a great boon to the economy of Virginia and that kind of coup would certainly help him get re-elected. Best not to seem too eager, he thought leaning forward. “You’ve given us a lot to think about,” he said to his visitors. “We’ll get back to you after we’ve had some of our people explore the legalities.” 
 Contreras said, “I can send your people links to existing regulations and approximate precedents if you’d like?” 
 Agnos waved at Brock, “Talk to Erin here. She’ll get the information to the appropriate people. One of us will get back in touch about what we can or can’t do.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Bob sighed. “And you’re sure there wasn’t an instruction book for this thing?” 
 Shaking his head, Joe said, “Me and Danny looked and looked, bossman. Danny points out that the place was all pretty high tech. Hardly any printed stuff. And, he noticed there ain’t no knobs or switches or any other such controls on the stazer itself. Said the instructions and controls must all be on computers and such. That’s why we brought the laptop that was sitting next to the stazer. Hoped the instruction book would be on it. And maybe a way to control it.” 
 Bob looked over at Emil, a nerd their group had gradually blackmailed into doing serious stuff. Nowadays, he was fully under their thumb and had apparently decided to make the best of his life of crime. “What do you think?” 
 Emil shrugged. “We can boot it up. Even if the owners have anti-theft tracking software on it, as long as we don’t let it get on the internet it won’t be able to communicate back to the owners.” 
 “What if it jumps on our wi-fi?” 
 “It won’t have the password.” 
 “What if someone’s got an open wi-fi nearby and it gets on that?” 
 “I’ll use my laptop to check for open wi-fi routers first.” 
 Bob narrowed his eyes. “I don’t want to have to move our whole operation because you were wrong about this. You and Joe drive it out someplace where there ain’t no wi-fi, then turn it on out there and make sure its wi-fi’s turned off. Then see if you can find the instructions.” 
 Emil had been doing this long enough to know better than protest. He shrugged. “Sure. Can’t be too safe.” He and Joe turned and left. 
 ~~~ 
 Emil and Joe were back about forty minutes later. “There aren’t any instructions. There’s a homemade app for controlling a stazer though.” 
 “How’s it control the damned thing?” 
 “USB cable. We looked, there’s a jack on the stazer.” 
 “You’ve got the wi-fi turned off?” 
 Emil nodded. 
 “Okay, jack the damned thing up and see if you can staze something.” 
 Emil powered the laptop up while Joe plugged in the stazer. They connected the two with a USB cable and Emil started the app. 
 The damned app insisted on an internet connection. 
 ~~~ 
 A couple of hours later, they’d tried everything they could think of. Emil had gone into the app’s code, trying to find a way to activate it without an internet connection but couldn’t. Bob asked, “You think some kind of super-coder could figure it out?” 
 Emil shrugged. “I think it needs computing resources it accesses over the internet. Without those, it can’t do its job.” 
 Bob slammed his fist down. “Damnit! How we gonna get access to those kinds of computing resources?” 
 Emil shrugged, “Blackmail the guy who built it?” 
 Bob turned slowly and looked at Joe. “Got any ideas…?” 
 Joe said, “I looked into that Seba guy. He’s pretty clean. I’m, uh thinking we’re going to have to go a different route. Use some other measures to convince him to see reason.” 
 





   
   




Chapter Eight



 When their rental van pulled up at the address they had for Staze, Jeremy stared around in mystification. He’d expected an exotic building, but they were in front of one of a row of several large metal utility buildings. He glanced at the van’s dashboard to confirm the vehicle thought they’d fully arrived at the address. It did. Looking back out the window, he searched for a sign saying “Staze” but couldn’t see one. He looked over at Dr. Medness, “I don’t think we’re in the right place.” 
 Medness had his phone out. “Neither do I. I’m doing an internet search to check the address.” A moment later he looked up, “This is the address that’s on the internet too. Go knock on the door and ask ’em where Staze is. They probably get people showing up here all the time.” 
 Jeremy got out and headed for the door. He’d been getting more and more excited on the drive down as Medness explained how he thought Stade could make Hora’s attempts to achieve H-B fusion possible. Medness had used his laptop to show Jeremy diagrams of the Stade fixture the people at Staze were going to cast for them. Jeremy had begun to realize that, if this worked to achieve fusion, he—as the grad student who’d helped make it all happen—would be able to write his own ticket. 
 Now he felt perplexed to have discovered some kind of cloak and dagger going on. Staze isn’t even at its proclaimed address…?! What the hell are they doing? he wondered. 
 He knocked on the door. When no one opened it, he tried the knob and it opened. Looking inside he saw a row of well-dressed people sitting on folding chairs, looking as if they were waiting to be interviewed. A nerdy young guy sat behind a desk. Nothing looked like it belonged at a major tech company. Jeremy entered and went to the guy at the desk. “Hi, we’re looking for Staze. It’s a company—” 
 The guy interrupted, “This is Staze. I’m Ryan. Your name please?” 
 “Um, Jeremy Robbs, but—” 
 Ryan had glanced over at his screen, “I don’t see you on our list. What’re you here for?” 
 “I’m with Dr. Brad Medness.” 
 “Oh, yeah. You’re here to cast something. Bring it on in.” 
 Back out at the car, Medness asked, “Did you get an address?” 
 Still feeling like he couldn’t believe it himself, Jeremy said, “Believe it or not, this is the place. They told me to bring our molds in.” 
 Medness had the van park itself, then they grabbed a couple of boxes out of the back of the van and headed in. Inside, Ryan led them into a large room. One that was nonetheless crowded with people working and talking. The hard, echogenic walls instantly made the noise level of so many people onerous. 
 Ryan led them to a young man he introduced as Norm. When Norm put his hand out to shake, Medness icily said, “Seba was going to help us with this?” 
 Norm dropped his hand back down and studied Medness, “You may want him, but so do a thousand other people. Do you want your device stazed or not? He might make it by while we’re doing it, but he’s a busy boy these days.” 
 Trying to smooth things, Jeremy stuck his hand out, “Hi. Jeremy Robbs. I’m Dr. Medness’s grad student. Where should we set up?” 
 As he shook Jeremy’s hand, Norm said, “Norm Tibbets. I’m an aerospace engineer who works part-time here and part-time at GLI.” He turned and surveyed the room then walked off toward the corner, “Bring your boxes and we’ll try to capture this table over here.” 
 They arrived at the cornermost table and set down their boxes. The two boxes they’d brought were big enough they mostly covered the table. Norm said, “Those boxes have all the pieces of your mold?” 
 “No!” Medness said, “We had to rent a van to bring all of it. We need more than one table!” 
 Norm frowned, looking around. “How big’s it going to be when it’s all assembled?” 
 Medness said, “It’ll probably fit on the table when it’s all done, but…” 
 Norm waved at the crowded room and shrugged. “I hope you see the problem? I’d suggest you give some thought to how it’s going to be assembled, then unbox and bring in the parts you’re going to staze first. Get them stazed, followed by the next parts, etcetera.” 
 Jeremy, already embarrassed by the way Medness had been acting, was mortified when Medness said, “I want to talk to Seba.” He looked around, said, “Never mind, I see him,” and headed off that direction. 
 Norm watched him walk away, a dyspeptic look on his face. He turned to Jeremy and said, “You must love working with that guy. Look, I’ve got a lot of other projects I’m supposed to be working on. If you guys decide you want to work with me, come find me, okay?” He turned and walked away as well. 
 Not knowing what else to do, Jeremy headed across the room after Medness. Arriving there he found Medness waiting near a black guy who was talking to a young blonde woman. A couple more young people were there, seeming to hang on their every word. When the black guy finished what he was saying, Medness broke in, “Mr. Seba, I’m Dr. Medness. We’re here to staze the fixture for our H-B fusion experiment.” 
 Seba looked at Medness, blinked, and said, “Norm Tibbets was going to help you.” 
 Obviously having expected a more obsequious reply, Medness said, “Well, yes, but,” he waved at their corner “Tibbets has us trying to set up on one table over there in the corner.” 
 Seba blinked again, “The tables are thirty by seventy-two inches. The footprint of the mold for your fixture is twenty-nine by fifty-eight. It should fit.” 
 Jeremy was astounded Seba remembered their project in such detail, but Medness simply seemed exasperated. He said, “We need more room to unbox and assemble!” 
 “Unbox and assemble before you bring it in. Or, you’ve got a Ph.D., be more creative than that if you like. But, as you can see, we’re overcrowded at present. We are planning to rent the building next door, so if you must have more room, you could come back in a week or two when we’ve got that one available.” He frowned, “However, we’re hiring so many people that even that building’ll probably be overcrowded soon after that. So, if I were you, I’d plan to come the day after we get access. Sorry,” he said, turning away, “I’ve got to get back to Ms. Lanis’ project.” 

He’s gonna explode! Jeremy thought, watching his boss turn white, then red.  
 But after another moment or two, Medness took a deep breath. He looked like he was counting or saying a prayer. He turned abruptly and stalked back toward their corner. “Which parts did we bring in?” he asked icily back over his shoulder. 
 “Um, I’m not sure,” Jeremy responded. “I’ll have to check.” 
 “For God’s sake, Jeremy!” Medness snarled. 

Shifting his ire to someone who can’t fight back, Jeremy thought. He said, “We probably need to find the mold components for the temporary interior Stades first, right?” 
 “Of course!” Medness said as if he were speaking to an idiot. 
 “I’m thinking we want to leave those two big boxes on our table so no one claims it. I’ll go out and start looking for the interior molds.” He swerved and headed for the door before Medness could say anything else nasty. 
 It took them most of an hour to unbox and bring in molds for the temporary interior components. They nearly filled the table. As Medness was putting together the last of those pieces, he said, “Go find that Tibbets guy and tell him to come staze these parts.” 
 Jeremy found Tibbets working at a screen that looked like it had a diagram of a coffin on it. He said, “Excuse me, Norm. I hope you’ll forgive Dr. Medness’s behavior. He’s a brilliant man, but short on social graces.” 
 Norm waved it away. “I’ve worked with plenty of assholes in my time.” 
 “We’ve assembled the molds for our temporary interior Stades on the table you found us. We’re hoping we can get you to staze them for us?” 
 “Sure,” Norm said, “Just let me save this CAD.”  
 A moment later Norm stood and they started over to the corner. Jeremy, partly out of curiosity and partly in an attempt to have some pleasant conversation, said, “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s that thing you’re working on?” He chuckled, “It looked like a coffin.” 
 “It’s version two of our patient stazer,” Norm said. 
 “Patient stazer?” Jeremy asked, puzzled. 
 “Yeah, we’re hoping to put critically ill patients in stasis until they can be treated.”  
 Astonished, Jeremy wanted to ask more questions, but they’d arrived in the corner where Medness was still trying to get a couple of mold components to pop together. 
 Norm said, “Let me look at the cable sockets on these…” He turned several of the molds so he could see the receptacles on them, then said, “The small stazer will do all of these. Hang on.” He started for the shelves behind them. 
 With Jeremy helping, Medness got the recalcitrant mold to pop together just before Norm returned and asked, “How long do you want them stazed for?” 
 Medness looked up and said, “An hour.” 
 Norm said, “Okaay… Um, there’s no harm in stazing them for too long, like a day. But if you don’t manage to get the exterior, more permanent parts stazed in an hour it’ll be a lot of hassle to have to start all over again.” 
 For a second, Jeremy thought Medness was going to snap at Norm, but then he gave a quick nod and said, “Make it two hours.” 
 Norm plugged in the stazer and hooked it up to a laptop. He plugged his ID card into it and held out a couple of cables, saying, “Jack these into the first one you want stazed.” 
 Jeremy took the cables, resisting the urge to ask which cable went into which socket. He was glad he had when it was immediately obvious which one fit which opening. Once he’d plugged them in, he turned. Norm was keying some long strings into the laptop. Jeremy said, “First one’s ready,” 
 Norm nodded and hit enter. 
 Jeremy heard a rising whine and a snap. 
 Norm said, “You can plug up the next one.” He started keying in more character strings. 
 Jeremy unplugged the first mold and started plugging up the second one. He looked at Medness who wasn’t doing anything but watching Norm. Jeremy asked, “How soon can we remove the mold?” 
 Norm said, “Right away. You ready with that second one?” 
 “Yup.” Jeremy heard another whine and snap. As he started unplugging the second one, he said, “Dr. Medness, sounds like you could take the mold off the first one and inspect the Stade.” 
 Medness started a little as if he’d been daydreaming, but he turned to the first one and started pulling off the tape that was holding the mold together. 
 In a few minutes, all their temporary interior Stades were done. Norm stood, “Let me know when you’re ready to do the others.” 
 “Wait!” Medness said, “We need a place to put these while we’re setting up the others.” 
 Norm pushed the biggest one off the table. It floated slowly down toward the floor. 
 Jeremy thought, It wouldn’t fall at all if a couple of pieces of the acrylic hadn’t been incorporated into it!

 Norm smacked it and it arced over one of the boxes their molds had come in and started slowly floating down into it. He looked up at them and said, “They’re Stade. You can’t hurt ’em. Just need something to keep them from sliding all around the room.” 
 Medness said, “But they’ll get dirty…” he stopped himself and said, “No, they won’t. Sorry. Dirt won’t stick to them.” He turned to Jeremy. “Let’s go get the rest of our molds.”  
 Walking away, Norm said, “Take some of the molds you’re done with back out to your truck so they won’t be in everyone’s way.” 
 Medness glared at Norm’s back. Norm couldn’t know he’d been glared at, but Jeremy bet he’d assume it’d been done.  
 Jeremy picked up a couple of the mold shells they were done with and started for the door. 
 They had one of the two major half-shells of the main outer mold laid out on the table when they realized they had a problem. The stickum was on the wrong ends of the spacers that would hold the temporary Stades positioned inside the outer molds. They were peel off and stick-on spacers the fabricator provided and were intended to become part of the final Stade. Unfortunately, the stickum was on the concave ends of the spacers that would be against the convex temporary Stades—and glue would not stick to Stade. 
 The first thing Medness did was to start checking the specifications he’d sent the fabricator, aiming to blame the error on the manufacturer. Jeremy thought that was pointless since they didn’t want to have the fabricator correct the error even if it was a manufacturing mistake—because they didn’t want to have to drive back down to Charlottesville after they got replacement spacers. And, even if they did, their temporary Stades would’ve vanished by then so they’d have to start the entire stazing process again. 
 So, Jeremy went over to ask Norm if anyone else had made their mistake in the past and, if so, how they’d dealt with it. It turned out the mistake was common enough that Staze had some double-sided stickies to fix it with. When Jeremy got back with the stickies, Medness was no longer cursing the fabricator’s name, likely having discovered the error was his own. They installed the double-sided stickies and fitted the temporary Stades in where they belonged, then put the other half-shell of the mold on it. 
 Norm came over and stazed the rest of their stuff to last a year—which he said was the limit for the free research stazings the company was performing. Just as they finished taking the outer molds off, Seba showed up, looked over the assembled Stade, and wished them well with achieving fusion. Jeremy thanked him. As he and Norm walked away, Medness turned to Jeremy and said disgustedly, “Now we’ve got to wait an hour and ten minutes for the temporary Stades to go away.”  
 Jeremy considered pointing out that if they’d stazed the temporary ones for an hour as Medness had wanted, they’d only have had ten minutes to spare—which Jeremy thought would’ve been cutting it a little close. Instead, he said, “We don’t have to wait here for the temporary ones to go away. It’s apparently routine. We could start home and let them disappear on the way.” 
 “What if we have to come back because something went wrong?” 
 Jeremy shrugged, “We can stop and check the Stades an hour and ten minutes into our trip. If there’s a problem, which seems unlikely, we turn around then. If there’s not, we’ll be a little closer to getting it set up in the laser center.” 
 After some obligatory grumbling on Medness’ part, they packed up and left. 
   
 *** 
   
 Grace’s earbud said, “You have a call from Albert Smythe.” 
 She stopped running, took a couple of deep breaths, then said, “I’ll take it… Hi, Mr. Smythe?” 
  “Hello, Ms. Penn,” he responded. His ominous tone told her the lawyer’s news wasn’t good. “The court has ruled that we must bring Simone to a hearing so they can make a determination regarding whether she’s alive, or whether her will can be activated and contested.” 
 “Can we bring her in her Stade? I’ve got it at home now. It wouldn’t be difficult to move.” 
 “Um, reading between the lines of the decision, I don’t think that would be advisable. Well, unless…” he said thoughtfully. “Could you bring her in the Stade, then have them destaze her in the courtroom so the judge could ask her a couple of questions, then immediately restaze her?” 
 “Nooo!” Grace said, “She’s sick! And she won’t have any idea what’s been going on so she won’t be ready to answer questions.” 
 “Perhaps the best thing would be to allow the court to declare her dead? I doubt they’ll be successful in contesting the will.” 
 “I don’t want to bring her back, cure her of her cancer, then tell her she may feel alive but she’s legally dead!” 
 “Yes, that’d cause a lot of problems with the government as well.” 
 “Can you appeal? Not even because you think it’ll be successful, but as a delaying tactic?” 
 “I can. In fact, the first thing to do is to file for a delay of the hearing she’s to be presented at. Then, when that’s looming, we can file an appeal. We can delay things quite a bit, but it’s going to cost money. Is that okay?” 
 “Go ahead and file for the delay,” Grace said. “I’m going to talk to Dr. Jonas to see if we can proceed with destazing her and starting her treatment. He recently sent me a message saying she’d been approved for compassionate use treatment with Arvinzamab. Even if it works, she’ll be sick for a while. Too sick to go to court. But we’d just as well find out if it’s going to work. If it doesn’t, we’ll have to restaze her for a long time and we’ll need to get confirmation from her about how she wants to handle her will.” 
 “Okay. I hope it works.” 
 Grace resumed her run. I’ve got to send a message to Dr. Jonas as soon as I get back to the house, she thought.  
   
 *** 
   
 Dez was packing up her stuff at the end of the day. She looked up when she heard Kaem say her name. “Yes?” 
 He spoke quietly, as if he didn’t want others to hear, “I was wondering… could I take you out to dinner?” 
 “Tonight?” she asked, surprised. And, wondering, Is he asking me out? Or to an after-hours work meeting? Doesn’t matter, she decided, either way, I’ll be happy to go.

 Kaem nodded. “Yeah, tonight. Sorry to ask at the last minute. I understand if you have plans…?” 
 She smiled, “Nah. No plans. Married to my job.” 
 Kaem frowned, “Are we giving you too much to do?” 
 She grinned, “Not a chance! I love this stuff.” She stood, “You ready to go?” 
 As they walked to the door, he got out his phone and told it to call an Uber.  
 She said, “Hey. No Ubers. I’ve still got my truck.” 
 “Oh, yeah,” he said, canceling the Uber. “Um, has Gunnar seen your truck?” 
 “Uh-huh. Green with envy’s how I would’ve characterized him.” 
 “Hah. Wish I could’ve been there to see it.” 
 She laughed. “I could describe it in gory detail?” 
 He widened his eyes, saying, “Yeah, do that. Then I’ll be able to give him some grief about it!” 
 Embellishing a little, she described pulling in and parking her new truck next to his old one just as he was getting out. “He tried to act all unimpressed with the new truck,” she said. “I swear I could hear him thinking, ‘That truck’s just a toy. Hasn’t done a lick of work, I’ll bet.’ So, I slapped Betsy on the hood and said, ‘You ever need someone to tow your hunk of junk to the dump, I’m your woman.” 
 Kaem’s eyes flashed. “Ooh, how’d he take that?” he asked as he got in her truck. 
 Rather than answering, she asked him where they were going and told the truck to take them there. As the truck pulled out, she said, “Gunnar grumbled and said something about his ‘sturdy and reliable truck being more likely to tow my newfangled pile of fancy circuits,’ but I could tell he loved me giving him crap. I don’t think he’s nearly as much of a grump as he makes out to be, is he?” 
 “No,” Kaem snorted, “Gunnar’s loyal, and caring, and really wants to do what he sees as right. He just doesn’t want anyone to know it.” 
 Dez laughed merrily without knowing how happy the sound made Kaem.  
 Neither of them noticed the nondescript car that followed them. 
 Dusk was beginning to fall as they walked into Molly’s Restaurant. The little restaurant’s eclectic style turned out to be something Dez liked, with menu choices mixing up a variety of cuisines. She and Kaem had a delightful time ordering and sharing odd menu items like a small pizza with gyro meat and a selection of fruit tacos.  
 Kaem asked about her life in Ohio with her Aunt Rilee. 
 Dez confided the strange fact that she looked more like Rilee than she did her mother. She told him how wonderful it’d been to learn she had a large extended family that all cared about her and were proud when she did well in school. 
 All in all, it was a warm and fuzzy evening. As they walked back out to her truck she wondered where it was going to go from there. Would he invite her back to his place? Should she invite him to hers? He hadn’t discussed business so she felt like it was a date. But he also hadn’t said anything about his intentions toward her. She didn’t feel comfortable asking him that kind of thing after one dinner. Besides, she thought, even though no one says anything explicit, I get the impression he’s got something going with Lee. And then there’s the way he looks at Arya…  
 She shook her head in wonderment, Could shy little Kaem Seba have grown up to be a player?

 She reached up for the door handle on her truck… 
 A hand snaked around her neck from behind as a body slammed hers up against the truck.  
 Something dug into her ribs.  
 A voice snarled, “Cooperate and live. Fight and die.” 
 Incongruously, Dez thought, I shoulda made that Stade armor my first priority.

 Surprised that she wasn’t frightened out of her wits, she sucked in the breath the guy’d smashed out of her and asked, “What do you want?”  
 Assuming the answer was rape, she slipped her hand into the open top of her purse—hanging from its shoulder strap next to her right hip. Her fingers curled around the grip of her little Glock 43. There’s no way to point this back at him, she thought.  
 The guy’s arm tightened around her throat as he snarled again, “I want you to shut up.” He pushed her forward. “Make noise and die.” 
 She wondered whether Kaem had noticed what was going on. Whether he might try to rescue her and whether that’d be a good idea… or just get both of them killed. 
 As she was pushed past the front of her truck, she saw motion to her right. Worrying that Kaem was coming around to tackle the guy and not knowing the man had a gun, she looked over.  
 As best she could tell, another guy had Kaem locked up the same way this guy was holding her. Probably not a rape, then, she thought. 
 Her eyes roamed the parking lot for onlookers that might be calling the cops.  
 She couldn’t see anyone. 
 They stopped beside the front door of an old car parked on the other side of the row nose-to-nose with her truck. The guy growled, “Get in.” 
 Realizing they’d purposefully parked in front of her truck, she thought, They followed us here! This is about Staze.

 She opened the door—noticing the dome light didn’t come on, which suggested they were well prepared for this—and got in, taking her hand out of her purse as she did so. She didn’t want the guy to notice her hand in it and wonder what it was doing in there. The guy squatted down in the open doorframe; his gun pointed at her. She wondered, If this is about Staze, what can they be hoping for? Surely, they don’t think we’re taking Staze’s money with us out to dinner!

 The opposite front door of the car opened. Kaem got in, looking pissed. He asked, “What do you guys want?” 
 The guy outside his door waved a gun at him and said, “Shut the hell up!” He closed Kaem’s door and got in behind him. 
 Dez’s guy closed her door and got in behind her. She felt for a handle on the door beside her but couldn’t find one. She chanced looking down for it and realized it’d been removed. She put her finger on the button for the window but turned to look out of the corner of her eye at the guys behind her before pushing it.  
 The window didn’t move. She tried rocking the switch the other way. Still nothing. Disabled! They’ve done this before! she thought. She twisted further in the seat to look back at them, sliding her purse around the front of her body to the center console as she did so.  
 Kaem turned toward her, but the guy behind him reached up and smacked him hard on the side of the head with the barrel of his gun. He barked, “Face front!” Then he spoke to the car, telling it to take them “home.” 
 As Dez turned further, scooting her back against the door, the first thing she noticed was that there was a third guy in the middle of the back seat. That guy looked wimpy and wasn’t holding a gun like the other two. The second thing she noticed was that they were all wearing masks. Flesh-colored so they weren’t easily noticeable, but something that would make it hard for her to recognize them later. That’s good, I hope, she thought. Maybe it means they aren’t planning to kill us so we can’t talk.

 Forcing a pleasant tone into her voice—while at the same time slipping her hand back into her purse and around her pistol—Dez said, “What do you fellas need? You can have our money. Not that we have a lot, but you’re welcome to what we’ve got.” She glanced at Kaem, worried he might protest her offering his money. He was holding his hand to the right side of his head, but blood was seeping between his fingers. The guy hit him harder than I thought!

 The guy behind Kaem said, “We just need this asshole,” he waved his gun at Kaem, “to fix our stazer so it works without having to be connected to the internet.” He gave a nasty grin, “Then you two can go do the nasty like you was plannin’.” 
 Kaem said, “It won’t work without an internet conn…” 
 Dez thought, Don’t tell them that!

 The guy leaned forward and whipped the side of Kaem’s head with the barrel of his gun. This blow seemed vicious compared to the first time he’d hit Kaem. 
 Dez’s world seemed to slow. 
 A gun roared three times. 
 The guy’s arm flailed and his gun fell to the floorboards. 

Shit! I shot him! Dez thought, seeing the guy’s arm droop and deform. 
 Ears ringing, Dez turned her Glock—still in her purse—to point back through the gap between the front seats at the guy behind her.  
 He’d just begun to lift his gun. 
 She fired, trying to hit his arm. She thought she missed. She moved her aim to his chest and started to pull the trigger. 
 Whether he’d been hit or not, he dropped his weapon. 
 Dez eased off the trigger, twisting around in the seat so she knelt in it, facing the three men in the back, her gun still pointing at them from between the seats. 
 She swept her eyes over the other two. The guy behind Kaem slumped forward, clutching his broken arm between his chest and thighs. The guy behind her was leaning, wide-eyed back against his door, as if stricken with fear.  
 Dez spoke to the guy in the middle-back. “You gonna give me any trouble?” 
 Looking panicked, he shook his head.  
 She said, “Kaem? You okay?” 
 There was no response, so she glanced at him.  
 Her heart stopped. Kaem was slumped, unmoving, against the door. 
 She pulled her purse off the gun and dug into it with her left hand. Pulling out her phone, she yelled, “Call 911! Now! Emergency!”  
 Dez told the car to stop, then focused on the guy in the middle-back. She said, “Slowly bend forward and pick up one of their weapons by its barrel.” 
 Trembling, he did so, holding it out to her.  
 She set her phone down on the console and took the gun. She reached behind her and dropped it gently into her footwell. “Now the other one.” 
 She’d just taken the second gun and was turning to put it in her foot well when she realized faint sounds were coming from her phone. Shooting the gun in here has made me a little deaf, she realized.  
 The phone was saying, “Hello, hello, 911, what’s your emergency?!” 
 Wondering how long it’d been since they answered, Dez said, “We’ve been kidnapped. I shot…” she glanced at the guy behind her and didn’t see him clutching at a wound, “I shot one of the kidnappers. He needs medical attention as does my… friend. But I don’t know where we are.” She suddenly noticed the car hadn’t slowed.  
 The guy in the middle-back seat said, “We’re south of town on 64, going east.” 
 Dez said, “911, did you get that?” 
 “Did you say you shot some people?!” the woman said, sounding shocked.  
 “One person. There are two of them. They were beating my friend. Do you know where we are? Are you sending help?” 
 “Um, just a moment!” 
 “What the hell?!” Dez shouted. She looked at the guy in the middle-back. “I know you said you aren’t going to give me any trouble. I’m just warning you; if you do, then,” she waggled her gun at him and turned to Kaem. “Kaem!” He still didn’t move. She reached over and felt his head. It was swelling but didn’t feel caved in. “Car!” she barked. “Stop! This is an emergency! People are injured!” 
 The car kept going. 
 The guy in the middle-back said, “The car’s been programmed so it only follows Joe’s instructions.” 
 “Hello?” a man’s voice said from her phone. “This is 911. What’s your emergency?” 
 “I told the woman who answered before!” 
 “Sorry. Trainee. She panicked. Please tell me what’s going on.” 
 “We’ve been kidnapped! We’re trapped in a car on highway 64 south of Charlottesville, going east. The kidnappers were beating my friend and didn’t know I was armed. I shot one of them. Both he and my friend are in need of medical help. Please send ambulances!” 
 “Our GPS tracker says you’re still moving. Pull off the road.” 
 “The car’s not following my commands! Wait a minute.” She used her gun to poke the guy clutching his arm and snarled, “Hey, asshole, tell the car to stop, now!” 
 The guy just moaned and rocked back and forth over his arm. 
 Dez said, “911, the car’s not responding to my instructions and I can’t get the kidnapper to tell it to stop. Is there any way for you to stop it? Do you have people on the way?” 
 The 911 operator said, “Where’s it going?” 
 “I don’t know! The guy told it to go home but I don’t know where home is. Dammit! Are – you – sending – people – to – help – us?!” 
 “Yeah, we’ve dispatched. But we can’t help you in a moving vehicle.” 
 “You could put a car in front and one beside us, then slow to a stop.” 
 “I’m not putting my people at risk, driving up to surround a vehicle with unknown numbers of armed persons inside.” 
 “I’ve disarmed them. I’m the only one that’s armed anymore.” 
 “So you say.” 
 Dez focused on the guy in the middle. “Do you know where we’re going?” 
 “Not for sure. Probably home base.” 
 Something about the way he said it gave Dez a chill. “Are there going to be more of his… gang there?” 
 The guy shrugged, but his eyes said yes. 
 In an alarmed tone, 911 said, “Are you thinking your captors are a gang or some kind of organized crime?!” 
 “Yeah,” Dez said. She transferred her gun to her left hand and pointed it at the guy behind her through the gap beneath the headrest of her seat. She reached behind her and found one of their guns in the footwell. 
 She brought the gun up into her field of view and glanced at it. 
 911 came back on. “Ma’am, you do not want to arrive at their place. If the vehicle slows at a corner, you may want to bail out your door.” 
 Dez was thinking, It’s a damned 1911 version 45 caliber! The thumb safety was already off. She swung it around to point it forward. To 911, she said, “What about my friend?” 
 “Can he jump out with you?” 
 “No, he’s unconscious. Hold on, I’m gonna try to stop this car.” She started firing into the engine compartment, thankful it was an old internal combustion vehicle. 
 She cursed the recoil of the big gun. Shooting behind her back so she could keep eyes the guys in the back, each round sent shock waves up her clumsily positioned arm. I’m gonna be bruised, she thought. Deaf too.

 It fired seven times, then clicked on an empty chamber. She tried to listen for sounds of engine dysfunction but wasn’t sure she’d be able to hear anything.  
 The car kept going though.  
 She dropped the big gun in the footwell and started feeling for the other gun. She lowered her head as she did so. When her ear got close to her phone where it lay on the center console, she faintly heard it making sounds. She told the phone to increase its speaker volume to max. 
 The 911 guy was saying, “What happened? Was that a gun? Is anyone there? What happened? Did someone fire a weapon?” 
 “Yeah,” Dez said, “I fired one of the kidnapper’s guns into the engine compartment to try to stop the car.” 
 She’d just found the second weapon as the 911 guy responded, “Don’t do that! If you hit the battery pack the whole car could catch on fire!” 
 “It’s an old gas-engine car,” she said, looking at the other gun. She felt relieved to see it was a 9mm. “It’s not stopping so I’m gonna shoot the engine some more.” 
 Just as she swung the 9mm around to point up toward the engine, a muffled clatter came from the front. The car lurched a couple of times, then slowed rapidly. Its electronic voice announced, “Multiple engine faults including sudden overheating. Suggest you exit the vehicle as soon as it is stopped.” 
 The car started to repeat the message. 
 Dez glanced over at Kaem. He was still slumped against the door.  
 Suddenly an arm slammed around her neck. It was the guy who’d been behind her. Evidently recovered from his panic and trying to get back in control. He was smashing her face into the headrest with his right hand while his left scrabbled along her right arm, evidently hoping to get control of the gun. 
 Dez bent her right elbow and flexed her wrist enough to point the 9mm at the guy’s legs. 
 She pulled the trigger. 
 There was another deafening blast. 
 The guy let go, screaming. 
 The car had almost stopped. Dez dropped her own gun out of her left hand to between her knees, then felt behind her for the door handle. There isn’t any door handle! she mentally screamed at herself. 
 Picking up her own gun with her left hand, she pointed the 9mm in her right hand at the guy in the left-back. “Open the door and get out!” 
 He just kept moaning piteously. 
 She pointed the gun at the guy in the center-back. “Reach past your buddy and open the door. Then push him out.” 
 Middle-guy gave her an alarmed look, then turned to the guy in the left-back. “Joe, I’m gonna open your door so you can get out. The car’s on fire.” 

What?! Dez thought, risking a glance forward.  
 There were, in fact, a few flames licking out of the hood. In real life, cars don’t explode the way they do in the movies, she reminded herself. 
 Middle-guy had opened Joe’s door and Joe was getting himself out, apparently more afraid of the flames than the pain in his deformed arm. 
 Dez looked at the guy directly behind her. His left mid-thigh had an angle in it and the thigh was short. Thigh-bone’s broken. He’s not gonna get himself out of this car, she thought, not feeling bad about it. 
 Middle-guy climbed out behind Joe.  
 Dez started to wriggle between the seats but she still had a gun in each hand. She jammed them both into her purse, partially splitting a seam, then scrambled through the seats and out the same back door. She only remembered at the last moment to check for traffic since—even though the car had pulled just off the road—the left side door opened onto the roadway. 
 As soon as she was out, she turned to the left front door. Kaem was still slumped against it. Is he dead? she wondered. She studied him a moment. No, he’s breathing.

 Dez looked around, thinking she could force middle-seat guy to help her get Kaem out of the car. The guy had circled behind the car and was hoofing it down the embankment. 
 Left-seat wasn’t far behind him clutching his right arm to his chest with his left. 
 For a moment, she thought she should stop them, then realized, No. My duty’s to Kaem. I may not think this car’s going to explode, but it’s on fire and the fire could get worse. She slowly opened Kaem’s door and caught him as he slumped out through the opening. His head was flopping around. She felt pretty sure a pistol-whipping couldn’t break your neck. I sure as hell hope not, she thought, checking behind her for oncoming cars, then getting a grip in his armpits and dragging him out. She pulled him around behind the car and laid him out in the grass.  
 His head was crooked. 
 She straightened it out, hoping, if his neck was broken, that she wasn’t doing even more harm.  
 She stood, hands on her hips. Where the hell’s that ambulance? she wondered. Damn! she thought, running to the car and diving in to get her phone. Crap! It’s getting hot in there, she thought as she climbed out. More flames were coming out from under the hood. 
 Dez ran around to the right rear door and opened it. Immediately, the right-seat guy started falling out. She caught him under the arms and dragged him screaming out onto the grass. Damn, he’s big! Not as dense as Kaem but just more massive. Good thing I’m stronger than your average girl.

 She was glad she’d pulled him out. When she bent to put him down, she saw the flames extended under the cabin of the vehicle. No wonder it’s hot in there, she thought. 
 She looked over at Kaem. Deciding, He’s too close to a car that’s on fire, she ran to him and dragged him twenty feet farther. She cocked her head, wondering if she was hearing sirens or just ringing in her ears from firing all those shots in a small compartment. My phone, she thought, lifting it to her head. “911, you there?” 
 She heard the man’s voice, “Yes. Your GPS signal stopped moving. Did the car crash?” 
 “No,” she replied, “the engine failed and the car pulled itself off the road. It’s on fire, so I got everyone out of the vehicle. I hear sirens, is that your guys?” 
 “Yes.” Dryly he said, “I’ll send a firetruck.” 
 “Thanks.” 
 “The first team to arrive will be SWAT.” 
 “What?!” 
 “Surprisingly,” The 911 guy said patiently, “our paramedics don’t like entering a scene until someone’s secured all the hot weapons.” 
 “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” 
 “How many people on the scene are armed?” 
 “Just me,” she responded. 
 “How many guns are there?” 
 “Two. Well, three, but one of them’s in the burning car.” 
 “Crap. Do you know if it’s got a round in the chamber that might cook off?” 
 “No. It’s empty. I fired all seven rounds into the engine compartment trying to stop the car.” 
 “How many people at the scene?” 
 “Three. Myself and two injured.” 
 “What?” the guy asked. “The way you were talking before, I thought there were more than that.” 
 “Yeah. Two of the kidnappers took off.” 
 “They left?” 
 “Yeah, down the embankment to the south.” 
 “But they’re not armed?” 
 “No. I’ve got their weapons.” 
 “If you had all the guns, why’d you let them go?” 
 “I was busy getting the injured guys out of the burning car.”  
 A big heavy vehicle came around the curve; flashers and siren on. Dez said, “Your people are here. Tell them I’m putting the weapons on the ground.” 
 As a big black truck with a SWAT emblem on it pulled up and halted, she dropped her phone in her jacket pocket, then pulled the guns out of her purse with two-fingered grips on the butts of their handles. She held them up for the cops to see, then laid them carefully on the ground and backed away. 
 A voice boomed out over a loudspeaker, “Down on the ground, face down, hands behind your head!” 
 She got down and assumed the position with her head near Kaem’s. “Kaem?” she asked. 
 He still didn’t respond. She thought despairingly about how she’d once been told that the longer someone was unconscious, the worse they’d been hurt. 
 Kaem moaned!  
 Relief shuddered over her.  
 “What happened?” he asked plaintively. 
 “We got kidnapped by the guys that stole the stazer. They wanted you to make it work.” 
 Dez suddenly sensed men standing over her. She could see heavy boots out of the corner of her eye. A man said, “You the lady that called 911?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “You injured?” 
 “No, sir.” 
 “What’s wrong with these two guys?” 
 “Kaem Seba, near me here, was pistol-whipped. He was knocked out for a while but now seems to be waking up. The other guy’s been shot in the leg.” 
 “Who shot him?” 
 “I did, sir.” 
 “Why?” 
 “He had me by the neck and was trying to take my gun away from me.” 
 “Oh…” the SWAT officer snorted, “Now that’s a good reason to shoot someone. 911 says two people fled the scene on foot?” 
 “Yes, sir.”  
 “Which way?” 
 “South. If you’ll let me up, I’ll be happy to point.” 
 “Okay, but I’m gonna pat you down first. Be aware two other officers have weapons trained on you.” 
 Dez wanted to be snarky, but this wasn’t the time. She settled for another, “Yes, sir.” 
 The guy efficiently patted down her back and sides. He found her phone in her jacket pocket and laid it aside, then went through her purse. “Okay, slowly roll up on your side.” 
 She did so. 
 “I’m going to pat down your front.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 A few seconds later he helped her to her feet but kept her phone. An ambulance was pulling up. Cop cars were everywhere. A couple of cops were spraying the burning car with fire extinguishers that didn’t seem to be making much headway. 
 The SWAT guy said, “Let’s move farther from that fire.” 
 Stubbornly, Dez shook her head, “Not without Kaem.” 
 “MEDIC!” the guy bellowed, waving someone to come. 
 ~~~ 
 Dez was up the rest of the night, answering questions from the police—as long as they didn’t try to get her to go very far from Kaem’s room. His head scans were okay, but the docs didn’t want to send him home alone. Everyone assumed she was his girlfriend and, for a while, she thought they’d let her take him home but they decided against it given what she’d been through herself.  
 She didn’t disabuse them of their girlfriend notion for fear she’d be sent away. Eventually, someone asked for next of kin and she gave them Emmanuel’s number. 
 Emmanuel arrived with Kaem’s mother Sophia. Dez had never met her, but she seemed very nice.  
 After visiting Kaem, Sophia asked Dez a few peripheral questions, obviously aimed at divining whether Dez was Kaem’s girlfriend. 
 Dez told Sophia she’d known Kaem since grade school but that this was their first date. At least I think it was a date, she thought. 
 Sophia stared at her, “Are you Dez Lanis?” 
 Dez nodded, wondering if Kaem had said something about her. Or if Ms. Seba remembered Dirty Dezzy Lanis, the grade school pariah whose mother was murdered. 
 “I was very sorry to hear about your mother,” Sophia said. 
 “That was long ago,” Dez said, thinking, I guess she remembers my sordid past.

 “Emmanuel says you work for Staze now?” 
 Dez nodded, “Not for very long though.” 
 “The police tell me that Kaem’s very lucky to have a friend like you.” 
 Embarrassed, Dez said, “That was kind of them.” 
 “Seriously,” Sophia said, “they say they’re not sure what would’ve happened if those kinds of people had gotten Kaem back to their place and tried to force him to make the stazer work. Kaem says the stazers aren’t designed to work without being hooked up to cloud computing resources. If there’s a way to make them work without being hooked up, he doesn’t know what it is.” 
 “Yeah,” Dez sighed, “they’d already been pretty brutal to him, just for saying he couldn’t do it.”  
 She and Sophia spoke a while longer, then Sophia went to visit her son again.  
 This left Dez sitting there wondering, Why would a stazer have to be hooked up to cloud computing resources? She puzzled over this a while, concluding that she couldn’t imagine why. I wonder, if they figured out who he was, whether the mysterious Mr. X could be forced to do it? Maybe that’s why he wants anonymity.

 ~~~ 
 Sophia and Emmanuel left Dez sitting in the recliner in Kaem’s room when they went to eat breakfast in one of the hospital cafés. When they came back from their meal, they found both Kaem and Dez sound asleep. Dez looked uncomfortable with her head drooped off to one side in the chair, but she was dead to the world. Whispering, “Let them sleep,” Sophia tugged Emmanuel back out into the hall.  
 They sat in the tiny waiting room just down from Kaem’s room. After a minute, she turned to Emmanuel and said, “When you call work to tell them Kaem won’t be in, you should tell them Ms. Lanis will be late as well.” 
 Emmanuel nodded. “I’ll call at eight. There’s always someone there by then.” 
 “Make sure they understand how badly Kaem’s been hurt. We don’t want him to get in trouble at his job.” 
 He patted her arm and spoke softly, evidently intending to reassure her, “I don’t think he’ll be in trouble.” 
 “Why?” Sophia said hotly, surprising even herself by how her stress and anxiety had suddenly bubbled to the surface. “You think that just because those guys attacked him while trying to steal Staze’s secrets, that the company’ll cut him some slack? Do I have to remind you that big companies don’t give a damn about their employees? They view them as interchangeable parts, to be replaced if they cause problems.” 
 Emmanuel leaned back away from her outburst. “Well, yes,” he responded. “I do think they’ll feel bad that he got hurt because of his job. But, also—” 
 Sophia interrupted, “They may decide that the best way to keep him from being a problem is to fire him!” 
 “Sophia…” he said, sounding disappointed in her. “I know you’re upset, but barking at me isn’t going to help.” 
 “Sorry,” she said, rubbing at weary eyes. “But don’t try to tell me I shouldn’t worry. I still don’t have a job. If Kaem loses his, and can’t help Bana with her schooling…” she cleared a suddenly rough throat, “we’ll all be depending on your salary. I know you’re making better money than ever before, but…” She sighed. 
 “Sophia…” Emmanuel said, “it’s taken me a long time to realize this, but… I think Kaem’s much more important to Staze than he lets on.” 
 She blinked at some tears, then reached up to rub her eyes again. “Why do you say that?” she asked hopefully, then her hopes crashed around her, “I don’t have any idea how you can say that. They just demoted him from CTO!” 
 Softly, Emmanuel said, “I think that’s a job he didn’t want.” 
 “What?! Why?! It had to pay more!” 
 “I don’t know Sophia. What I can tell you is that the longer I’m with the company, the more I realize how everyone looks to Kaem.” 
 “Looks to Kaem?!” 
 “For answers to their questions. For how to do things. For what to do next. It’s like he’s kind of the boss even though he doesn’t have the title.” 
 “Maybe they just got used to asking him when he was the CTO?” 
 “Most of the time he was CTO, the company only had five employees. All these new people look to him too. Even Prakant, the new CTO, checks in with him all the time. I think it may be just because he’s so… smart. Because, Sophia,” Emmanuel said with a look of surprise on his face, “when they ask him, he has answers. When they show him plans, Kaem always knows how to make them better.” 
 “But… the real boss. The CEO, this Mr. X, he’s listening in on all Kaem’s conversations, right? Maybe it’s because everyone knows Kaem’s being fed the answers by X.” 
 Emmanuel shrugged. “Maybe, but when I was down at the nuclear plant, the head of it, Mr. Turpin, said I must be immensely proud of Kaem. When I said there was a lot of luck involved in the way his theory worked to predict stasis, and that Mr. X was able to make a device from his concept; Mr. Turpin seemed to think that luck didn’t have much to do with it.” 
 “Come on! Even Kaem says it was luck!” 
 With another shrug, Emmanuel said, “Mr. Turpin doesn’t think so. And… I’m starting to wonder.” 
 ~~~ 
 Later, when Emmanuel called Staze to let them know Kaem wouldn’t be in and that he and Ms. Lanis would be late, Ryan immediately transferred him to Arya Vaii. It was frightening to be shunted to the woman in charge of the company’s finances the one day he was late to work.  
 But rather than chastise him, she asked what’d happened with trembling in her voice. 
 When Emmanuel had only gotten a little way into his description, he heard an odd noise on the phone. He paused to listen, She’s sobbing! he thought. He said, “Um…” 
 Vaii cleared her throat and spoke in a raspy tone. “Where is he?” 
 Emmanuel gave her Kaem’s room number in the hospital. 
 She cleared her throat again, then croaked out, “I’ll be right there…” 
 Surprised, Emmanuel said, “I don’t think that’s necessary. He’s getting better.” 
 His phone said, “Ms. Vaii has disconnected the call.” 
 ~~~ 
 When Vaii arrived, she looked a wreck. She had red eyes and mussed hair suggesting she’d been in tears. When she saw Emmanuel, she angled his way but didn’t come too close before she stopped and asked hoarsely, “Where?” 
 Emmanuel pointed to Kaem’s room and Vaii silently turned and walked in. 
 He expected to hear some greetings but there was nothing but silence. After a minute or two, he walked quietly to the door and peered in. Kaem was asleep, as was Dez Lanis, still looking like she had an uncomfortable crick in her neck the way she was sprawled in the bedside chair. Vaii was sitting in a chair on the other side of the bed, her head resting near his hand on the edge of the bed. 
 After a moment, Emmanuel realized the little movements she was making represented continued sobbing. Does she care this much about all her employees? he wondered. For a moment he thought how nice it would be if she cared especially for Kaem, But, no, she’s so beautiful… surely she has her pick of a thousand suitors. He turned and walked quietly back to the little waiting room. 
 Sophia asked, “What’s she saying to him?” 
 “Um, Kaem’s still asleep. She’s just sitting with him.” 
 Sophia started getting up. “I’ll go wake him. It’s only polite after she came all the way over here.” 
 Emmanuel caught her hand. “He should sleep. She must think so too.” 
 A few minutes later, Vaii came out of the room. She looked more refreshed. 
 Emmanuel suspected she’d availed herself of the sink and mirror.  
 She came over to Emmanuel, “He’s been awake and lucid?” 
 Emmanuel nodded. 
 Vaii looked relieved and asked if she could sit with them. When she had seated herself, she asked, “Can you tell me what happened again? I’m sorry. Before, I was too upset to listen.” 
 Knowing he’d be in the doghouse if he didn’t, Emmanuel introduced Sophia first, then related what he knew of the events. 
 Vaii listened silently, staring into the distance. When he finished, she turned to him, tears again in her eyes. She said, “It sounds like it was very nearly a tragedy. You think he’s going to be okay?” 
 Emmanuel nodded, affected more by her tears than he had been by some of the other events of the night. 
 “It sounds like we all owe a great deal of gratitude to Ms. Lanis. Please pass my best wishes to her and advise her that we want her to take off as much time as she needs.” 
 Once Vaii had taken her leave, Sophia said, “She seems very young to be CFO. But, also, very kind.” 
 Emmanuel nodded. He’d thought of Vaii as distant before, but now that he’d seen how much she cared for an injured employee… He said, “She’s very nice.” 
 “Nice looking too.” 
 Emmanuel turned to stare at his wife.  
 She was giving him a sly smile. 
 





   
   




Chapter Nine



 Jeremy said, “Okay, pulse it.” 
 Dr. Medness said, “Done. Looks good.” 
 They’d been aligning the chamber in the Stade fixture with a very low power laser beam. When Medness said, “good,” he meant that the low powered pulse had gone through the barrel of their target chamber without losses, suggesting the beam was perfectly aligned with the chamber. 
 “Great,” Jeremy said. “You want to try it with a target?” 
 “This laser doesn’t have enough power.” 
 Jeremy shrugged, “Not enough for break-even or better fusion, but it should produce a few alpha particles.” 
 Medness looked at him a moment, then shrugged, “Sure, let’s try it.” 
 Jeremy thought Medness was trying to suppress his excitement. He might be sitting in what appeared to be a relaxed position, but as Jeremy got one of the tiny hydrogen-boron fuel pellets and used a pair of forceps to insert it into the barrel of the chamber, Jeremy got the impression Medness was almost vibrating with tension. 
 Jeremy said, “Okay, it’s ready.” 
 Medness said, “Close the main compartment.” 
 “Compartment closed.” 
 “Charging laser,” Medness said. He had a checklist of safety steps to make sure they didn’t forget any of them. They wouldn’t be using full power today so a mistake wouldn’t be terribly dangerous, but Medness insisted they run the list every time. 
 “Monitoring instruments all powered on.” 
 “Ready to fire?” 
 “Ready to fire.” 
 “Firing,” Medness said. 
 Though the room was always noisy from the sounds of the machinery that supported the laser, especially the compressors that cooled it, there wasn’t any additional noise associated with the firing of the laser. Therefore, Medness said, “Laser fired.” 
 “All right!” Jeremy shouted. “We got a pulse out of the collection field!” The collection field was intended to convert the motion of high-velocity, positively-charged alpha particles into usable electrical current. Though they didn’t expect to achieve “break-even” energy output—where the power generated was equal to or greater than the energy expended to fire the laser—it was still exciting to see that they’d induced some H-B fusion events and the resultant alpha particles. It was even more exciting to see that their collection field had successfully extracted the energy from the particles. Medness had expected to have to redesign it after collecting data from their early pulses. 
 Medness blandly said, “Shutting it down. Start your calculations.” 
 Jeremy looked over at Medness. He might’ve spoken blandly, but the smile on his face was so wide it looked like it hurt. 
 When completed, the calculations showed they’d extracted more energy than expected from such a low powered fusion event. “We’ve gotta go out for a beer!” he exclaimed to Medness. 
 Medness shook his head, “Not for this. We’ll save that beer for Monday night after we make break-even.” 
 “All right!” Jeremy said, excited to have Medness, a notorious stick-in-the-mud, agree in principle to going out for a beer. 
 As they packed up, Medness said, “Oh, and, Jeremy?” 
 “Yes?” Jeremy asked. 
 “Check out a video camera for Monday afternoon.” 
 Jeremy frowned, “Are you thinking that we’ll be able to visualize the reaction somehow?” That seemed unlikely since everything would be happening inside the Stade chamber. 
 Medness smiled, “Surely the world needs to visualize your reaction when we reach positive energy doesn’t it?” 
 Jeremy gave him a big grin, “You think we’re going to do it?!” 
 Medness shrugged, “Well, perhaps you’d better check it out for a month… Or, maybe two months.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Kaem pulled open Staze’s door and stumped in, his right elbow and wrist flexed up, and his right leg held stiff so he had to swing it out to the side to get it past his left one. His left lip drooped. 
 Ryan gaped as he opened the next door and clumsily started making his way across the room to the table he usually sat at. He saw Arya bolt to her feet, a stricken look of horror on her face. Lee and Dez started his way. Gunnar stared a moment, then he too started toward Kaem. 
 Dez spoke first, “What happened?” Then sounding suspicious, “Your dad said you were doing fine.” 
 Lee said, “Kaem!” in a panicked tone as she rushed up and took his arm. He tried to shake her off, thinking he now understood why a lot of disabled people didn’t want to be helped. 
 Dez barked, “Kaem Seba, cut that shit out!” 
 Out of his peripheral vision, Kaem could see people looking at Dez in horror. 
 He straightened up and grinned at Dez. “I think you might’ve been the only one I didn’t fool.” 
 A combined gasp and sigh of relief went around the room.  
 Lee punched his shoulder hard enough it hurt. He raised his eyebrows at her, “I thought you didn’t believe in violence?!” 
 Arya sat back down and turned away toward her computer. Another failed joke to Arya, Kaem thought sadly.  
 But then everyone else was surrounding him and welcoming him back. To cheers, he said he was buying everyone lunch from Dimitri’s.  
 Lee told him what a horrible person he was.  
 He thought she was probably joking.  


 Kind of.  


 A little bit… 


 Gunnar claimed it was actually pretty funny. But not as funny as Kaem looked with the big goose egg on the side of his head. 
 Others kept coming by to wish him well. 
 When the crowd had faded away, Dez sat down next to him and said, “You’re an ass, you know?” 
 He nodded. 
 Her eyes went across the room to Arya, staring at her computer and pretending to work. “You really should apologize to Arya. She’s been looking depressed. And she’s occasionally burst into tears while you’ve been gone. She’s been claiming her emotions are out of control over a family matter, but everyone feels pretty sure she’s worried about you.” 

It’s nice to hear Arya cares about me. But does the fact that Dez is telling me about it mean I don’t have a chance with Dez? Kaem wondered. To Dez, he said, “I will apologize to her. It’s only the ten-thousandth joke I’ve played on her that she didn’t think was funny. I am sorry.”  
 Dez put her hands on the arms of the chair preparatory to rising, but Kaem said, “Wait.”  
 She settled.  
 “I owe you a huge debt for pulling my ass out of the fire the other night,” Kaem said. 
 “Your ass isn’t that heavy.” 
 Kaem blinked, not sure what she was saying. He laughed when he got it, “You’re talking about when you pulled me out of the burning car.” He got serious. “Thanks for that… and for all you did dealing with those guys. One of the cops stopped in to tell me about it. Sounds as if, without you, I would’ve been toast, metaphorically as well as literally.” 
 She frowned, “The car wouldn’t have even been on fire if it wasn’t for me.” 
 “No, but then they would’ve taken us the rest of the way to the basement at their place. There they would’ve started torturing me to tell them what they wanted to hear.” 
 “Did the police find their hideout?’ 
 “If you can call a place that isn’t at all hidden a hideout, yes.” He lifted an eyebrow, “And if you’re wondering whether it looked like people had been tortured in the basement in the past, the answer to that’s also yes. People who’ve probably never been seen again.”  
 Dez grimaced. “Did they get our stazer back?”  
 “They did. But they only caught a few of the gang. The big boss probably wasn’t one of them, so if you’re wondering whether they might come after us again, no one knows. I wouldn’t bet against it. I think they’re probably kinda pissed.” 
 “I’d better make some progress on our Stade jackets then.” 
 Kaem chuckled, “Did you know I was wearing a Mark 1 Stade jacket that night? I even wondered if I could get the guy to shoot me and hope the ricochet would bounce off into him and make him back off. I like to think I decided the risk-benefit ratio wasn’t good, but really, I was just too damned chicken. Apparently, a lot more frightened than you were.” 
 “Oh, no,” she said, eyes wide and shaking her head. “That’s not possible. I was scared shitless.” 
 He crinkled his eyes and said, “I think you’re just trying to make me feel better, but thanks. I, uh, think I owe you another dinner. Unless the events the first time I took you out have permanently put you off your feed?” 
 “No,” she said with a grin. “Most exciting date I’ve ever been on. I’ll look forward to it.” 
 After she got up and went back to her table, Kaem got up and went to Arya’s. 
 Sitting down, he waited. He saw her glance over at him out of the corner of her eye a couple of times but she continued to pretend she hadn’t noticed him.  
 He just sat and waited, though he couldn’t help but be amused by how much work she wasn’t getting done on the financial software package she had open. 
 Finally—still without looking at him—she growled irritatedly, “What?!” 
 “I wanted to apologize. I know my little joke wasn’t funny to you.” 
 “Wasn’t funny period,” she said, still staring straight ahead. 
 “Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 “You should apologize to Lee. Going out with her a couple of times, then having this very public debacle with Dez.” She shook her head as if dismayed. 
 “Lee says she’s not interested in me anymore, now that my head’s all lopsided.” 
 Arya whipped around to stare at his head. Turning away again, she hissed, “That wasn’t funny either!”  
 “You think I’m cute with a wonky head, don’t you?” 
 She sighed and turned back to her computer. “Grow up, would you? I’ve got work to do.” 
 Kaem headed back to try to catch up with all the crap that’d accumulated while he was gone.  
 Dez stopped by later to tell him she didn’t think he’d done a very good job of apologizing to Arya—but there was a twinkle in her eye when she said it. 
   
 *** 
   
 Gerald Horton was a few minutes early. The room for his meeting with the ethics committee stood empty.  
 He didn’t know why he felt so nervous. They weren’t going to be passing judgment on any of his ideas or work. They wouldn’t decide whether his grants got funded. It’s just because they sit in judgment of people’s ethics, he decided. He reminded himself that he wasn’t being judged on the ethics of anything he’d done. I’m just here to ask their advice on the future ethics of using an unapproved device to save people’s lives because I fear I’ll encounter circumstances in which I think it might be unethical not to use it. 


All I want is their help deciding whether my ethical instinct is correct.

 After a couple of minutes with Horton alone in the room, two people came in. By the time he’d said hello and introduced himself, several more had entered. Soon, he found himself sitting down around a big table with almost everyone on the committee—a few were out of town. 
 Dr. Miles, the chairwoman of the committee called them to order and asked Gerald to go over what he was concerned about. 
 Although almost everyone there had heard of Staze and stasis, Gerald went over the fact that time was stopped inside a Stade and that crickets, chicks, dogs, and humans had survived being put in stasis. He showed a couple of video clips, focusing on how—if you clipped out the time in stasis—Norm’s dog appeared to go through his stazing as if nothing had happened. He told them how it was so unobtrusive that the two people who’d so far voluntarily stazed and unstazed themselves had both thought the stasis had failed and they hadn’t been stazed at all. 
 He was describing his applications for grants to do animal studies including lab work when he was halted by one of the committee members. “I don’t understand. The company that’s building this device hasn’t done these tests already?” 
 “No, sir,” Horton replied. “They’ve mostly been focused on the industrial applications of Stade to various engineering problems. You could think of it as if the company that developed the first lithium batteries came to us and asked us if we’d like to use them in pacemakers.” 
 “Wouldn’t they go to a medical device company that made pacemakers and ask them if they wanted the batteries? 
 “Well, yes, but there aren’t any companies currently putting people in some form of stasis who might like to improve their machines by using this new, better form of stasis.” 
 “Still,” the man said, “that’s the usual model for medical device development. A company sponsors tests to validate their device, then applies for FDA approval.” 
 “Ah,” Horton said, “but is this a medical device? It’s something that’s out there, being used in industry. It stops time and we physicians can see there could be tremendous benefits for our patients. If I could make another analogy, what if a golf cart manufacturer came to us and offered to make a modified golf cart for moving patients around the hospital?” 
 The man seemed taken aback, but after a moment, he said, “I think that’s entirely different from a machine that stops time around the patient. We don’t know for sure that stopping time has no adverse effects.” 
 “Golf carts do have adverse effects. They occasionally get in wrecks and kill people,” Horton said, then raised his hand in surrender. “Sorry. I agree testing should be done. That’s why I’m applying for grants to do so. Unfortunately, the company isn’t interested in doing the testing, but they are willing to make us prototypes. So—” 
 Another member of the committee interrupted, “They could sell their technology to other companies to develop as medical devices.” 
 “By which, I assume,” Gerald said, “you mean another company that would pay for the studies?” 
 The man nodded. 
 “And when those studies came out you wouldn’t complain that they were biased by the sponsorship? And when the products came out, you wouldn’t complain they were overpriced?” 
 “Well, sure, those are problems. But once they do the studies and get them through the FDA, people could apply for grants to do unbiased—" 
 Gerald interrupted in his turn, “Why not do those unbiased studies to begin with? Why wait until it’s approved based on biased studies? That’s what the company asks. I’ve volunteered to undertake the studies because I can see the benefits stasis could provide to medicine and our patients.” 
 Before anyone else could break in, Miles, the committee chairwoman held up her hands. “Please. We’re getting off track. Dr. Horton isn’t asking us who should pay for the studies. He’s asking us an important ethical question.” She turned back to Gerald. “Dr. Horton?” 
 “Ah yes,” Horton said, glad to be off the previous argument. He put an image up on the screens. “Currently we have a prototype human-sized stazer that stands ready for us to use after animal studies are done and we’re ready to move on to IRB approved human studies, presumably randomizing critical patients in whom stasis is either used or not used while trying to keep them alive. Here’s my ethical question. We have a device that apparently does no harm. We get in a patient who’s dying and for whom we don’t have treatment available at the moment, be that blood or the availability of an appropriate medical professional, or we’re out of a critical drug, or an organ transplant. When the alternative’s death, is it ethical not to use our stazer to temporize until we can treat the patient? Even if the stazer has some unrecognized untoward effect, should we not use it to save the patient at present? After all, x-rays do have untoward effects, but we hardly hesitate to use them to help patients. Say we find someday that, like x-rays, stasis increases your eventual risk of cancer, isn’t it our ethical duty to take that risk for a patient who’s dying now?” 
 They seemed rocked back by the question. One of the committee members asked for concrete examples of the kinds of conditions Horton thought stasis could be used to save lives in. 
 He described how he thought it could save lives endangered by massive blood loss—by letting doctors put the resuscitation on hold until type-specific blood was available rather than proceeding with somewhat risky “universal donor” blood. And continuing to hold the patient in stasis until he or she was in the operating room with a team ready to transfuse that blood while also operating to stop the bleeding.  
 How it could be used to limit damage during a stroke, heart attack, vascular injuries, and traumatic amputations. 
 He kept going through other conditions he’d thought of until the chairwoman said, “Okay, okay. I think we get it. There are a lot of conditions for which the ability to take a pause might save life or limb. I think it comes down to the risk versus the benefit. Is the unknown, possibly nonexistent, risk of stasis something that should keep us from using this modality to attempt to save people on the verge of death?” 
 There was a little more debate, but in the long run, they unanimously decided that, ethically, the treating physician should use the stazer to arrest inexorable progress toward the loss of life or limb if it seemed likely that such a pause to allow recruitment of resources might allow salvage of a dire situation.  
 Then Gerald posed one more question, “We’ve been planning to seek IRB (Institutional Review Board) approval to randomize critical patients to the use of the stazer versus standard treatment without stasis. I’m more and more feeling that such a study would be unethical as well. I can see the day that someone’s family might sue us because we didn’t staze their loved one, study or not. I think animal studies must be done, but human studies shouldn’t.” 
 This brought some widening of the eyes, but eventually they unanimously agreed that such a study would be unethical and shouldn’t be carried out.  
 Dr. Miles promised to write up their decision so Horton would have its substance to use in his grant application process.  
 And, incidentally, in defending himself should he decide to staze someone and later encounter objections. 

And, I can forward a copy to the chairman of the emergency department with a request that we be allowed to keep the stazer physically in the ED in case of its need, Horton thought as he walked back to his office. And I should try to get on the agenda to give another talk to the staff in case someone else has a case where they want to use it.


 


***

   
 Grace glanced across the front seat of the truck at Gunnar. A young man named Albrecht sat between them, someone Gunnar had introduced as a newly hired bioengineer.  
 Albrecht was new enough that he’d been surprised by how slippery Simone’s Stade was when they were loading it into the back of Gunnar’s truck. The back of the truck also held the Mylar wrap for Simone’s Stade and the stazing equipment. 
 “Gunnar,” she asked, “do you think we’re going to have trouble with people wanting to know just what the hell we think we’re doing when we try to take Simone’s Stade into the oncology center? 
 “Sure,” he said. “Why would it suddenly get easy now? I hope you have Dr. Jonas on speed dial? We may need him to run interference for us.” 
 “Yeah,” she sighed. “And his nurse and his fellow. I’m worried. They had to squeeze her into a fully booked session today. What if they don’t have time to properly take care of her? I tried to impress on them how sick she was when she got stazed, but I’m not sure they believed me.” 
 Gunnar snorted. “I was there. I believe you. We brought a stazing bag for her. We’re going to lay it out on her treatment chair. As soon as she’s destazed we’ll put her on it. If she crashes, we’ll just zip it up and restaze her until they can do this in the hospital with a crash cart standing by.” 
 “Oh, God. I hope it isn’t that bad!” 
 Gunnar had a grim look on his face, “Better to be over rather than under-prepared.” 
 The truck had pulled up to the entrance of the oncology center. They all got out and went around to the back of the truck.  
 Gunnar lowered the tailgate, then he and Albrecht slid Simone to the back edge and grabbed the handles of her Stade. Gunnar gave a count of three and they lifted her down and set her near Grace on the concrete pad of the entrance.  
 Grace stepped back to get out of their way but Gunnar said, “Here, take her handle. We don’t want her sliding out into traffic while we’re getting out the rest of our stuff.” 
 Feeling embarrassed she took the handle. She felt surprised again by how much the big Stade wanted to slide around. At her house, Simone’s Stade had been on carpet where it sunk in a bit and, though it was easy to move, the carpet sticking up around the edges kept it from sliding around willy-nilly. Here, on the hard concrete, it wanted to slide away down an invisible incline on the apparently level pad. 
 Albrecht and Gunnar lifted a couple of pieces of equipment—one with a Stade case—out of the back of the pickup, then a box filled with Mylar, then a hand truck. Gunnar put the non-Stade-covered piece of equipment on the hand truck and stacked the box of Mylar on top of it. He told his truck to go park itself, then turned to Albrecht and Grace, “You guys ready?” 
 “Um,” Grace said, “I’m moving Simone?” 
 He gave her a surprised look, then looked at Albrecht. “You stay here and wait for the rest of the team, then bring the stazer and the hand truck up to the…” He turned to Grace, “Where do they go?” 
 She looked at her phone, “Oncology infusion unit C.” 
 Gunnar turned back to Albrecht, “When they get here, you guys meet us up there with the equipment. I’m going to tow Simone.” 
 Embarrassed, Grace said, “I should be able to take Simone. Her Stade slides easily enough.” 
 “Nah,” Gunnar said. “It makes you uncomfortable and you’ve got enough to think about.” He grabbed one of Simone’s handles and started pushing her ahead of him toward the doors into the building. 
 The floors in the oncology center were hard, so the only difficulty sliding Simone came when they made corners and Gunnar had to lean into the corner against the inertia that wanted her to slide straight ahead. There was also a moment of difficulty at the elevator where a slight step off between the level of the floor and the car abruptly stopped Simone. Gunnar had to lift a little to get her over the bump, then they slid her inside. 
 Their next issues came when they arrived at the infusion unit. First was the fact that the rest of Gunnar’s team was already there, so he had to send them downstairs to help Albrecht bring up the equipment. Second, when Grace tried to check Simone in, the person at the desk wanted to talk to the patient and get her to sign forms. Grace’s attempt to explain that Simone was in the Stade met with a blank stare. Showing her health care power of attorney forms didn’t help either. 
 They finally had to get the clerk to contact the nurse who worked with Jonas. 
 It seemed like forever before they got back to the infusion chair assigned to Simone, but they’d expected problems so they’d left early and weren’t late yet. 
 Gunnar’s team set to work. Some of them worked on putting Simone’s Stade in the Mylar cover they’d fitted for it. One of the others shook out a sheet of the heavy Mylar that was shaped like a big sleeping bag, complete with a zipper. Or like a body bag, Grace thought morbidly. The woman draped it onto the infusion chair. Then she used the controls to lay the infusion chair all the way flat like a bed, something Grace hadn’t known the chairs would do. The woman looked at Grace, “Simone’s small, right? This stazer bag doesn’t have to be perfectly positioned for us to get her into it?” 
 Grace shook her head. 
 The woman folded up one side of the bag so that when Simone was centered on the chair-bed she’d be on the middle of one half of the bag with the other half ready to be drawn over her so it could be zipped up. Then the woman tucked the edges under the chair cushions to keep them from sliding around. 
 By now the team had Simone’s Stade enclosed in the Mylar cover. They hooked up cables to it and powered up the stazer.  
 Gunnar hooked a laptop up to the stazer and plugged in some numbers, then stood back to look at the setup. He turned to Albrecht, “As soon as we unstaze her, get the cables hooked up to the stazer bag so we can immediately restaze her if she crashes.” 
 Albrecht nodded. 
 Then they waited. 


 And waited. 


 One of the team turned to another, “Weren’t we supposed to see the doctor at three?” 
 The other one shrugged but Albrecht replied, “Yes. But remember they added us onto a busy session. He’s seeing a lot of very sick people. People with cancer. He has to give some of them bad news. He has to reassure others who’re anxious. Some who’re doing poorly have to be admitted to the hospital, which takes extra time. There are all kinds of things that can go wrong with his schedule. Unless you don’t expect him to spend extra time with you when you need it, don’t bitch about him being late.” 
 The woman stared at Albrecht, “How do you know all this?” 
 “My mother was an oncologist. She didn’t tell us about her day at work very often, but when she did, it was heartbreaking. It may not be as bad to have to tell people they’re going to die as it is to be told you’re dying, but it’s still a brutal thing to have to do day after day. And you can’t delegate that to someone else.” 
 On that somber thought, they sat silently, waiting and pondering. 
 Though they still frequently checked their watches. 
 ~~~ 
 It was 3:45 when the door opened and a young woman stepped in. She said, “Hi, I’m Dr. Ally Vargas, Dr. Jonas’s resident.” She blinked at the large group of people waiting. “Um, which of you is Simone Welch?” 
 Grace stepped forward, extending her hand, “I’m Simone’s wife, Grace Penn. I assume Dr. Jonas didn’t tell you Simone had been stazed?” Grace inclined her head toward the Stade, “She’s in that Stade over there.” 
 “Oh! Yes, sorry, he did tell us one of our patients had been, um… stazed.” Her eyes turned to lock onto the big Stade. “I’d just lost track of which one. She’s inside the big silver thing?” 
 “Um-hum,” Grace said, a little disconcerted to have to explain it. 
 “Can we get her out? I need to examine her and see how she’s feeling. Then I’ll bring Dr. Jonas up to speed and we’ll get him in here.” 
 “Um…” Grace said, terribly uncomfortable. “I’d really rather not. Simone felt like she was dying when she was stazed. I’m reluctant to bring her out before you guys are ready to treat her if she crashes.” 
 Dr. Vargas looked startled and concerned, “And how long has she been in the… Stade now?” 
 “About two months.” 
 Round eyed with dismay, Vargas said, “She’s been in there two months? Um, what’s she been eating?” 

Shit! Grace thought. She has no idea what she’s dealing with here. Trying to stay polite, she said, “Uh, she hasn’t been eating, Time’s stopped inside the Stade.” 
 “And you think she’s going to be okay when you open it up?” Vargas asked, obviously incredulous, but trying not to show just how crazy she thought Grace was. 
 “She’ll be very sick. Exactly the same as she was the moment she was stazed. To her, it’ll seem as if no time has passed. She felt like she was dying when she went in stasis and she’ll still feel like she’s dying.” 
 “Okaay,” Vargas said, drawing out the word and unconsciously showing how dubious she felt. “How about if you let me ask some questions about the status of her symptoms when she was stazed?” 
 Grace nodded and Vargas drew a brief history from her, learning that Simone had been getting more and more exhausted over the days and weeks before getting stazed. That on the morning she’d been stazed, she’d been so weak Grace had been having to hold her up. That her mind had been clear but she’d been short of breath. 
 When she was done, Vargas said Simone did sound like she’d been in bad shape. She asked doubtfully, “And you think her symptoms will be unchanged this morning?” 
 Biting her tongue, Grace nodded. 
 “Okay. Let me go talk to Dr. Jonas and see how he wants to handle this.” 
 ~~~ 
 It was another fifteen minutes before Dr. Jonas entered, “Sorry!” He shook his head. “It’s been a crazy day.” He nodded at Vargas who’d come in with him. “Ally’s been reminding me of all the symptoms Simone was having right before she was stazed.” He gave a subtle grin and said, “She’s also been making it obvious that I didn’t explain stasis to my team very well this morning.” He glanced at Simone’s Stade and said, “I’m thinking we should be ready to start an IV and draw bloods as soon as Simone comes out of stasis, so I’ve got our nurses getting set up for that.” He frowned, “Have you considered what you’ll do if she’s indeed really sick? Would you want to put her back in stasis?” 
 Though she felt distraught at the possibility, Grace nodded. 
 Jonas looked around at the others. “Am I correct that some of these other folks came to bring her out of stasis, and that could they put her back in if necessary?” 
 Grace nodded and explained how they wanted to lay Simone out on the stasis bag they’d arranged on the infusion chair-bed. 
 Jonas gave a firm nod. “Okay. Sorry, this is taking so long. I’m going to try to get our other patients taken care of but I’ll be back when the nurses are ready. 
 ~~~ 
 There’d been another wait, then some nurses came in and set up their equipment.  
 Vargas returned to say they should be ready in 5-10 minutes if the team could get ready to unstaze.  
 Finally, Jonas returned briskly with Vargas, his fellow, a Dr. Valsic, and two nurses. He said, “Go ahead and unstaze.” 
   
 *** 
 Months earlier 
   
 Simone sat on the folding chair inside the big cardboard box as the people from Staze folded what looked like shiny plastic around the front of the box. It looked like a heavy version of the Mylar blankets she’d wrapped up in at the end of races. 
 Though her memories of running 10Ks seem to be from another life and a long time ago.  
 Gunnar peered in at Simone and said, “It’s gonna be dark in there for a couple minutes until we get everything closed up and can staze you, okay?” 
 Simone nodded.  
 She could hear people working on the plastic for a bit. Then she heard Gunnar ask, “How long should we staze her for?” 
 Grace said, “We’ll just unstaze her when Arvinzamab’s approved, right?” 
 “Yeah,” Gunnar replied, “but we have to choose a time that she’d come out even if we all got killed and never unstazed her.” 
 From inside the Mylar and the box, Simone said, “If you guys aren’t around to unstaze me I’m gonna be on my own anyway. So, set it for a century. They’re sure to have a cure by then. I’ll just have to hope someone finds me and helps me get set up for treatment.” She thought, Though, the way I’m feeling, if no one’s right there, I’ll probably die before I can get out of this box and find someone.

 Grace said, “Don’t even think that! I will be there next year when we bring you out.” 
 An electronic whine came from nearby.  
 Grace’s voice came from just outside the box, “See you soon honey.” 
 Simone said, “See you soon.” There was a pregnant pause while she waited to be stazed, then the plastic wrap started coming open and letting light in. What happened? she wondered. To her surprise, the Mylar was opening as if a zipper was being run around its corners, which was much quicker than the way they’d closed it using what seemed to be clips. “What went wrong?” she asked, voice trembling. 
 Then the flap folded back and Grace was looking worriedly in at her. 
 Grace had changed her clothes. Her hair was longer! “The stasis worked?” she asked. 
 Grace nodded, “How’re you feeling?” 
 “No different. Like crap that’s been warmed in the microwave and run through the blender.” 
 “Sorry. A lot’s happened while you were in stasis. They’re going to get you out of the box and into an infusion chair, start an IV and draw blood for labs. I’m going to try to bring you up to date while that’s happening, okay?” 
 Simone nodded, noticing that someone was going around the bottom of the box with a boxcutter. They flipped the cardboard back off of her and a couple of nurses helped her stand and walk over to an infusion chair. I’ve been moved to the oncology center, she realized with some surprise. The chair had more of the shiny plastic laid out on it. A nurse stood on each side of her, one putting a temp probe in her mouth and a blood pressure cuff on her arm while the other put a tourniquet on her arm and started looking for a place to stick a vein. 
 Grace said, “So, the first thing for you to know is that we’re having to do this earlier than planned because your brother Carl filed to have you declared dead. He’s hoping that he and Kary can collect on your will.” 
 “Declared dead?!” Simone said, stunned. 
 “Yeah. In stasis, you have no heartbeat and you’re not breathing. Those are standard death criteria.” she indicated the young woman behind her, “That’s why ’Chelle’s recording a video of you being unstazed. To prove you aren’t dead in stasis.” 
 “Why would he even do that?!” Simone winced as the needle went into her vein. “He and Kary were written out of the will!” 
 “Apparently there’s legal precedent to contest a will when close relatives have been written out.” 
 Head swimming, Simone said, “Dios mio!” 
 Worriedly, the nurse said, “BP is 80 over 50. Pulse rate’s 130 and seems irregular. Breathing is thirty per minute.” 
 Simone heard Dr. Jonas say, “Dammit! Flatten that chair out. Mary finish drawing that blood, then hook up the IV and give her 500 ccs of fluid. Everyone, we’re gonna staze her again. We’ll unstaze her when we’ve got our labs back and know what’s wrong.” 
 Simone looked into Grace’s round fearful eyes. Scared as she was, she took time to say, “Grace, it’s gonna be okay.” She didn’t say it’d be okay if she died because she knew that wouldn’t be okay for Grace. 
 Grace stiffened a trembling lip and said, “You’re right. It’s going to be okay. Um, while we’re recording can you confirm that you did intend to write Carl and Kary out of your will?” 
 Grace nodded. “I did. They’ve treated me like shit since you and I got married.” 
 Grace said, “And if that doesn’t keep them from insisting you be unstazed, do you give me the power to negotiate with them and award them some part of your estate so you can stay in stasis until it’s safe to bring you out?” 
 Simone nodded, trying to look firm, even though things were going gray around the edges. “I do.” 
 Then the people around her were zipping a bag up around her. The IV bag was placed on her chest and the bag was zipped shut the rest of the way. They immediately started unzipping it. “What happened?” she asked. 
 Grace was wearing different clothes again.  
 She thought dazedly, I can’t even tell I’ve been stazed. 
 Grace said, “The labs are back. You’re dehydrated, malnourished, anemic, and your liver’s failing. This is probably mostly due to spread of cancer into your abdominal organs… intestines, liver, etcetera.” 
 Simone produced a weak laugh, “That’s all?” Though she was trying to put on a brave face, she silently but fervently hoped something could be done about the litany of medical problems. 
 Grace looked grim. “Those are enough. They don’t think you’re strong enough for Arvinzamab right now. They’re going to feed you by vein since your intestines probably aren’t working very well. They’ll give you IV fluids for the dehydration and a transfusion for the anemia. They’ll also start a few things they can do for your liver failure. Maybe tomorrow they can dose you with the Arvinzamab.” 
 The nurse said, “Roll up on your side and we’ll get this bag out from under you.” 
 To Simone’s dismay, even rolling up on her side was hard.  
 The nurse said, “Here, let me help.” 
 On her side, she was facing Grace’s worried eyes. Softly, she said, “I’m gonna be okay, Grace.” 
 Grace pasted on a fake-looking smile. “You damned right you are.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Gerald Horton was one of the attending physicians in the Emergency Department that evening. His nemesis, Morgan Warfield, was on that night as well. Horton had a strange case of a patient with unexplained abdominal pain. It sounded psychosomatic, but Horton was worried it might be due to pathology he just hadn’t recognized. The scans had been clean though. 
 Horton decided to get Warfield’s opinion, despite the fact that doing so frequently resulted in a tongue lashing for wasting Warfield’s time. But sometimes Warfield made the most uncanny diagnoses. Ones that provided unique learning opportunities. Those, unfortunately, were often accompanied by Warfield’s derision for not recognizing the diagnosis yourself. Nonetheless, he said to the resident, “Let’s go present the patient to Dr. Warfield. See what he thinks.” 
 The resident gave him an alarmed look. “Do we have to?” 
 “Come on Jim. It’ll be a good learning experience.” 
 Slumping his shoulders, the resident led the way back to the station where Warfield was signing charts. 
 When they arrived, Horton opened the discussion by saying, “Hey Morgan. I’ve asked Jim to present an unusual case of abdominal pain to you. It may be psychosomatic, but I’m worried we’re missing something.” 
 Warfield rolled his eyes, “Don’t you want to just put the guy in stasis and let the next shift’s crew figure it out for you?” 
 Warfield was always hitting him with annoying little jibes, but Horton kept a smile on his face. “We’ll do that if you don’t have any ideas.” 
 Warfield snorted. Then he said, “You know, tonight might be a night when we really could use the damned thing. We’ve sent a bunch of people up to the interventional people for various stents and clot busters and localized clotting agents. There are people down here waiting for procedures who really shouldn’t be waiting.” 
 Horton gave him a wide-eyed look. “What?! Your stance is softening?!” He turned to the resident, “Jim, make a note,” he checked his watch. “At 11:53 PM, the night of November twentieth, Morgan Warfield acknowledged there may be some justification for stazing patients.” 
 Warfield said, “Wait a minute—" 
 But Horton cut him off by sitting in the chair next to Warfield and saying, “Go ahead and present your case, Jim. No point of you getting dragged into our little disagreement.” 
 Jim gave a nervous chuckle and began to present the case.  
 The resident was about a minute into it when Warfield nudged Horton with an elbow.  
 Horton turned to see what the man wanted, thinking he was going to make some comment on the young resident’s inept presentation. 
 Warfield had fallen asleep! Or was pretending to. Which was funny, but extremely rude to a young nervous resident. Horton frowned, wondering how to handle it.  
 Jim’s presentation stumbled to a stop, “Dr. Horton! I think Dr. Warfield’s had a stroke!” 
 A spike shot down Horton’s spine. He jerked erect, then leaned around to look at Warfield from the front. When he moved away from his position beside Warfield, the man slumped even farther to his right. Holy crap! Warfield’s face was drooping on the left. “Morgan!” he barked at the man, but Warfield didn’t seem to understand. It’s a left hemisphere stroke!

 “We need a gurney over here!” Horton shouted as he grabbed Warfield’s shoulder to keep him from falling out of the chair. He turned to the resident, “Start admission orders! We need a cerebral MRI with contrast. Find out how long it’s going to take to get it!” 
 Horton looked around. Several nurses were staring at him in surprise, obviously having no idea why he wanted a gurney in the doctors’ work area. He focused his eyes on one of them. “Elaine! Dr. Warfield’s had a stroke. I need a gurney and some help. Now!” 
 She jolted into action. 
 Once they’d manhandled Warfield onto a gurney and put him in an exam bay, Horton did a quick neurological exam, then asked Jim how long until they could get him in the scanner.  
 Jim said, “There’re three people waiting on the scanner. Want me to bump him up the line?” 
 “What do the others have?” Horton asked, dreading the answer. Bumping someone critical ahead of someone who wasn’t was the right thing to do. Bumping a VIP ahead of someone with a worse or even the same diagnosis without good justification was… unethical. 
 Two of the three people ahead of Warfield were just as critical. One of them had also had a stroke. 

Shit! Horton thought. My ethics say I should staze Warfield. Warfield thinks I shouldn’t… Or that’s what he did think… He did just say that we might need the stazer this evening…

 Horton got up. “I’m going to get the stazer.” He ignored the shocked looks people gave him. He knew a lot of them had seen the debate between himself and Warfield when he’d made his presentation to the ED about stasis. They think I shouldn’t do this. But I’m the one who’d have to live with it if I didn’t. 

 As he hustled past the main ED desk, he told the clerk to call in the reserve ED attending, something rarely done. But with Warfield out and me taking care of Warfield, we’re gonna be seriously shorthanded, he thought. 
 A couple of minutes later, they were sliding Warfield from his gurney to the one with the stazer. As soon as he’d stazed Warfield, Horton thought, In for a penny, in for a pound. He asked where the other patient with a stroke was. They stazed him too. 
 A resident came over and said, “Dr. Horton, one of my patients is bleeding from a splenic injury. He’d been stable but now his vital signs are crapping out. The OR’s swamped so I’m giving him more blood, but…” 
 Horton sighed, “You want to staze him too, right?” 
 She nodded. “Would that be okay? He’s a really nice guy.” 
 Horton closed his eyes a moment, decided he couldn’t get in any more trouble than he may already be in, and grabbed the gurney with the stazer on it, “Let’s go do it.” 
   
 





   
   




Epilogue



 Kaem was walking back to his desk from talking to Lee about the “space tower extruder” as she was calling the construct she was planning to use to build the tower. It was something like a self-building crane in that it consisted of a box you could side-load segments of the tower into. Then they would push the segment up until it locked into the next higher one like a Lego, but using Morse tapers. Once they were jammed together under high pressure, three Stade spot-welds would be applied—one to hold it, one for insurance, and a third for paranoia. They were a new little widget Gunnar had come up with, consisting of a bent Stade wire that was welded to bridge from one Stade to another. In the middle of the wire was a separate bit of Stade. A specially designed “de-welder” could easily fit over that bit and destaze it, thus un-welding those segments of the tower.  
 They still planned to hold some segments of the tower together with standard very-heavy-duty explosive bolts. In an emergency, the bolts could be fired to break the tower into manageable segments that would float around in the upper atmosphere until they could be collected and destazed or reassembled. A little of the explosive was inside the Morse tapers, ready to push them apart to be sure the segments separated. 
 Lee was working with a couple of their new manufacturing engineers to automate the stazing and insertion of the segments so they could turn it into a rapid assembly process. They had an eye toward making it into a system that could also be used to put up buildings when skyscraper architects finally got excited about Stade. 
 Kaem’s phone spoke in his earbud, “You have a call from Dr. Gerald Horton.” 
 Kaem said, “He’s the one applying for grants to study stasis in medicine, right?” 
 “That’s correct.” 
 “I’ll take it… Dr. Horton, what can I do for you?” 
 “I just thought I’d bring you up to date on some events here at the hospital regarding the stazer.” 
 “Okay. Nothing bad I hope?” 
 “Well, no. After thinking about it a lot, I started worrying about how there were going to be patients who would benefit from being stazed even though it wasn’t approved for use yet. Um, what I mean is that some patients, you know they’re going to have a horrible outcome or death from strokes or blood loss or… a multitude of other conditions or events. It’s become more and more obvious to me that if we could pause their deterioration until we’re ready, we could make a huge difference in their outcomes. By that, I mean that we’d staze them until we’re ready to give, for instance, clot busters to stroke patients or till we have plenty of blood and a surgeon ready to stop the bleeding in trauma victims…” 
 “Yeah. We’ve talked about this before.” Kaem said, feeling as if his time was being wasted going over it again. 
 “But…” Horton sounded frustrated, “I’ve realized it isn’t ethical to wait until we had approval to use your device. A lot of people would die in the meantime. People we could’ve saved.” 
 “That bothers me too,” Kaem said. 
 “So, I met with the ethics committee and they agreed that in the absence of evidence that something bad was happening during stasis, it would be unethical not to staze patients in such time-critical situations.” 
 “Oh, it’s good that they agree. Isn’t it?” 
 Horton snorted a little laugh, “It’s going to make it difficult to randomize patient to treatment without stasis. We’ll be limited to animal studies to look for ill effects.” 
 Kaem didn’t say anything for a moment, then said, “That’s certainly fine with me. I’ve thought that all along. I’ve been worrying about all the people who might be saved with stasis, but wouldn’t be because we were waiting to do studies. And, I sure as hell think it’s unethical to randomize people to delayed treatment instead of stasis.” 
 Horton said, “So then, the day before yesterday, Morgan Warfield, was on shift with me. You’ll remember he was the doc who was so opposed to using the stazer?” 
 “Hard man to forget,” Kaem said dryly. 
 “Anyway, he had a stroke, right there at work in the ED while he was talking to me. Unfortunately, there were other critical patients waiting for the scanners so we couldn’t even evaluate him in a timely fashion.” 
 “Oh, no,” Kaem responded, dismayed. “What’d you do?” 
 “I stazed him.” 
 “You stazed Warfield?! Even though he was personally opposed to stasis?” 
 “Well, he’d made an offhand, mostly joking, comment to me that there was such a backlog for the scanners that night that we might have to staze some people who were waiting in line. That suggested he wasn’t as opposed anymore. Anyway, we stazed him until he could be scanned. Then stazed him again as soon as he came out of the scanner and until he could get to the interventional neuroradiology suite and have clot-busting drugs and a stent for the vascular block that was causing his stroke.” 
 Kaem blinked, “I’m not sure I understood all that. Did it work?” 
 “Yeah!” Horton exclaimed with a relieved laugh. “I just left his room. Other than a little clumsiness of speech, it’s hard to tell he had a major stroke two days ago! And, believe it or not, he said he was an idiot to have objected to stasis in the first place. I’ve never seen the man change his mind so abruptly!” 
 They talked a few more minutes. Kaem congratulated Horton on his triumph, despite the fact there would certainly be more battles to fight. 
 Kaem had resumed his way back to his table when, suddenly, a clinking sound came from over at Arya’s desk. Everyone raised their heads and looked around. They’d been told that the clink indicated a significant deposit coming in, and since Arya had worked out a profit-sharing program for their employees a few weeks ago, everyone knew a big deposit meant a bonus in their next paycheck. The clinks may not be loud but it was amazing how well everyone had learned to hear them. There was another clink, then another, then they turned into a rush of clinking coins. Arya stood and smiled around at all the people staring at her. “The money’s come in for the booster Norm cast down at GLI last week. Let’s give him a hand.” She clapped once and that sound was immediately overwhelmed by a roar of excited applause from the rest of the room. 
 When the room calmed, Kaem said, “Ryan, reserve the big room down at the Cavalier Buffalo for six PM. Staze is buying!” He thought, I’ll wait till we’re there to tell them the stazer’s been used to save someone from a stroke.

   
 *** 
   
 Jeremy looked at the tiny hydrogen-boron fuel pellet in his forceps, then held it up to the camera they had on a tripod. The pellet was probably too small to be seen on the video, but that meant something all by itself. 
 He took it over and slid it into the barrel of the chamber in their fixture. Jeremy glanced at Medness. Today Medness couldn’t hide his excitement. 
 Jeremy said, “Ready.” 
 Medness read from his checklist, “Close the main compartment.” 
 “Compartment closed.” 
 “Charging laser,” Medness said. They weren’t going to run a full-power test but were running one they’d calculated should reach break-even. 
 Hopefully without breaking anything. 
 “Monitoring instruments are all powered up,” Jeremy said. 
 “Ready to fire?” 
 “Ready to fire.” 
 “Firing,” Medness said. 
 A moment later Medness said, “Laser fired.” 
 “All right!” Jeremy shouted. “We got a huge pulse out of the collection field!”  
 Tensely, Medness said, “Shutting it down. Begin your calculations.” 
 Jeremy looked over at Medness. He might’ve sounded tense, but he looked as happy as Jeremy’d ever seen him. 
 Two minutes later, Jeremy jumped up and did a leaping, bounding dance around the lab. He shouted, “Laser consumption fifteen kilowatt-hours. Collection field output… fifty-six-kilowatt hours! More than three times break-even! We’re going out for a freaking beer! Yeah!” Higher powered laser shots wouldn’t use that much more power but should produce a lot more output. They were well on their way to commercial fusion energy. 
 He looked over at Medness, half expecting him to throw a wet blanket on Jeremy’s celebration, but Medness was on his feet doing his own—subdued—dance. Medness said, “Call your friends. Tell them I’m buying.” 
 “What time? Where?” 
 Medness waved the questions off as if they were of no consequence. “You decide, then text me. I’ll be there. I’ve gotta thank my wife first.” 
 “Thank your wife?” 
 “Yeah, she’s the one that found Seba’s talk in the news and pointed it out to me.” Medness snorted, “I told her the reporter must have his head up his ass. So now I’ve gotta call her and apologize, then thank her. Then I’ve gotta call Seba and text a few friends, I can go as soon as I’ve gotten that done.” 
 “Oh! It’s already evening. Are you sure you should be calling Seba this late in the day?” 
 Medness laughed, “If I were him, I’d love getting this kind of interruption.” 
 “Can I listen in?” 
 “Sure.” 
   
 *** 
   
 They were in the big back room at the Buffalo and it was crowded. Kaem estimated Staze had fifty to sixty people there. I’ve got to ask Arya how many people we have on the payroll now, he thought, looking around for her.  
 She was chattering with Ryan, Dez, and Prakant, a kind of eclectic group. She looked happy, smiling, and laughing. Why can’t I bring that out in her? he wondered.
He started toward her, eager to join in on whatever they were laughing about.  
 He brought himself up short. I shouldn’t ruin her happy mood, he decided.


 ~~~ 
 Emmanuel and Sophia entered the room Staze had rented at the Cavalier Buffalo. He’d warned her it wasn’t a high-class place, but he still saw her looking around in bemusement. She’s probably deciding the company’s not doing as well as I claim it is, he thought, not sure whether that was funny or worrisome. 
 Sophia’s eyes tracked to Kaem standing by himself. She took Emmanuel by the hand and towed him after her, presumably intending to cheer up her lonely looking son. Arriving, she inauspiciously began by saying, “This place is kind of a dump. Do you really think Staze is financially doing okay?” 
 Kaem spoke defensively, “The food’s good and it’s kind of a tradition. We had our first celebration here, back when we first made some money. A lot of the big events in the company’s history have happened here. So,” he shrugged, “we just keep having them here. Besides, most of our employees are young and not long out of college. They’re used to these kinds of places.” He grinned at her, “When we get old and stuffy, we’ll probably start going to the kind of places you like.” He quickly dodged the sharp finger-poke she aimed at him, then turned to Emmanuel. “Do you think most of our people are here?” 
 Emmanuel looked around. “Most of them, I think. Why?” 
 “I’ve got to make an announcement.” 
 Emmanuel frowned, “Wait till they’ve all got some drinks and food from the buffet.” 
 “Oh, yeah. Good idea.” 
 Emmanuel looked over at him, thinking, He’s smart about things, but not so much about people. I’ve got to get him to read some of my leadership books.

 Lee came over and started talking to Kaem. 
 Sophia leaned closer and said, “I thought Kaem was with that nice Dez Lanis?” 
 Emmanuel leaned back to look at his wife, “As far as I know, he went on one disastrous date with her. Surely that doesn’t mean he’s with her?” 
 Sophia waved dismissively and said, “I’ll ask Kaem later.” 
 A little later Emmanuel and Sophia were talking to Mahesh Prakant and his wife. Mostly, Emmanuel thought, because so many of Staze’s employees were young and single. It was relaxing to talk to someone married and closer to one’s own age.  
 After that conversation broke up Sophia nudged Emmanuel, “He’s even older than you. What does he do at Staze?” 
 Emmanuel said, “He’s the CTO.” 
 Her eyes widened, “The guy who took Kaem’s job?” 
 “Kaem’s still got a job, Sophia.” 
 Still staring after Prakant, she said, “You know what I mean.” 
 “I think the man’s very good at management. It seems like Kaem’s still in charge of the technical stuff. Either that or X constantly monitors his conversations to feed Kaem ideas.” 
 “If Kaem’s the technical guy, why isn’t he the CTO anymore?” 
 “I don’t know Sophia. I just know Kaem’s not at all upset about—” 
 A loud squeal cut Emmanuel off. When he turned around, he saw everyone else cringing as well.  
 Kaem was holding up an air horn with a huge smile on his face.  

Like an immature kid, Emmanuel thought. Another reason to get him to read those books! 
 Kaem said, “I’ve always wanted to do that. In case you haven’t figured it out, I’d like to make a couple of announcements.” 
 Emmanuel scanned faces. Some looked upset by the interruption. Others as if they were excited to hear what Kaem had to say. 
 Kaem waved across the room, “First, Arya’s going to tell you what her computer’s jingling coin sound this afternoon meant to you.” 
 Arya stepped forward and said, “I’m pretty sure that all of you already know the jingly coins mean the company got in some cash. More importantly to you, some of that money’s going to come to you as a bonus. I’ve worked it out with Mr. X and it’ll come to 5.3 bonus points.  You’ll have to look up the email I sent you earlier this month to work out what 5.3 points will mean in terms of actual dollars in your own paycheck.” 
 As Emmanuel joined in the vigorous applause, he tried to remember what 5.3 points would mean for him. He wasn’t sure, but when Sophia leaned up and asked him, he said, “Several thousand dollars I think.” 
 She squeezed his arm excitedly and said, “If that’s true maybe this company’s doing better than its choice of venues would suggest.” She eyed him, “Maybe it won’t fold and leave us all in the poorhouse.” 
 Emmanuel wondered to himself how, after decades of poverty, his wife could be so focused on what Staze spent on a celebration. Probably from decades of dreaming of the good life, he decided. 
 When the crowd started to settle down and turn back to their conversations, Arya said, “Wait! Kaem has another announcement. Listen up so he won’t be tempted to blow that damned air horn again!” 
 However, when they turned toward Kaem he had his back to them and was holding a hand cupped over his ear, obviously talking on the phone. 
 Arya dryly said, “Sorry, apparently his phone call’s more important than we are.” 
 Some cheerful boos erupted from the crowd, but they broke off when Kaem turned around and saw everyone staring at him. He said a couple more words and then put his phone back in his pocket. “Are you guys waiting for me?” 
 A chorused, “Yes!” washed over him. 
 He smiled a smile that lit up the room. “That phone call was from Dr. Medness of the University of Maryland’s Institute for the Study of Electronics and Applied Physics, or ISEAP.” Kaem’s eyes sought out Norm, “A few weeks ago, Norm Tibbets cast them a fixture out of Stade. One that was intended to constrain a pellet of hydrogen and boron while they blasted it with a high-powered laser beam. He just called to let us know that, this very evening, they achieved fusion’s holy grail of better than break-even power output…” Someone started to clap but Kaem held his hands up to sustain a pause, “For those of you who don’t know what that means, they’ve achieved nuclear fusion, producing large quantities of very low-cost energy, using a method that produces very little radiation. Also, it doesn’t need uranium for its fuel. Only tiny amounts of hydrogen, which, as you know we can get from water, and boron, which you can find in borax cleaners on your shelf at home.” Kaem shoved a fist into the air and shouted excitedly in triumph, “Staze is going to help us wean ourselves off of fossil fuels!” 
 This time when someone started clapping it built to a crescendo. 
 When the cheering dropped off, Kaem fired his air horn again. 
 In the immediate silence afterward, Emmanuel saw Arya had her fingers in her ears. She yelled, “What the hell Kaem?!” 
 “There’s more!” Kaem shouted back excitedly. “Earlier today, I got a call from the doctor at the hospital who’s studying stasis in the treatment of critical patients. Patients in whom a matter of minutes could mean life or limb. They’re looking at it as a way to take a pause and regroup. Well, one of their own doctors in the emergency room had a stroke on duty. All the scanners and treatment areas were backed up, meaning they wouldn’t be able to get to him in time… So, they stazed him until they could get him in a scanner to find out what was happening. As soon as he came out of the scanner, they stazed him again till they could read the scans and get him to a unit that put in stents to open the blocked artery that caused his stroke!” Kaem punched the air again, “He’s doing great! The doctors think stasis is going to make a huge difference for patients in extremis.” 
 Another enthusiastic cheer rose up and went on for quite a while. Emmanuel thought the employees were excited to be part of such cutting-edge technological changes in their world. Are they as excited about that as they are about the bonus? he wondered. I’ll bet some of them are.

 He noticed a stir over near the door. When he looked, he saw a striking woman edging a wheelchair through the crowd. There was a sickly woman in the wheelchair, but, ill or not, she looked happy.  
 They looked familiar to Emmanuel, but he couldn’t place them. Relatives of one of the employees? he wondered. Oh! It’s the woman who brought her sick wife in to be stazed months ago. Is this her wife, out of stasis?

 Arya saw them and quickly moved to join them. They put their heads together for a quick conversation, then Arya stood back up and called for everyone’s attention. She quickly got it, and with a twinkle in her eye pointed out to Kaem that no air horn had been needed. 
 Then Arya told Simone’s tale. A tale of desperation and heartbreak. Betrayal by Simone’s body. Treachery by her own brother. Stalwart support from her wife Grace. The miracle of having stasis arrest the progression of her disease until a new medication came available. How, when she came out of stasis and proved to be dying like she’d thought—her body failing in multiple fashions—a second brief stint of stasis let the doctors get treatment lined up to stabilize her. Then the wonder of a treatment that was actually working!  
 Arya glanced at the two women, then turned back to the crowd. “Simone was discharged yesterday and when Grace heard we were having a celebration tonight she brought her down to join the merriment.” Arya looked down at Simone, “And, how are you doing now?” 
 “I still feel weak and puny…” she let the silence draw out, then smiled broadly, “but so much better. My latest scan shows my tumor’s just melting away. I want to thank you guys from the bottom of my heart. Your technology sent the grim reaper back to the hell he comes from. Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 
 Another thunderous cheer erupted. 
 Sophia’s arm stole around Emmanuel’s waist. He looked down at her and thought she looked gobsmacked. He leaned closer and whispered, “You proud of your son?” 
 She nodded, then said, “And you. After all, you both work for this amazing company.” 

Yeah, but what I do is as nothing compared to what your son’s accomplished, Emmanuel thought, glowing with his own pride. 
   
 *** 
   
 Grace and Simone were sitting on their porch eating takeout and watching the sun go down when Grace’s phone rang. She glanced at it, not intending to answer, but then saw it was Carl Welch, Simone’s brother. She turned the phone so Simone could read the screen. 
 Simone left the phone on the table and pressed the “accept” icon. She pitched her voice a little lower like Grace’s and said, “Hello?” 
 Simone put the phone on speaker, so Grace easily heard Carl say, “Time’s up, bitch. You’ve gotta produce Simone in court on Thursday. I suspect that’s not gonna go so well for you.” 
 Simone leaned closer to the phone and, somehow overcoming the weak threadiness her voice still had from her illness, said, “Oh, I’ll be there, asshole. And I’ll be happy to confirm to the court that I did indeed intend to write you and Kary out of my will.” 
 “Simone?” Carl said hesitantly, an edge of alarm in his voice. 
 “Yup. It’s your ex-sister. I’m feeling fine, thanks. It’s the ex-sister who told you spending the way you were would eat right through your own inheritance. It’s also the ex-sister who doesn’t want to share her inheritance with the ex-brother who tried to have her murdered.  
 “Good-bye. Hopefully forever.” 
   
   
 The End 
   
 Hope you liked the book! 
   
 To find other books by the author try Laury.Dahners.com. 
 Or his Amazon Author page



 




Author’s Afterword



 This is a comment on the “science” in this science fiction novel. I’ve always been partial to science fiction that poses a “what if” question. Not everything in the story has to be scientifically plausible, but you suspend your disbelief regarding one or two things that aren’t thought to be possible. Essentially you ask, “what if” something (such as faster than light travel) were possible, how might that change our world? 
 I think the rest of the science in a science fiction story should be as real as possible. 
 Therefore, in this story, the central question continues to be what if someone invented a way to stop time in a certain volume of space-time, thus creating something that’s—in the tropes of science fiction—often called stasis.  
 Stasis is not a new idea in science fiction. Niven’s “slavers” used it to escape from bad situations into the future. In Vernor Vinge’s The Peace War, people who threatened the authoritarian government were “bobbled” in stasis fields to get them out of the way. In both of these SF universes, the stasis fields are indestructible but—to the best of my recollection—they are only used to protect oneself from destruction (Niven) or also to punish offenders by sending them forward in time (Vinge) and are always spherical. Sometimes stories by other authors offhandedly use stasis for the preservation of food or people, but they usually ignore the presumed mechanical properties. Those stories seldom delve into other changes that would derive from an ability to stop time within a space.  
 A major thrust of this fourth book relates to the mind-boggling medical applications of stopping time, even briefly. For chronic, slowly-progressing diseases it could be used to halt the progress of the illness until medical science has developed a cure. A short-term form of that’s used in this story to keep Simone Welch alive until a new monoclonal antibody is approved for ovarian cancer. Monoclonal antibodies are created by growing millions of plasma cells (which generate our antibodies) in culture. They choose a plasma cell that puts out a particularly potent antibody against a disease, then clone it and grow that cell in huge quantities, extracting the antibodies and using them against germs or cancer cells. While monoclonal antibodies are a real treatment for some cancers, the especially effective Arvinzamab (the names of many monoclonal antibodies end in “mab”) in this story is imaginary.  
 Of interest, after this story was written, but before it was published, President Trump received a cocktail of such monoclonal antibodies for his own case of Covid-19. 
 Obviously, stasis could also be used to halt the progression of diseases where we don’t know whether a cure will be developed. Those patients would have to go into stasis hoping that someone will keep an eye on the medical progress for that disease and bring them out of stasis when there is a cure. The prospect of coming out seventy years later, when everyone you know is dead—and the world and society have changed beyond recognition—that would be daunting, to say the least. 
 Using stasis very briefly to keep some critical patients from dying while a hospital marshals the resources to treat them could save many people right away. It would also make the lives of health care providers much better by allowing the patient to be put in stasis until the next day so the doctors and nurses who undertake these heroic saves don’t have to work all night long. 
 And it would certainly help with the hassles of having a pet! 
 Nuclear fusion for energy has been 10-20 years in the future for about 60 years now. One of the major problems is that the heat and pressure sufficient to crush atoms together so hard that they fuse requires more heat and a lot more pressure than any material in existence can withstand. Therefore, “magnetic bottles” that hold a super-hot plasma away from the material of the fusion plant are the mechanisms used in most attempts. There are also attempts to do it by crushing a pellet of hydrogen under the force of an incoming blast of laser beams from every direction. None of these methods have yet achieved “break-even” energy, though we’re hoping that in the next 10-20 years… 
 Heinrich Hora is a real Australian scientist who wants to use the ponderomotive force that accelerates atoms (not so much the heating) struck by very powerful lasers to achieve fusion.  

https://asiatimes.com/2020/05/meet-the-father-of-the-hydrogen-boron-laser-fusion-reactor/ The instantaneous power of “chirped” lasers has been growing by leaps and bounds over the past decades and now is in the petawatt range (one laser can emit as much energy as mankind uses everywhere in the world, though only for a femtosecond). By Hora’s calculations, such a laser could accelerate a plasma block of hydrogen to over 1,000 km/sec, which is in the range of velocities occurring in an H-bomb.  
 Ideally, the accelerated hydrogen1 would collide with boron11 and fuse into carbon12. Carbon12 is extremely unstable and immediately fissions into three highly energetic alpha particles (alpha particles are the same as an ionized helium4 nuclei). This doesn’t release any radiation or neutrons (neutrons, when they strike other elements, often make them radioactive) except through a few reactions which go wrong and don’t fuse and then fission as described above. Even better, rather than having to harvest the energy through a “steam cycle” (wherein you use the heat generated by the reaction to transform water to steam, then use the steam to turn a generator) the positively charged alpha particles can be passed through an electrical field and will generate electricity directly. 
 Hora hopes to achieve this using one laser to accelerate the plasma block and another to generate a magnetic field that will briefly constrain the plasma so it fuses. Obviously, Stade would make this much easier, but until someone invents Stade, we’ll have to hope Hora’s scheme works.  
 It would be much better for our planet. 
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