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To Visit the Stars 
 
    A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™ 
 
    by James M. Ward 
 
      
 
    “Some people just have too much damn money,” the old man said, laughing when he considered he had more credits than the total population in the Terran solar system.  
 
    He rested on a rail looking down at people coming to the Trans-Aerospace Museum. Batches of grade school kids passed by the model of the starship Warden as tour guides explained about the first colonization starship. They properly ooed and aaawd at the image. The senior citizen smiled down at the children and the model. He happily remembered his part in the creation of that particular vessel. 
 
    *** 
 
    “7777, help me remember,” the old man said. “How long has it been since Janean and I launched the Warden?”  
 
    From his implanted brain transceiver on Earth, instant signals went from the museum into orbit to a huge computer transfer system in geo-sync orbit around the planet. Then the signal went out using a dimensional device few people knew about, but the old man had invented on his own. The signal went to space to an orbiting platform floating around Pluto. 7777, as the most advanced computer in terrain space, had received those signals. Its computer systems handled millions of questions and operations a second. At the signal from its current owner, the unit blocked off twenty-five percent of its capacity to answer the needs of its controller, letting the rest of the solar system wait on whatever its owner wanted.  
 
    “Mark, it’s been 63 years, nineteen hours, forty-seven minutes and seventeen seconds since the day Janean tried to contact you at the Walworth County Fair,” 7777 replied. 
 
    “Tell me of her in those early days, just before I met her,” Mark said. “Send some holo-images to my eyes.” 
 
    “Mark, your emotional centers always become depressed when you ask for these images. How about we play a game of chess instead?” 
 
    “7777, do as I ask,” the old man ordered. 
 
    Images and text filled his eyes and ears as 7777 replayed the life of Mark Ward’s only true love. 
 
    *** 
 
    Some people just have too much damn money,” she muttered in irritation. Richer than any Queen in the history of mankind, Janean M. Bray the 23rd in a long line of Brays lucked into the design of the Bray Pulse Starship Engine during her training at M.I.T. She’d been working on a plasma force field design to allow her ships to fly into the heart of the sun. The engine gave mankind the stars. Sure, any trip to even the closest star would take a bit of time, but humans could go there now and being humans, there was a feeling that if they could do it, they should.  
 
    She thought people were able to travel to Pluto from Earth in a day about seven years ago. Travel to all the planets and the larger asteroid belts in and out of the system became common place. She was part of the drive to build the Trans-Space Construction Yards out by Pluto.  Suddenly resources flowed to a resource starved Earth. A grateful Earth planetary government asked how it could reward Janean Bray and she told them, ‘I have specifications for a colonization starship. Build it for me and we’re even.’ That’s what the governments of the Earth tried to do, but Janean didn’t make it easy for them.  
 
    Janean Bray’s company, the United Western Starship Cartel presented the plans for the aptly named Starship Brayden to the Trans-Space Starship yards she helped build out by Pluto in 2069. The starship design was the most ambitious woman-made object ever built. The starship was an incredible 50 miles in length, with a width of 13 miles and a height of 9 miles. There were 17 decks and the five pulse engines were the largest ever planned, taking as long to fabricate, eleven years, as the rest of the ship. Completed in 2080 it would take until 2082 to outfit the ship with the flora and fauna of Earth. Two million colonists and 50,000 crew members would board the ship and fly into interstellar history, but a few things had to happen before that day.  
 
    Dealing with Janean Bray was never easy, and on April 1, 2068, she was having a particularly bad day. 
 
    *** 
 
     “I don’t care about the military orders. Every inch of the Starship Brayden’s outer hull will be built out of duralloy and that’s final.” Bray was pacing in her office on her space station, never a good sign, and a condition often causing Kings and Presidents to change their schedules to avoid meeting with her during one of her pacing days.  
 
    Duralloy was diamond hard metal capable of absorbing vast amounts of energy before melting. It took special plasma heat-generating equipment to shape the metal and companies all over the solar system paid large sums of money for even a few sheets. Janean’s company asked for millions of sheets. 
 
    “You are being unreasonable, even for you Janean.” Cyber Digital Computer 6666 tried to be amusing, and failed. The computer used her first name and could only do this out of the hearing of anyone else. She’d designed the system when she first thought of creating a colonization starship. 6666 was the largest and smartest artificial intelligence computer ever created and Bray’s only friend, human or electronic.  
 
    “How have your efforts gone in buying the duralloy company?” Janean asked as she sat down in front of her computer. Pouting, she went about the business of buying several companies able to furnish her starship with important equipment. 
 
    “The company is privately owned and they won’t sell at a price three times higher than the estimated worth of the organization,” the computer said. “Your lawyers and his lawyers have failed to come to terms. Every angle has been tried by our engineers and marketing people. Bray Enterprises is at a true impasse on this matter.”  
 
    “Get this Mark Ward on the communicator,” Janean ordered. “I need his supplies of duralloy, yesterday.” 
 
    “His service says he’s on vacation at the Walworth County Fair and can’t be reached.” 
 
    “Can’t be reached,” Janean said in surprise. “I can get a picture of anyone in the world with the touch of a button. How can he not be reached?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” 6666 replied. “It appears he’s a member of a band playing at this fair. The fair doesn’t allow robots or visual comm-gear on the grounds. It’s all very primitive.” 
 
    “Get me a seat on the next shuttle to Earth,” Janean ordered. “I’ll track down this Ward character and make him sell me all his duralloy.” 
 
    “It’s possible you might not be able to just order this man around,” the artificial intelligence suggested. “He doesn’t need the money and there is a great deal to suggest he sends his produced metals to places needing it most. Currently his supplies of Duralloy are going to military hospital spaceships.” 
 
    “Well, if he can’t be bought, how do you suggest I get his metal?” Janean asked.  
 
    “Seduction has an 87% chance of success. Appealing to his sense of adventure has a 12% chance of success. Any other appeal has a less than .021% chance of success.” 
 
    “Seduction, why I would never. . .” 
 
    “The wait for Duralloy in bulk is five years,” 6666 said. 
 
    “Where are all those black cocktail dresses you made me buy a few years ago?” Janean asked the computer. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Walworth County Fair was a 289 year tradition in the county of the Milwaukee conglomerate. Operated the same way for hundreds of years, it was said to be the best county fair in the world. Janean found many of its initial rules very frustrating. No traffic was allowed in the air space above or around the fair. Fair goers took trolleys to the front and rear gates to enter the fair.  
 
    “What do you mean my app-floater 6666 can’t enter the grounds?” Janean demanded of the ancient ticket taker female. Janean had walked up to the booth with her floating app at her right shoulder like always. The ticket taker spotted it right away and told her about the rule. 
 
    Nona Grunseth had been selling tickets to this fair for over fifty years. The blue haired old lady loved everyone. “Oh I’m so sorry deary, but the Walworth County Fair Board decided that about robots and apps before even I was born, if you can believe that.” Nona cackled and held out her hand for the 100 credit daily entrance fee. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about your app. It will be fine with the hundreds of others in the app shelter over by the Elkhorn National Guard Armory and Recreation Hall. Just send it over there. Oh dear you might want to go back to your vehicle and get a jacket. It’s hot now, but it gets cold at night,” Nona advised.  
 
    Janean took her ticket and went onto the fair grounds in a huff. The words of her app-bot were ringing in her ears. “Without me at your side your security is reduced by 78%. Be advised that there is a high probability of attack within 11 hours by your enemies.” The unit sighed in frustration and went to the app shed.  
 
    Janean found the sights and sounds of the fair bewildering. She had been given a map by Nona. She discovered the fair grounds were two miles wide and four miles long. Looking at the streets and entries she could see nowhere a drummer would play his drum. Her face and body language must have shown her frustration.  
 
    “If you help me, I’ll help you find what you are looking for.” 
 
    Janean looked up from the map to see a young girl in a wheelchair. The girl was having trouble getting over some ground power cables with her chair. She couldn’t have been much older than sixteen. There was a look of frustration on her face as she was caught on a large power box. Janean went over right away and pushed her over the wires.  
 
    “Hi my name is Miriam Olstrum, what’s yours?” asked the young girl.  
 
    “I’m Janean Bray and pleased to meet you young lady. Don’t you have parents or other relatives to help you move about the fair?”  
 
    The girl giggled and shook her head. “My father is the chairman of the fair board. All year long I work my arm muscles and core so that for just the few days of the fair he lets me roam where I want to all day. He picks me up at sunset at the rear entrance.” 
 
    “These power cables are all over the place. Aren’t they a challenge for you?”  
 
    Once again the girl giggled. “There are lots of nice people here at the fair. Once in awhile I get a cute boy to help me out. I don’t talk to dad about them. Girls in wheelchairs are not supposed to think about boys.” 
 
    Janean liked this Miriam’s spunk. “Well my problem is I’m looking for a drummer named Mark Ward. He works every day at the fair in some sort of band. Looking at this map, I have no idea where he would be.” 
 
    “Oh that’s an easy one and you are in luck,” Miriam said, smiling up at Janean. “There is a polka band playing right now at the bandshall. It’s just a little bit down this street. Let me take you there.” Miriam was off like a streak, expecting Janean to keep up.  
 
    Janean had a tough time in her high heels but she managed.  
 
    Eventually Miriam took her to the front of a very old bandshall. Clearly built a long time ago, the paint had yellowed on the sides and the plaster was cracked all over the structure. The inside was a sphere with wooden slats created to bounce the sound into the audience, but there were lots of slats missing. 
 
    A small group of elderly were sitting on benches listening to the very strange music.  
 
    “There is your man I bet,” Miriam pointed at the drummer and she was indeed correct. Mark Ward was playing a drum set in the back.  
 
    “Thank you Miriam, you have been of great help. Would you do me a favor and give me your father’s app number. There are a few things I would like to talk to him about.” 
 
    “Sure, but during the fair he’s pretty busy. Lots of luck getting a hold of him.” With a final laugh Miriam wheeled herself down the street with the exuberance only the young at heart showed.   
 
    For the first few minutes, Janean texted her app-6666 with some very specific instructions and observations. She then tried to listen to the music.  
 
    Janean had never heard of the silly music this band was playing. The old people on the benches were clearly entranced as they nodded up and down to the tempo.  
 
    A young girl was at the front of the well lit stage. She had on a lovely summer frock. She couldn’t be more than 13 if she was a day. She belted out a song like she was a rock star.  
 
      
 
    There's a garden, what a garden 
Only happy faces bloom there 
And there's never any room there 
For a worry or a gloom there 

Oh there's music and there's dancing 
And a lot of sweet romancing 
When they play the polka 
They all get in the swing 

Every time they hear that oom-pa-pa 
Everybody feels so tra-la-la 
They want to throw their cares away 
They all go lah-de-ah-de-ay 

Then they hear a rumble on the floor, the floor 
It's a big surprise they're waiting for 
And all the couples form a ring 
For miles around you'll hear them sing... 

Roll out the barrel, we'll have a barrel of fun 
Roll out the barrel, we've got the blues on the run 
Zing boom tararrel, ring out a song of good cheer 
Now's the time to roll the barrel, for the gang's all here 

Da-da-da-da, da-da-da-da, da-da-da-da-da-da-da-da 

Then they hear a rumble on the floor-or-or-or 
It's a big surprise they're waiting for 
And all the couples they form a ring 
For miles around you'll hear them sing 

Zing do da do ding do da-do-do-day 
 
      
 
    Janean listened to several more songs like that. Her face became more and more amazed. Many of the lyrics made no sense whatsoever. Why in the world would people even think there was beer in heaven?  
 
    Finally, the band stopped and jumped off the front of the bandshall. The side doors were all boarded up. She rushed over to Mark Ward. Without introducing herself, she rushed into a spiel to get him interested, all the while trying to captivate him with her smile and figure.  
 
    “Mr. Ward, you are a very hard man to get a hold of. Our apps have been trying to connect for a week. I desperately need large supplies of your duralloy sheets. Is there some place we could talk?” 
 
    Attractive women coming up to band members was not a new thing for the band. For Mark’s part he saw a lovely woman, clearly out of place in her cocktail dress and high heels. He knew her to be Janean Bray. He also knew why she wanted his sheets. “Miss Bray, at the present moment I’m on a 90 minute break. You have the choice of a buttered corn cob, a cheese bread stick, or an elephant ear. Please walk this way.”  
 
    He held out his arm and she took it clearly frustrated.                
 
    Janean had no idea what she was being asked. At least she knew what a stick was. 
 
    “Cheese on a stick,” she said. 
 
    Mark, on the other hand, loved the thought of this attractive woman on his arm. His reputation at the fair would clearly go up several notches.  
 
    Janean was flustered as she walked arm in arm with this charming man. He obviously knew of her and the trillions of dollars she wanted to invest in his Duralloy. People were constantly stopping him to say hello and compliment him on his drumming. It’s as if everyone at the fair knew him. The sights and sounds of the fair were so very strange to her. She was a woman of her age; accustomed to walking through labs and offices. The tents and their smells were very off putting. All along, as they walked, this Ward fellow kept up a joyous dialogue about the fair.  
 
    “You have picked the best of the best in fair food. Unfortunately, it also has the longest line,” he said as they got into a twenty person line. As the line got shorter he bought her refreshing lemonade and refused to talk about business. He tried to explain. “Two weeks a year I come to the fair to unwind. I play in an excellent polka band, the Heart Breakers. I sleep on hay bales in the cow barns and I absolutely ignore my business. Don’t you ever do anything like that?”  
 
    “No, I love my work. I want to bring mankind to the stars. Help me, please.” Janean smiled her best feminine smile as Mark handed her something strange on a stick.  
 
    “What do I do with this?”  
 
    “You enjoy the heck out of it,” he laughed.  
 
    Suddenly his arm started beeping. At the same time attack helicopters flew into the air space of the fair grounds. He pressed a black switch on his wrist and pointed up into the sky. “I'm fairly sure those aren't friends of yours who have come to call.” 
 
    Three attack ships headed in their direction. They were met by hundreds of military grade attack drones. The drones lasered the ships out of the sky, caught the debris, and vanished as quickly as they came.  
 
    For a moment Mark got a grim look on his face. “I happen to sell military drones to several planets. I volunteered to command the security detail at the fair. No one is going to ruin this experience for you or me. I take my air security very seriously.” 
 
    Amazed, she took a bite of the delicious bread and melted cheese on her stick and knew there would be no dealing with him while he was at the fair.  
 
    “No you can’t buy the cheese stick company,” Mark laughed. “The Robers family has been running this stand for three generations. It tastes the same now as it did in that long ago time. Enjoy!” 
 
    They slowly walked through the fair and he colorfully explained several of the cow barns, the rabbit hutches, and the barkers selling amazing things at astonishing discounts. Suddenly, they were back at the bandshall and he had to go perform.  
 
    For his part he delighted in the thoughtful, highly attractive woman he discovered in Janean. He wanted to see her again. “Miss Bray, there is a special fried chicken dinner at the Methodist Youth Tent tomorrow afternoon. I will give you one hour to talk business for the pleasure of your company. However, my Duralloy is going to hospital spaceships and that is that. Good afternoon.” With that he actually kissed her hand and climbed back up into the bandshall. His group immediately started making the most bizarre music.  
 
    She walked out of the fair stunned. She had never met any man like him. In the same moment as feeding her wondrous food, he had saved her life and the lives of thousands of others with the flip of a switch.  
 
    Later, “How did it go,” 6666 asked.  
 
    She was too stunned to answer. She spent a very unrestful night in an ancient Hampton Inn. Her dreams were of Mark Ward and spending time at the fair.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next day broke bright and clear with a few changes around the fair. Janean spent the morning ordering the appropriate outfit for an evening at the fair. It included a jacket.  
 
    6666 was quite amazed at the change in her mistress. She had been working unusually hard all night. She had ordered some very difficult operations that took all the skill of the massive computer that 6666 was attached to. However, when the fair opened at seven in the morning, her plans were finished and running.  
 
    At one, on a lazy sunny afternoon Janean walked up to Nona’s ticket booth and was greeted like an old friend.  
 
    “Oh that’s a much better outfit deary. You will do well at the fair today,” Nona smiled. “Did you hear the amazing news?” 
 
    “Why no Nona, what happened?” Janean smiled at her new best friend.  
 
    “There are two huge trucks; one at the front gate and one at the back gate,” the old woman said warming to her story. “They are offering free floating medical chairs to those poor dears who used a wheelchair at the fair before. They say the chairs float a foot off the ground and are very easy to use. I hear Joe Olstram, the chairman of the fair board had something to do with it, but what a wonderful thing for those who wanted to enjoy the fair. And that’s not all.” 
 
    “Really,” Janean said as she paid for her ticket. “What else happened?” 
 
    ”Some amazing group of carpenters came in the middle of the night and completely remodeled the bandshall. They restored the purple and gold plaster. I’m told they refurbished the acoustic boards inside and everything is said to be just like it was when the thing was built in 1892. We live in amazing times don’t we?” 
 
    “Nona, we sure do. Thanks for the update and have a good day. Can I bring you anything from the fair grounds?” Janean asked, falling into the true spirit of the fair.  
 
    “Oh, why how thoughtful deary. No, my Frank of 57 years brings me things all the time. I love that man. I hope I can introduce you some time. He loves pretty girls like yourself.”  
 
    Janean blushed, “Promise you won’t get jealous of me looking at your husband.”  
 
    Nona cackled with glee. “Oh no dear, long ago we agreed to look at all the menus we wanted to as long as we ate at home. It’s worked for 57 years.”  
 
    Janean walked into the fair noting the Bray Engineering truck had passed out about three quarters of the graviton sleds. That made her extremely happy. She didn’t really understand this fair experience, but was pleased to help others enjoy the experience more.  
 
    Even with the smells of the farm animals and the dust of the roads, Janean could detect the smell of fresh paint as she approached the gleaming revitalized bandshall. The Jeeter Country band was playing right then. They apparently attracted a young audience as young men and women were on the benches bouncing to some song about a dog and an old blue truck.  
 
    “I must say I’m very impressed,” came a voice behind her.  
 
    She turned to see Mark Ward.  
 
    “What?” she asked demurely.  
 
    “Oh don’t even bat those big baby blues at me and try to work those feminine wiles on me young lady. First of all Miriam is my first cousin and I saw her face this morning when she got in that tricked out chair. Second, all of those chairs have a Bray Engineering logo on the back.” 
 
    “Yes I guess so. It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    “If that wasn’t enough,” Mark glowed, “My bandshall didn’t sound this good when it was brand new. I am forever in your debt.” 
 
    “About that,” she said taking his arm and walking into the fair.  
 
    “I know where this is headed,” he smirked. “It’s going to cost you a name change for the ship.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7777 stopped the images. It always stopped them at the same place every year at this time.  
 
    Tears streamed down Mark Ward’s face as he remembered the best wife a man could have and what they accomplished in the intervening years. He went home to his empty house and a full life.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Author James M. Ward 
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Tolerance 
 
    A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™ 
Aboard the Warden – Deck 9
by Craig Martelle 
 
      
 
     “What think you, Master Plassius?” the amphibian croaked at his leader.  
 
    Their village sat on the edge of a swamp that bordered a small lake. For generations, the people had thrived, but gamma rays had changed them, slowly, subtly they became something far different from their human roots. 
 
    And lesser, if the purebloods were to be believed.  
 
    Plassius looked at pure-strains with disdain. They looked down on him, so he returned the favor. Mutants abounded on the Warden’s Deck 9, greatly outnumbering the original population. The humans that visited the village became more and more arrogant. Plassius shook his frog-like head.  
 
    “It is unfortunate sometimes, Verdent. We will show each visitor respect and kindness, not because they are good, but because we are. If they chase us, we will do as we always do,” Plassius shared.  
 
    “Indeed, Master Plassius.” The younger and broader amphibian looked with his over-sized eyes at the village elder. He didn’t agree with the strategy of running and hiding. He wanted to fight for his village. It was often ransacked by the visiting parties, and he’d had enough. Without fighting, they couldn’t keep the weapons they needed to defend themselves, and they couldn’t acquire any more. 
 
    But it wasn’t his call. Not yet, anyway… 
 
    ***  
 
    “Frogs,” the two-headed mutant said over his shoulder as he looked at the village. He’d passed this way before, but he wasn’t the leader back then, and they’d avoided contact.  
 
    Not this time. The two-headed mutant was in charge, and he needed information in his search to better the lives of his family. His children only had one head, which he considered a latent defect, but didn’t dwell on it since he hadn’t found a wife with two heads. He called his family the Onesies, not to their faces, of course. 
 
    “What’s the call, Phil?” a bird chirped from an overhead branch. Looking like a pheasant, the bird carried a psionic gift that allowed him to render the creatures in a small area unconscious. He used it when he needed to escape.  
 
    He was also immune to radiation. These special traits made him the perfect scout for Phil and his party. 
 
    “The usual, Flaps. Take a look and tell us what you see. Don’t get too close. I expect those things can snatch you out of the air with their frog tongues. You’d be a nice afternoon snack, so don’t get yourself eaten, until at least after you’ve told us what you’ve seen,” Phil joked. His second head twisted its mouth as it shook, not finding the joke funny.  
 
    “What, butthole?” Phil sneered. 
 
    Only Phil spoke, but his face remained expressionless. Phil’s second head didn’t talk but was fully animated in showing its emotions, mostly varying degrees of disdain for the talking head. 
 
    Flaps launched from the tree branch and slowly winged to a higher altitude. He flew at an angle to the village, circling it first before flying over the top of the small mud huts. He saw the amphibians going about their business. Some saw the flying creature, but discounted it as too big to catch with their tongues but too small to hurt them.  
 
    Flaps glided back to the tree and made a smooth landing as he reclaimed his former perch. He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Well?” Phil asked impatiently. 
 
    “What you see is what you get, grand poobah,” Flaps told him. The two-headed mutant dismissed the bird with a wave of his hand.  
 
    “Let’s go see what they can do for us,” Phil told the group. Weeds, a plant-like creature shambled slowly ahead on the three trunks that served as legs. It towered over the others. They were never sure what it could do. Its role was limited to intimidating people and creatures the group encountered through its oddity and size. Flaps and the last member of their party, a small monkey-like creature, often rode in Weeds’ upper branches.  
 
    The shambling tree seemed to enjoy their company. 
 
    Two walked, while two rode; Phil and his group headed toward the village.  
 
    *** 
 
    “We should arm ourselves, Master Plassius,” Verdent begged, but the village elder was having none of it.  
 
    “Warn the others, please, Verdent, but we will not change because the strangers become stranger. Be prepared to run if they get violent. Return here as soon you are able,” the elder implored the young amphibian. 
 
    Plassius waited between the two mud huts that stood at the edge of the village, closest to the approaching party. He waved his walking stick and bowed. 
 
    “What a goob,” Phil whispered. The others thought so, too, but they had the decency not to say anything.  
 
    “I am Phil and don’t worry about him. He never has anything to say,” the talking head nodded to the silent one. They inadvertently bumped their skulls together making both grimace.  
 
    “I am Plassius, the elder of this humble village. How may we help you, stalwart adventurers?” The amphibian looked up to see the group stopped. He was surprised at an all-white pheasant and monkey riding in the branches of the tree. 
 
    “Weeds, Flaps, and Climber,” Phil said while pointing indiscriminately. He expected that anyone speaking Warden standard would figure out who was who with relative ease.  
 
    If they couldn’t? That wasn’t Phil’s problem.  
 
    “Very pleased to meet you all. May we offer some food from our table?” Plassius asked. 
 
    “What kind of food?” Phil replied skeptically.  
 
    “Fish and marsh vegetables, very tasty,” Plassius was getting a bad feeling.  
 
    The young amphibian Verdent joined the elder. Verdent had been wary at first sight. He gripped the elder’s arm, ready to pull him away should the newcomers do something untoward.  
 
    “We’re not interested in any of that,” Phil said. “What kind of technology do you have? Access bands, slug throwers, power packs, things like that.”  
 
    “Look at us!” Verdent blurted. “Do you think we would live like this if we had anything like that?” 
 
    “I only asked the question. No reason to get in a huff,” Phil shot back. His second face looked on in distaste. Phil nodded to Weeds and pointed at the elder. “We’ll take a look for ourselves if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “We very much mind!” Verdent exclaimed.  
 
    Weeds shambled forward, reaching toward the elder with a branch that it used as an arm. Verdent pulled Plassius out of the way, and they both crouched and leaped as frogs would. Two hops later and they splashed into the marsh. Other splashes told Phil that the villagers had joined their elder in the marsh water. 
 
    “Works for me.” Phil strolled around the tree creature. He snapped his fingers and pointed at Climber. The small monkey jumped down and scrambled toward the first hut while Phil went in the other. They systematically went from one hut to the next. Phil broke a couple of bowls while searching, but his goal wasn’t to destroy but to find. He was careless, not vindictive.  
 
    Weeds shambled casually to the marsh and dipped a toe in the water. He drank fully. His foliage greened almost instantly while Flaps enjoyed the extra shade.  
 
    When Phil and Climber were finished, they yelled at Weeds to join them. Flaps spotted a cutting table with a half-cleaned fish. He jumped from his leafy perch and glided to the table, where he dug into the remains. Weeds continued past Flaps and out of the village, stopping when he hit the edge of the radioactive area. He waved with a branch and pointed in a different direction. 
 
    Phil knew the signal and immediately turned to reorient himself away from the hazard. Climber found his way back into Weeds’ branches. Flaps finished gorging and flew from the table. He circled ahead to find the best route and then returned to his perch on the tree creature’s branches.  
 
    “The onesies would be angry if I didn’t listen to Weeds and got myself fried by the red heat. Although maybe that would make you better looking,” Phil told his other head. It scowled back, before nodding in agreement. 
 
    *** 
 
    Verdent was the first from the marsh, dripping as he hopped through the village to confirm that they were once again free from aggressive adventurers. The young amphibian ran through the huts, found the broken pots, and returned to the water’s edge. He was furious as he waved the others ashore.  
 
    Master Plassius swam casually, enjoying the cool and refreshing water. He paused as he always did when he left the marsh to thank the maker for all that he had, his family and the long life to enjoy them. He smiled broadly as he joined Verdent.  
 
    “Relax, my boy. It is okay,” the elder said, holding his hands out as he appealed for calm. 
 
    “They broke three bowls,” the young man lamented.  
 
    “And they will be replaced,” Plassius said, unconcerned. He smiled a big amphibian smile. “Let’s get back to our lives, shall we? It looks like we are at least one fish short.”  
 
    He turned and headed back to the marsh.   
 
    “Where are you going, Master Plassius?”  
 
    “To catch more fish. You see, we can do that, and we will be fulfilled. Whatever that party was looking for? They will search until the end of time, and they won’t find it because they don’t know what they want, and even if they did run across it, they wouldn’t know it.”  
 
    Verdent took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then inhaled deeply a second time. When he finally opened his eyes, he caught a glimpse of the elder disappearing below the surface of the water. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mortimus snarled as he looked through the gaps in the bush. He appreciated the unguarded hillock that gave him a commanding view of the mud huts.  
 
    With his Wolfoid companion, Deimax, the two were heavily armed and fearless. They’d fought too many battles to count. One time Mortimus had been the deputy to a pure-strain human (PSH) leader. Mortimus was pure-strain, and it was only natural that he step into the role of leader when it became available. At one time, they had twenty followers, but with constant adventuring, they were killed or drifted away.  
 
    Deimax was loyal. Mortimus had saved his life on more than one occasion, and although he treated him little better than he’d treat a pet dog, Mortimus kept food in their bellies and their enemies afraid. Deimax loved it when he was turned loose to ravage those who would stand against them.  
 
    Deimax considered himself the deadliest fighter on the three decks that they plied. Deck 9 was a recent conquest. They’d killed a badge holder on Deck 8, after he’d already activated the elevator. They took the ride, but the badge had been destroyed. Now they were trapped.  
 
    Mortimus didn’t care. He wanted to see the entirety of his universe. He had been around long enough to know that he was inside a ship. He’d never seen the stars, although the other pure-strains had told him all about them. He wanted that knowledge for himself. He wanted to be master of the ship.  
 
    It was the destiny of the pure-strains. 
 
    “Go around the far side, wolfman,” Mortimus whispered. “Be quiet, move like a breeze through the tall grass. When the light fades to evening, we attack. Wait for my signal.” Mortimus waved Deimax away. The Wolfoid padded silently, disappearing into the grasses at the edge of a great plain. 
 
    Mortimus hunkered down behind a bush, pulled his sonic disruptor and cleaned it. He hoped for enough juice for at least one shot, but he couldn’t count on that. He removed his short steel from its place at his belt. It wasn’t the sword that he coveted, but he’d used it effectively before. He cleaned his disruptor, looking up now and then to make sure his position remained secure.  
 
    He scraped his sharpening stone down the blade one time, but it made a hideous screech. He froze. 
 
    ***  
 
    “What was that?” Verdent asked.  
 
    “I think we have visitors, my friend and they are not friendly like the last ones, but we will give them a chance,” the elder confirmed. 
 
    “A chance to do what, Master Plassius?” Verdent hung his head as he tried to reconcile his feelings with the elder’s direction. “Yes, Master Plassius. It will be as you command.” 
 
    “Not as I command, Verdent. It will be as it needs to be. No more and no less.” 
 
    Verdent excused himself to send the women, children, and infirmed into the marsh and farther into the lake. Plassius’s intuition was renowned. When people used to travel freely across the deck, they would come from all corners to ask for his help. Travel had become dangerous, and the people had faded away. But the elder’s intuition remained and was as strong as ever. 
 
    Plassius was to be trusted. Verdent didn’t have the gift. He didn’t understand, but he’d seen it. When the elder was adamant about something, it was best to act. 
 
    Verdent watched as the villagers efficiently moved to the edge of the water, headed into the marsh grasses and further into the lake.  
 
    Once the majority of the village’s population was in hiding, Verdent and Plassius waited. Verdent was restless and paced back and forth as the elder calmly squatted on a stump.  
 
    As darkness started to settle, the shrieking sound of stone on blade returned. Verdent shot upright from his position sitting next to the elder.  
 
    A growl and a scream signaled something terrible happening at the far end of the village. Verdent leaned around a hut to see an amphibian’s mouth open as his scream turned into a gurgle. Two hands’ length of a spear stood from his chest.  
 
    Impaled from behind by a Wolfoid snarling as he struggled to pull his spear free, Verdent’s fellow villager had grabbed the spear tip, securing it to give the others a few more precious moments to escape. 
 
    “TO THE SWAMP!” Verdent shouted.  
 
    Master Plassius nodded and tried to run, but a human appeared out of nowhere, brandishing a length of steel. The man hit the elder across the back.  
 
    Plassius went down. Verdent exploded into action, launching himself with the full strength of his young back legs. He hit the human just above his knees, and the man went down.  
 
    Verdent grabbed Plassius by the back of his collar and tugged him free, trying to drag him to the water where they’d be safe.  
 
    The man crawled two paces away and then pushed himself to his feet. His face contorted in rage, his jaw worked as if he were chewing jerky.  
 
    He pulled a pistol and aimed. Verdent closed his eyes. He didn’t want his last thought before going to his maker to be the human’s ugly scowl. The man fired.  
 
    Verdent felt like he had been slapped in the head by a wind-blown reed. He opened his eyes and watched the man stuff his pistol back into its holster. 
 
    The Wolfoid found a new target, another villager who was too slow. The Wolfoid abandoned the spear that was embedded in the amphibian’s body. Deimax ran down his second victim, using his long fangs on the peaceful amphibian. Verdent looked back just in time to see the human advancing. 
 
    “Time to die, froggy,” the pure-strain told Verdent. The young amphibian moved back slowly, crouching as he prepared to jump away. The man raised his length of steel and with all his strength, brought it down on the prone elder.  
 
    He laughed as the body spasmed, twitched, and then stilled. “Now you, froggy.”  
 
    Verdent risked a look at Master Plassius. His body lay in an unnatural position; the ichor flowed from the terrible wound. Verdent took half a step back, which the human mistook as a retreat. He surged forward while the amphibian kicked off.  
 
    Verdent caught the pure-strain unaware. The amphibian brought his back legs forward and clenched his jaw with the effort to drive his legs into the man’s chest. The pure-strain flew away as if kicked by a mule. The amphibian had no other tricks in his bag. When he hit the ground, he yelled again. “RUN!” He jumped twice more and landed with a splash at the edge of the swamp. He twisted quickly through the water, using his big feet like flippers. Soon he was in deep water where he was safe from the intruders. 
 
    He rolled to his back to watch the pure-strain standing at the edge of the marsh grasses. Verdent’s eyes bulged with the hatred he felt for the man. Plassius hadn’t allowed the villagers to maintain any weapon beside a fish spear.  
 
    Those would have to do.  
 
    Verdent swam with a new sense of urgency. He found the others in their usual spot, the shallows protected by deep water on all sides.  
 
    “Master Plassius is dead, but he shall be avenged,” Verdent started, looking sad but determined. The amphibians from the village did not share his zeal, but they would follow the elder’s orders. Despite his young age, that elder was now Verdent.  
 
    “Pick up your fish spears and follow me. Males, females, and even you older folks. If you can fight, we can use you. There are only two of them, and although they fight for a living, they cannot take all of us! The more of us there are, the more these two will feel our wrath!” Verdent added almost maniacally.  
 
    The villagers followed, nearly all of them. They swam as a group to the lake shore, through the marsh grasses, trudged through the swampy border and onto dry land.  
 
    The pure-strain was tearing up the inside of one of the huts while the Wolfoid stood in the middle of the open space.  
 
    “Boss,” he growled, carefully enunciating the human words. “The frogs have grown spines, it would seem. Looks like frog legs for dinner.” 
 
    The amphibians walked side by side with their spears lowered. Verdent was up front showing them the way, showing them that anger could replace their fear.  
 
    The pure-strain strutted from one of the huts, his metal bar held casually in one hand. He took stock of the numbers and waved Deimax forward. “We attack as one,” he whispered harshly.  
 
    The man bellowed his war cry, and the Wolfoid howled. They rushed toward the line of amphibians, but the group of villagers kept their spears pointed at the intruders.  
 
    Mortimus swung his bar from the side, attempting to beat the spears away. He only hit two. Three violently stabbed at him. He dodged. Two missed, but the third caught his upper arm, tearing his leather jerkin and the skin below. Mortimus jumped back with a grunt of pain and crouched, ready to attack again. 
 
    Deimax recoiled from the spears he couldn’t avoid. None of the amphibians were injured. The Wolfoid blinked in surprise.  
 
    Impossible!  
 
    The amphibians marched forward, like a disciplined military, no one taking more risk than the fellow at his shoulder. They pointed their spears at their enemies as they continued forward, step after step.  
 
    Verdent could see the two strangers’ demeanor change. The table had turned on the bullies. Mortimus and Deimax backed away as they prepared to run. 
 
    “Charge!” Verdent called, and the amphibians rushed forward, losing the cohesiveness of their temporary formation. Mortimus saw his opportunity and waded in, knocking spears aside to close with his enemy. An amphibian on the flank jabbed into the side of the human’s leg. He cried out in pain.  
 
    The Wolfoid dropped to all fours and bolted, leaving Mortimus to his fate. The pure-strain dove to the ground and rolled away, coming to his feet with his back to a hut. He snarled his defiance. The amphibians closed on him.  
 
    The pure-strain swung his length of metal in a figure eight before him. Verdent leaped high, over the others, swinging his spear as a club, bringing it down on the human’s head. The stunned man dropped his bar. The villagers attacked, spears plunged through the leather time and again, until the sight repulsed the village’s new elder.  
 
    He threw his spear to the ground and put himself between the pure-strain’s body and the villagers, holding out his hands to get them to stop. The human toppled to the ground, landing in a sloppy mess.  
 
    “Clean this up. Bury him at the edge of the swamp,” Verdent ordered, picking up his fishing spear and stalking away. He wanted to see Plassius.  
 
    The damage done to the elder was nothing compared to what the villagers had done in retribution. “Watch out for the Wolfoid,” Verdent told the others, unsure of whether the creature would return since his partner had been killed and the Wolfoid’s spear had been left behind.  
 
    “Wait!” Verdent called. He looked at the human’s mangled body. The new elder removed the man’s belt, sonic disruptor, and length of metal. He found a red access badge in addition to a brown one. He stuffed the loot back into the man’s small pack and wondered about the sense of accomplishment.  
 
    He felt guilty. On one side, the elder’s dead body lay, already attracting flies. On the other, four amphibians carried the body of the killer.  
 
    I should be in mourning, Verdent thought. But I told the old man, I told him we should have protected ourselves. Now we will, and we’ll be better because of it. Or will we? 
 
    Verdent didn’t feel as gratified as he thought he would be. He felt sick to his stomach. He wondered if Plassius had been a fighter at one time, and that’s why he so ardently embraced the peace.  
 
    The young elder sniffed the air, smelling the marsh and the grasslands, the constant breeze was always the same temperature. Nothing changed except for the periods of tranquility, the likes of which he now enjoyed. When he opened his eyes, his people were hard at work. 
 
    The four amphibians disappeared with the pure-strain’s body. Verdent dispatched one of the younger amphibians to go for the others, while two females and two males helped the new elder prepare the former for burial.  
 
    A long time before, they used to burn the bodies, but as they evolved and became one with the water, burning became more and more difficult until they lost the secret of fire completely. They stopped eating cooked food generations prior. They didn’t miss the fire.  
 
    *** 
 
    The four androids did not hesitate as they approached. They walked side by side, in perfect step.  
 
    Verdent saw them first while he squatted near the stump where he used to receive his lessons. He hadn’t selected an apprentice, so he didn’t need to sit on the stump like Plassius used to, sitting above the youngster seated on the ground.  
 
    Verdent used his time for reflection. The elder was willing to die for what he believed. It gave the young elder pause.  
 
    He knew what the androids were the second he saw them. The unnatural skin. The motions meant to replicate humans that still stood them apart. Verdent knew that the amphibian fish spears would be useless on the mechanical creations. They looked like they were made of soft flesh, but they were not. 
 
    “RUN!” Verdent yelled, but he didn’t lead by example. He walked forward to stand between the androids and the villagers as they hustled toward the water.  
 
    “How may I help you?” he asked them. They did not take notice of the amphibian although they stopped in front of him. 
 
    “There is no technology here for us, Synthatress,” the third from the left said emotionlessly.  
 
    “I suspect that is the case, Synthestic. It is only logical for us to search. This group of misfits may have found something and unknowingly made it into a necklace or object of worship,” the one on the far right replied rhythmically. “Synthamor to the left and Synthahol to the right. Synthestic into the water, search the creatures you find there. I’ll search this one.”  
 
    The Android on the far left walked smartly from the group, in lock step with a second Android. They split up after four sharp paces, one heading toward the huts on the right while the other went to the left.  
 
    Verdent knew that they wouldn’t find any technology.  
 
    “You. Your belt is not of your design. It looks human-made. Give it to me,” Synthatress ordered.  
 
    “If I say no?” the amphibian ventured.  
 
    “That would be unwise. I will return it to you unless it contains technology that we need to retake control of the ship. Does it?” the android asked firmly. 
 
    Verdent carefully removed it and handed it over, expecting that the Android would take everything.  
 
    “A red band, a brown band, and a dead sonic disruptor. You have nothing here. Wait a minute.” The Android leader pulled the metal bar and examined it. “Excellent.”  
 
    The Android dropped the belt to the ground while he carefully put the metal bar into his oversized pack already stuffed with things that Verdent couldn’t see. The bar disappeared inside, and the Android walked to the middle of the open area to wait for the others. 
 
    The amphibian wasn’t certain what to do. There was no sound of breaking pots. The two androids efficiently searched the huts and then moved on. They finished and joined Synthatress. The three stood side by side and waited for the fourth Android, Synthestic. 
 
    A movement from the far end of the village caught Verdent’s oversized eyes. A Wolfoid staggered in, his hair falling off in patches.  
 
    The amphibian had seen the illness before.  
 
    Radiation poisoning.  
 
    When the Wolfoid had run off, he’d run into the hot area and stayed there. No wonder they hadn’t found any trace of him. Verdent looked frantically around for a spear of any type with which to threaten the creature and make him leave.  
 
    Verdent settled for the pistol. He pulled it out and aimed in the direction of the dying Wolfoid.  
 
    “Go away, or I’ll kill you!” Verdent yelled in his most intimidating voice.  
 
    The Wolfoid chuckled and snorted. “I’m already dead. Pull the trigger and end it mercifully,” he countered.  
 
    “You’re not worth the charge,” the amphibian replied.  
 
    “Keep him away,” Synthatress ordered the other androids.  
 
    They marched directly toward the Wolfoid. He watched with idle curiosity as they stopped before him with their hands out as if getting ready to push him. He leaned against the fish table. Verdent made a mental note to drag that into the hot area outside the village and dump it.  
 
    The standoff continued until Synthestic returned from the lake. The android’s hands were empty.  
 
    “Nothing. They are more advanced than tech worshippers, but not advanced enough to have anything we need,” it reported. 
 
    “We leave now,” Synthatress ordered. Without any further verbal commands, the two androids standing before the Wolfoid turned and joined Synthatress as the leader stepped from the village in the direction from which they arrived, leaving Verdent alone with the Wolfoid. 
 
    “What now frog man?” the Wolfoid grunted.  
 
    Verdent thought that was a reasonable question for which he did not have an answer. “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Verdent countered.  
 
    The Wolfoid shrugged and continued to lean against the fish table.  
 
    A sound from beyond the village’s boundaries startled them both. A human with a mutated foot that looked like a deer hoof limped heavily, leaning on a long staff that had an arrangement of metal pieces near the top that jingled when he walked. He pounded the butt of the staff into the ground to exaggerate the sound.  
 
    The older man smiled warmly. A feline stalked at his side, walking on two feet and wearing a t-shirt that said TANSTAAFL. The Cougaroid took in all around him, his head in constant motion as he looked for the unseen enemy. He sniffed now and again, seeking scents that didn’t belong.  
 
    A mutant Badger ran along the ground. His head looked to be human, but the rest of him was fully a Badger. The fourth member of the group was yet another mutant. Four hooves and a goat’s body with the upper torso and head of a human.  
 
    The group projected an aura of calm, even though they were well-armed, both naturally and by carrying weapons made by man.  
 
    Verdent made a wide path around the Wolfoid as he tried to intercept yet another group, the fourth in two days.  
 
    “You are the fourth group of adventurers through here in two days,” Verdent shared. He opened his mouth to continue but forgot what he was going to say. He turned his head to the side and shrugged.  
 
    “I am Prior Titus of the New Ground Faith. We’re not here to convert you. Our goal is to help others, share what we know, share what we have. What are you in need of, brother?” 
 
    “You’re not going to go through our huts, looking for whatever we don’t have like the others have just done?” 
 
    The prior laughed softly. “No,” he finally said shaking his head.  
 
    Verdent remembered one of Plassius’ lessons. If you don’t know what to say, tell the truth.  
 
    “What we need is for this radioactive Wolfoid to go away,” Verdent told them.  
 
    Titus tipped his chin at the others, “Sacren, Axton, and Zia, please remove the evil creature.  Drive him back into the fetid heat of the hot zone.” The prior showed the radiation detector attached to the top of his staff.  
 
    Sacren, the Cougaroid pulled a blaster and positioned himself inside the village. “Go now,” he snarled. Being immune to radioactivity, Axton, the Badger closed with the man and grabbed his leg, yanking him away. The Wolfoid snapped at Axton, but the Badger wasn’t impressed. As the Wolfoid's jaws came close, Axton reached up a paw and slapped Deimax on his nose.  
 
    Zia pranced to the side, brandishing her small knife as her four hooves skittered on the hard earth.  
 
    “You won’t be allowed to stay, Wolfoid. You will be driven off, as you were before because you killed our people. For no reason besides your bloodlust, you killed my fellow villagers. Excuse me if I don’t feel sorry that you’re dying and will do nothing to provide comfort to you,” Verdent said, trying to sound older and more profound.  
 
    “I will provide what comfort I can. I know that you are not a goodly or kind creature, but I will provide comfort to you because I am good,” the prior passionately intoned, resting a hand on the young amphibian’s shoulder. He smiled patiently as he turned and limped forward to be close to the Wolfoid. 
 
    Titus’s hoof-like foot left odd marks in the earth as he passed. Verdent’s attention was drawn to them. He thought he saw the wings of a butterfly, folded over. He blinked, and the image was gone. 
 
    Deimax bared his fangs as the deer-hoofed human approached. The Wolfoid lunged. Faster than the eye could follow, the prior’s staff unerringly smacked into the Wolfoid’s head. The dying creature was driven into the ground. He huffed and panted past his swollen tongue as he struggled to get up. 
 
    “Just because I’m good, doesn’t mean I’m not ready to defend myself,” Titus said with a smile. “I don’t understand those who believe that good means stupid or unwilling to fight. Fighting for what’s right is what we do.” The Wolfoid made it to all fours as he glared through yellow eyes at the prior.  
 
    Without hesitation, Titus spun in a circle, whipping the weighted staff head around. At the speed of sound, it hit the Wolfoid on the side of the head. His skull crushed, the creature exhaled one last time and lay still. The mutated Badger started dragging the Wolfoid away.  
 
    “Where were we, my son?” the prior asked the young elder. 
 
    Verdent smiled broadly in his frog-like way and bounced excitedly. “We were in a good place, Master Titus, a good place indeed.” 
 
    The End 
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A Small Chance of Success 
 
    A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™  
 
    by Craig J. Brain 
 
      
 
    Bryant nodded to Jeffries, who moved forward towards the rim of the crater. Bryant noticed that the crater was recent, not a result of an older incident. During the past week of their patrol, Bryant, Jeffries, Taylor and Kenny had found some areas with recent heavy damage. This crater, like the others they had found before, was approximately twenty yards wide with steep sides. Bryant could hear the steady clicking of Jeffries’ Geiger counter as he crested the rim of the crater. The steady rate of the clicks indicated that the crater was no more radioactive than anywhere else around them.  “That’s a relief,” Bryant huffed to himself. 
 
    Jeffries looked around carefully, sweeping his slug rifle in a wide arc. He paused momentarily as he faced toward a hole at the center of the crater. Jeffries signaled Bryant that he wanted to take a closer look, and Bryant nodded his assent. Jeffries motioned to Taylor that he was going to take a closer look at the hole at the center of the crater.  Taylor crouched low and moved forward towards the edge of the crater to provide cover. Bryant signaled to Kenny to watch behind them. 
 
    Jeffries advanced to the center of the crater and activated his throat mic while peering down the hole. “Corporal, I can hear voices.” 
 
    “Voices? Can you understand them?” asked Bryant. 
 
    “Yes I can,” responded Jeffries. “I’ll get a little closer so you can hear them on my mic.”  
 
    After a brief pause, Bryant could hear a small voice, “Hello! You up there. Can you help us get out of this hole? The professor is trapped, and we need to rescue our children!” A second voice then called out, “Please throw down a rope or a ladder!” 
 
      
 
    “Jeffries, find out who they are,” ordered Bryant. 
 
    “Identify yourselves,” Jeffries shouted down the hole. 
 
    “Shhh!!!! Don’t yell! You’ll attract the Wolfoids!” came a hissed response. 
 
    The second voice called out “Big Theo and I were grabbed by the Wolfoids to find out where our children are, but we escaped with some others and made it this far. We were trying to cross this crater to hide when it collapsed under us.” 
 
    A third voice, a woman’s joined the first two, “We need to get out of here before the Wolfoids come back to get us, or find out from someone else where the children are!” 
 
    Jeffries called down the hole, “Are any of you injured? I can throw a rope down, so you can climb out.” 
 
    The female voice responded, “The Professor is trapped under some rubble. We aren’t strong enough to free him. Can you come down and help please?” the voice pleaded.  
 
    “I don’t want to leave him down here.” 
 
    Bryant had been listening to the exchange between Jeffries and those trapped in the hole. He started issuing orders, “Jeffries, use the grappler so we can send somebody down. Kenny, you stay near the rim of the crater in case the Wolfoids show up. We don’t want to be surprised. Taylor, you get ready to go down the hole and see what the problem is.” 
 
    The men acted quickly, and the rope was secured by a grappling hook to a thick root that had been exposed by the explosion that had created the crater. Taylor descended into the hole, with Bryant peering in from above. Nearing the bottom of the hole, Taylor started laughing. 
 
    “What’s going on Taylor?” asked Bryant over the throat mic. 
 
    “You aren’t going to believe this.  I’ve just climbed down here to rescue a bunch of toys!” Taylor responded with evident amusement. 
 
    “Toys? What do you mean toys?” responded Bryant, rising anger obvious in his tone. 
 
    “Uh. Well, there’s two teddy bears, a nursery doll, a toy robot with a ray gun and a robotic cat,” responded Taylor. 
 
    The snickering of Kenny and Jeffries behind him momentarily distracted Bryant. “Stow it you pair!” he snapped.  
 
    “Hang on!” added Taylor, “Looks like there’s also some educational toy stuck under a bit of rubble about ten feet from my position.” 
 
    The snickers became outright laughter, much to Bryant’s annoyance. The laughter was suddenly cut short before Bryant could reprimand either man. 
 
    “Wolfoids!” shouted Kenny. “Must be dozens!” As he shouted the warning, an arrow lightly grazed his left cheek, leaving a small horizontal cut bleeding down the side of his face. 
 
    “Crumbs!” exclaimed Bryant. “We don’t have the artillery to fight them off. Down the hole! Go!” he ordered. 
 
    Bryant and Jeffries remained behind as Kenny descended using the grappler. Kenny reached the bottom of the hole as the first Wolfoid crested the crater, howling in rage as it saw the humans going into the hole.  
 
    Bryant turned to Jeffries, “I’ll cover you while you go down.”  
 
    Jeffries reply was cut short when a thrown axe severed his neck, spraying Bryant with blood. Jeffries’ head fell through the hole into the darkness below, followed shortly thereafter by his tumbling body. 
 
    Bryant gasped in shock, and ducking a second large thrown axe, grabbed the rope and jumped into the hole. The rope jerked in his hands, and he swung in a large arc, before letting go and landing on his feet. He quickly grasped the handle of the grappler, pressed the button to retract the hooks, and yanked hard. The rope fell to the ground followed by the now-folded grappler hook. More howls of frustration came from above, followed by two thrown spears. One of the crude spears narrowly missed Bryant, while the other glanced off Taylor’s armored shoulder, its flint tip leaving a long shallow furrow. Over the next few minutes, Taylor and Kenny fired multiple slugs at any Wolfoid that presented itself as a target above them, resulting in more howls and the occasional startled yelp from the creatures above. 
 
    A large golden brown teddy bear, the size of a toddler, and a smaller dark brown teddy bear, approached the small group of Marines from the shadows. “I’m Big Theo, and this is little Theo,” the bigger teddy said, indicating the smaller, “and we wanted to say thank you for coming to our rescue.” 
 
    “Just freakin’ great,” said Bryant. 
 
    *** 
 
     Bryant ordered Kenny to continue shooting anything that looked into the hole at them and quickly looked around them. They were in a large, square room, approximately fifteen yards across. The ceiling was at least ten yards above them, with the only light in the room coming from the hole above. “I want to find a way out of here,” he told Taylor. “We must be in the ‘tween decks, so there should be a heap of maintenance passages down here.” He reached into a pouch and retrieved a small flashlight, and shined it around the walls. As he looked around, he felt a tug at his leg. Expecting to see one of the two teddy bears, he was surprised to see another toy, the nurse doll. 
 
    “What?” he asked the doll in annoyance. 
 
    “Can you help the Professor? We can’t leave him here, or the Wolfoids will use him to get the children”. 
 
    “You mean there are real children in danger?” asked Bryant in alarm. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the doll. “Our owners put us in storage before the voyage, and we were supposed to be unpacked for the children before they were revived. But instead, we were activated by the Wolfoids, who wanted us to show them where the children are.” The doll paused, “There were a lot more of us, but the Wolfoids broke so many of us toys when we wouldn’t tell them. The Wolfoids stopped for a while and fought amongst themselves. Then Horax, their leader bought in a strange little lizard creature on a leash that could make us do things we didn’t want to do. He made us tell them that the children were in cryo-sleep on Level Fifteen.” 
 
    Bryant flinched as Kenny fired another burst of rounds, eliciting a canine yelp from above. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll do what we can to make sure the kids are safe. Let’s see what we can do to help your friend the Professor and then find a way out of here that doesn’t require us fighting the Wolfoids.” 
 
    Bryant and Taylor looked at the pile of rubble, and the small blocky toy trapped in it. The toy looked as though it was not seriously damaged, but the power cell had been knocked out of it. It was pinned by a piece of concrete, which the two men easily lifted. The nurse doll gently lifted the inactive toy from the rubble and Bryant passed her the power cell, after dusting it off. 
 
    The Professor was an exaggerated flat male human head with a small pair of arms and legs. The arms and legs immediately twitched as soon as the nurse doll inserted the power cell, and the face immediately lit up, “Argh! I’m falling! I’m falling! I’m…” it stammered. “I’m okay?”  
 
    “You’re fine Professor.” said the nurse doll. 
 
    “I am so glad to see you Nursey!” said the Professor. 
 
    “You can thank these Marines,” said Nursey, indicating Bryant, Taylor, and Kenny. “I’ve got work to do,” she said before leaving the Professor with the Marines. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen, for your timely intervention!” the Professor said sincerely. “We must prevent Horax and his Wolfoid brethren from harming our children.” 
 
    “Our first priority is preventing any harm coming to civilians,” responded Bryant. “We still need to take care of our own, so I’ll arrange retrieval of Jeffries’ body,” said Bryant gravely, as he looked in a pouch for something. Moments later he produced a small grenade-sized yellow device marked “BPPB.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the Professor. 
 
    “It’s a Body Preservation and Positioning Beacon, or a Bee Double Pee Bee for short,” responded Bryant sadly. “We carry them for when all else fails since we don’t ever want to leave a Marine behind. It protects a fallen soldier’s body until it can be retrieved.” 
 
    “A noble sentiment, I am sure. However, perhaps you won’t have to,” said the Professor. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Bryant hopefully. 
 
    “Nursey can perform miracles. She brought me back from the dead, and she’s already made some progress with your friend over there,” said the Professor, pointing in the direction of Jeffries’ corpse. 
 
      
 
    Bryant turned to see Jeffries’ torso propped against the well, with his head sitting crookedly on his shoulders with some colorful band-aids depicting fish, and cartoon characters crisscrossing his neck. Nursey closed up her little first aid kit and stood back a few feet from the sitting corpse looking at her handiwork, her head tilted to one side with her blood-soaked index finger on her chin. “He needs ointment!” she announced, to Bryant’s horror. 
 
    “Get away from him! You toys are freakin’ insane!” shouted Taylor, rushing to the fallen marine’s body, knocking Nursey out of the way, so that she fell in a tumble of small arms and legs, coming to rest on her back. He moved Jeffries’ corpse back into a lying position on the floor, and quickly removed his pack and webbing, sitting the equipment gently aside. He looked over at Bryant and held his hand out, palm outwards. 
 
    Bryant threw Taylor the BPPB, and he placed it on Jeffries’ chest and stepped backward. Foam rapidly expelled from the device, which hardened in a matter of seconds leaving Jeffries body effectively sealed from the elements and glued to the floor. A faint pulse of light could be seen coming from the beacon encased in the hardened material. 
 
    Big Theo, the larger of the two teddy bears, walked over to Nursey and offered her a furry paw. As she started to stand up, he asked, “You want me to knock the stuffing out of that big bully?” 
 
    Nursey sniffed, looking at Taylor’s back and shook her head, “Don’t bother. He’s probably not anatomically correct anyway.” 
 
    The robot with the ray gun approached. “Waldo zap?” he asked in a grating metal voice. 
 
    Big Theo responded gently, “Waldo, I wish that ray gun was real. We wouldn’t need these adults for help then.” 
 
    Little Theo held out an object in his paw and pressed a button, and a blade sprang out. He stepped purposefully towards Taylor but was halted by Big Theo placing a paw gently on his chest. 
 
    “Don’t,” Big Theo said. “Nursey’s running low on boy band-aids.” 
 
      
 
    Little Theo nodded understanding but scowled at Taylor’s back. 
 
    Jeffries’ rations and equipment was divided amongst the remaining three marines, and then Bryant and Taylor completed their examination of the room they were in. They found two doors, one in the northern wall and one in the southern wall. 
 
    “Kenny, any sign of trouble up above?” asked Bryant. 
 
    “None. Not seen anything for about fifteen minutes,” Kenny replied. “We gonna move out soon Corporal?” he asked. 
 
    Bryant was looking at a schematic on his datapad. “Yeah, I reckon so,” he replied. “If we head south, we can take the underground tunnels to the sub-train and catch a ride to Epsilon City, and from there, get ourselves down to Level Fifteen and make sure the security for the cryo-sleep chambers is intact.” 
 
    Taylor smiled, “Good plan.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The group left by the southern door. Bryant used his security band to lock the door behind them. It didn’t take long for the Marines to discover that the toys walked far slower than adult humans. Bryant carried the Professor and Nursey, while Taylor had both Big and Little Theo riding on his back and Kenny had Waldo the robot sitting in his pack with its head sticking out and Paws the robotic cat riding on his shoulder, occasionally rubbing itself affectionately against the side of his face. 
 
    The group traveled along dusty and corroded corridors for several hours, with Bryant using his datapad to navigate towards the sub-train station. They crossed some areas that had undergone unexpected changes, such as large clusters of fungus, bigger than humans and areas that had partially flooded with water. Bryant had needed to use a grenade to kill a large snail that attacked by spitting acid at them in one of the partially flooded areas. A number of times they found destroyed robots and twice they found the gnawed, skeletal remains of humanoid creatures with crude weapons. They came to a small series of rooms when Bryant signaled a rest stop. 
 
    “Through the next set of double doors, is the sub-train station,” Bryant said, indicating ahead of them. “We need to rest a bit and get some food into us. There is no telling what is waiting for us in there.” 
 
    The three Marines set about getting meals and resting, all the while making sure that their weapons were close by. Bryant found that he was so hungry that he easily overcame his usual aversion to the Irish stew in its self-heating packet, and quickly ate a Warden Crunchy Nut Bar as well, while he checked his equipment for damage. While the Marines rested, Waldo and Paws kept watch. 
 
    Taylor approached Bryant when he saw that none of the toys were too close by. “Corporal, do these toys seem screwy to you?” 
 
    Bryant nodded, “They do. I’d guess their AI chips are a little fried. There seems to be a lot of free will.” Bryant paused, “They seem obsessed with the safety of the children, and in these circumstances, I think that is okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I am not too sure about them. They could be dangerous,” responded Taylor. “I think we should ditch them and go ahead without them.” 
 
    “Taylor, I thought so too at first, but they aren’t slowing us down, and leaving them behind might mean that the Wolfoids get hold of them again,” Bryant responded. “And I would feel bad about fragging them to prevent that. I got one of those Waldo Robots for Christmas when I was a kid.” 
 
    Kenny had dozed off and was gently snoring when he was suddenly startled awake by something touching his face. Nursey stepped back from Kenny and said “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I saw you had a cut on your face, so I put a band-aid on it.” 
 
    Kenny felt the side of his face and found the band-aid. 
 
    Nursey said, “I gave you a shark one. I thought you’d prefer that to a ballerina.” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah. Thanks.” said Kenny uncertainly. 
 
    “My pleasure, Soldier,” said Nursey, winking at him. “Let me know when you’re in town for some R and R.” 
 
    “Ummm. Uh, sure,” replied Kenny even more uncertainly. 
 
    After the group had rested and packed their gear again, it was time to move out to the sub-train station and face whatever was waiting for them there. As they approached the doors, a Wolfoid howl sounded in the distance, echoing in the metallic corridors. 
 
    “Crumbs. This was looking too easy,” exclaimed Bryant.  
 
    The doors to the sub-train station groaned open slowly, with a squeal of rusting metal. The group quickly moved through the doors, into the darkened area beyond. The three Marines used their torches to illuminate the area around them, which was revealed to be a cavernous train platform. After a few moments, glaring white lights, set into the ceiling far above flickered to life. Bryant used his security band to shut the door. Again, the doors slowly slid shut, with loud squealing. However, the loud squealing did not drown out another Wolfoid howl that sounded far closer than the last. Seconds before the doors shut, an arrow shot through the narrow gap and embedded itself deep in Taylor’s backpack, just under Little Theo’s foot. Taylor’s knees momentarily buckled under the impact before he recovered and staggered away from the now-closed door.  
 
    Big Theo reached over, and with Little Theo’s assistance, they pulled the arrow out of Taylor’s backpack and threw it away. Little Theo scowled in the direction of the doors and waved his switchblade menacingly. Big Theo whispered, “Put that away before you scare someone. We aren’t even supposed to use scissors!” 
 
    Looking around, the platform was far from empty. Some rusted, inactive cargo handling robots stood idly by, some in the process of carrying boxes of goods to be delivered, while others were tipped on their sides. Nothing moved. Past the still robots, the sleek form of a sub-train could be seen. The train consisted of six carriages, three were obviously for cargo, two were for passengers, and the nearest was obviously the engine.  The group quickly moved towards the sub-train. As they approached the engine, the light on the front turned on, and two puffs of compressed air were emitted from the wheels. 
 
    “Who disturbs my slumber after all this time?” the sub-train’s loud voice boomed.  
 
    Bryant approached, holding his security band out for the vehicle to see. “I do, Corporal Timothy Bryant, of the United Western Starship Cartel Marines Contingent. I am on official business and require your services.” 
 
    “Your kind left me down here Corporal Timothy Bryant, of the United Western Starship Cartel Marines Contingent,” the sub-train boomed. “I don’t care at all for your official business. Begone with you!” the sub-train replied loudly. 
 
    “I’ve shown you my authorization, and you’ll do as you’re told!” responded Bryant, anger evident in his voice. 
 
    “I’m done taking orders from your kind, human.” responded the sub-train simply. 
 
    “I’ll have you stripped down and turned to scrap, you cantankerous, malfunctioning piece of junk!” yelled Bryant, his face reddening with anger. 
 
    “Not if those creatures following you get through the doors behind you, or find the side passageway to come through my tunnels. I can see from the security cameras though that they won’t be long at all….” said the sub-train, with a trace of malicious humor in its voice. “Now, if I can just remember how to open those doors….” 
 
    “Does your contempt for these humans extend to your robotic brethren, O Mighty Sub-Train?” asked the Professor. 
 
    “Of course not!” said the sub-train, slightly abashed at not having noticed the toys. “Even you, my smallest brothers and sister, are most welcome to enjoy a ride on my rails.” 
 
    “Please extend your hospitality to these Marines, our crude and clumsy servants. We are on a desperate mission and require transport to Epsilon City so we can journey to Level Fifteen with all haste,” requested the Professor. “Those Wolfoids that follow us mean to do us, your smallest brethren harm. These humans have been our protectors.” 
 
     “All right then, get aboard and hurry. The creatures have found the entrance to my tunnels and will be here momentarily.” The sub-train responded, opening the door to the first passenger carriage. 
 
    The group quickly boarded, and the door shut behind them, and the train started to move.  A number of arrows bounced harmlessly off the plasglass windows, but the window was badly cracked when it was hit by a large metal axe. The train quickly picked up speed and left the station. The group knew the danger of the Wolfoids had not passed, as they could hear scampering feet on the roof of the train above them as the train picked up speed. The scampering receded along the length of the train. 
 
    “Epsilon City non-stop in fifteen minutes” came the sub-train’s voice over the speakers inside the passenger compartment. 
 
    “Sub-train, those Wolfoids have moved down along your roof to the other cars. Can we disconnect those cars?” asked Bryant. 
 
    “You can, at a cost, human. Those cars can only be decoupled manually by a button in an access hatch in the floor.” replied the sub-train. “I count six of those creatures on my roof, and they are trying to get into the other passenger car from one of the cargo cars.” 
 
    “Oh.” responded Bryant simply. 
 
    “I will do it,” volunteered Waldo. “Let me stop those creatures,” the little robot requested. 
 
    “If you do it, they will capture you, and then you will lead them to the children,” replied the Professor. 
 
    “Not if I have a grenade,” replied Waldo. 
 
    Bryant nodded, not fully comfortable with sending the little robot on a suicide mission if that was the right word for it. Possibly even less comfortable leaving a grenade with an intelligent toy suitable for age ranges six to twelve years. Nursey came over to Waldo and gave the little robot a hug, and the other toys gave sad little waves. Bryant carried the robot to the other car, opened the floor panel and pointed to the button. He then set a grenade by the little robot and loosened the pin. “Good luck Waldo,” he whispered to the little robot, “You’d make a fine Christmas present for any kid.” 
 
    No sooner had Bryant returned to the other car, then Waldo pressed the button, decoupling the cars. The group saw the Wolfoids storm into the other passenger car and rush towards the closed door, only to see the widening gap between the passenger cars. Before they could make it fully to the closest end of the other car, there was a blinding flash as Waldo pulled the pin from the grenade, and the other car exploded. The damaged car receded into the darkness behind the speeding sub-train. 
 
    Nursey sat on a seat, next to Kenny crying. Awkwardly, Kenny offered the doll his handkerchief. The handkerchief looked like a bed sheet in her small hand. She accepted it gratefully and pretended to blow into it before handing it back to him. Little Theo scowled at the darkness behind them, fidgeting with his switchblade. 
 
    Bryant leaned over closer to Taylor and whispered, “I think we made the right call about keeping these toys with us.” 
 
    Taylor nodded agreement, silently. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Now approaching Epsilon City Station, Secondary Access Junction Bravo,” announced the sub-train. “We are using this station as Central is experiencing some commuter-related issues and this is the closest station to the spiral stairs to Level Fifteen. My security cameras indicated that this station is not currently occupied.” 
 
    Two minutes later, the sub-train started to slow down and eventually came to a stop in a well-lit, abandoned station. While the station was abandoned, it was in pristine condition. Bryant led the way out of the station, checking his datapad periodically. 
 
    Taylor tapped Bryant on the shoulder and pointed to a black and yellow hovercab parked in front of a badly damaged Epsilon Savings & Loan Building. “Looks like it’s in good condition, and we could get there a lot faster, Corporal.” 
 
    As they approached the vehicle, a braying laugh came from above them, from a damaged part of the nearby building. “That thing there didn’t do the last guys no good either!” shouted a mysterious voice. Quickly the three men and the toys climbed into the vehicle. 
 
    “Where to Guvna?” said a disembodied voice in a cockney accent. 
 
    Looking around, Bryant spotted the robotic head with a ridiculous cab driver's cap perched on top. The robotic cab driver smiled at Bryant and waited for his response. 
 
    “Spiral stairs to Level Fifteen. Thanks,” responded Bryant, waving his security band at the robotic cab driver. 
 
    “Righto Guv!” the cab driver said. “I’m glad you chose to ignore that jackass, she’s such a doubting Thomas. Would you like to take the scenic route?” it asked hopefully. 
 
    “No thanks,” replied Bryant. 
 
    “All the tourists love it,” the cab responded. 
 
    “No thanks,” replied Bryant. 
 
    “Aww! C’mon, there’s nothin’ like it. You won’t regret it if you do,” the cab pleaded. 
 
    “I’ll reach down your throat and tear the label off your underwear if you slow us down one second more,” replied Big Theo, cutting off Bryant before he could respond. 
 
    Little Theo scowled menacingly at the robotic cab driver. 
 
    “Alright. I can take a hint. Say no more. Nudge, nudge. Wink, Wink,” the annoying cab driver continued. 
 
    The cab flew swiftly over ruined blocks of buildings, avoiding swarms of giant hornets and what looked like winged monkeys with practiced ease. It descended gently to the ground, and the doors of the cab opened automatically. 
 
    “I hope you enjoy your visit to Epsilon City and remember always to use Black and Yellow ™ when you…” the cab paused, “Hey, which one of you reprobates ripped my seat back there?” 
 
    Bryant shrugged and looked at the others, each of whom shook their heads.  “Sorry, no idea. Maybe it was already ripped?” he suggested gently. Looking into the cab, at the back seat, he could see three long vertical cuts that he had not noticed before. 
 
    “It was not! That’ll take me a day in the shop to fix that. Blast and bugger!” the cab swore before taking off again. 
 
    Little Theo scowled at the departing cab and put away his switchblade. 
 
    It was only a short walk to the stairs, and looking down, it seemed to the group that the steps descended endlessly into the depths below Epsilon City.  
 
    Little Theo made a disgusting noise as though clearing his throat and spat, releasing a small globule of spit. The globule slid out of sight over a period of several seconds. 
 
    Big Theo looked surprised. “We can spit?” he asked in astonishment.  
 
    Little Theo shrugged noncommittally in response. 
 
    Kenny looked down, adjusted the straps on his backpack and said, “Well, this is going to suck.” 
 
    There are many things that pure science cannot explain. It is a well-known phenomenon that low ranking soldiers in all ages of time have possessed profound insight and wisdom with an almost uncanny talent for predicting the future during different campaigns. This was one of those occasions. The following six hours of descent did indeed suck. It did not help one bit that Nursey and Big Theo played “Are we there yet?” the whole way. Their game was paused only three times, briefly for Big Theo to practice spitting. 
 
    Taylor’s prayers to all known deities, for deafness, went unanswered during this period.  
 
    The group rested at the bottom of the stairs. Somewhere, far above a Wolfoid howl reached their ears. Moments later, the head of an annoying robotic cab driver smashed into the ground a few feet from the group. 
 
    “We have to keep moving,” said Bryant. 
 
    Nobody disagreed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bryant consulted his datapad, and soon the group was moving towards the area indicated as being the cryo-sleep facility. As soon as they exited the stairwell, they saw a number of well-maintained grav cars nearby. The group quickly climbed into one of the vehicles and sped along the long bridge towards the central island, to where the cryo-sleep chambers were located. 
 
    They were a hundred yards from their destination when their vehicle came under fire from a security robot, with some gas canisters landing around their vehicle, causing them no harm. Bryant slowed the vehicle and then bought it to a halt. 
 
    The floating black robot waved some tentacles in the air. “Stop intruders!” the robot boomed. 
 
    “We’ve stopped as directed,” Bryant said loudly as he approached the robot. The closer he came to the robot, the more damage he could see. The robot had a number of dents, rends and tears across its metal torso. He showed the robot his security band. “We are going to check on some children in cryo-sleep. We are being followed by hostile creatures that intend to harm the human colonists that you guard.” 
 
    “Proceed!” boomed the robot. 
 
    Bryant returned to the grav car, and they passed by the robot. 
 
    “Don’t let those creatures get past you,” he told the robot. 
 
    “None shall pass!” boomed the robot. 
 
    “Good answer!” responded Bryant. He steered the grav car towards the facility as fast as he could.  
 
    Reaching the facility, Bryant again used his security band to open the door, and they entered. He turned to the Professor, “Where are your children?” he asked. 
 
    “Level Four, Row Eighteen, Numbers Eleven to Sixteen,” said the Professor. 
 
    They moved towards the elevator and quickly selected Level Four. Locating the correct row took only   a moment; however finding the cryo-sleep chambers did not provide the satisfying results that they had hoped.  Three of the sleep chambers were open, while a sleeping girl and two boys were still visible in the others. 
 
    Little Theo ran towards one of the empty chambers and climbed, looking for its occupant. The smaller teddy then sank to its knees in apparent despair. Nursey looked happily towards the sleeping girl and Paws, the robotic cat kneaded its paws on the lid of the second boy’s chamber.  
 
    Big Theo looked at the remaining two empty chambers and said: “At least Waldo never saw this.”  He walked over to Little Theo and gave the smaller bear a hug. 
 
    The elevator behind them pinged, and the door opened releasing three snarling Wolfoids. 
 
    The Professor exclaimed “Horax!” He’s found us! Protect the children!” 
 
    The largest of the three Wolfoids straightened up; its tongue lolled to one side as it grinned at the group. The Wolfoid wore two bandoliers of grenades and carried a long sword in a scabbard. “Nice of you to show us the way, Professor. We Wolfoids are fond of a little finger food, and you have shown us to the mother lode.” 
 
    Bryant, Taylor, and Kenny opened fire with their slug rifles, and one of the Wolfoids went down in a hail of slugs. The largest Wolfoid’s reactions were quicker than the other two, and it ducked behind one of the cryo-sleep chambers. A moment later, a grenade sailed over the chamber and landed near the marines. They scattered before the grenade detonated. Only Taylor was injured, when a piece of shrapnel hit him in his upper arm. Bryant circled around, trying to get behind Horax, while Taylor kept the other Wolfoid pinned and Kenny moved to get a better firing position. 
 
    Bryant lost sight of the other two Marines as he moved towards Horax’s position.  He crept to where he last saw Horax, and found the Wolfoid gone. However, he saw a small amount of blood on the floor. He silently followed the trail. 
 
    Bryant did not see Horax but heard a faint scuffle of movement behind him a second before he was struck down. He dropped the slug rifle as he plowed into the floor, the breath was driven out of his lungs, and at least one rib cracked. Horax had leaped upon him from on top of one of the cryo-sleep chambers and was standing over him now, laughing and holding an unsheathed, wicked-looking sword. Horax stepped forward with the sword raised for a killing blow. 
 
    Suddenly Horax seemed to stagger, and grunt in frustration. He reached over and threw Big Theo from his back, and reached back again and grasped Little Theo, who waved his dripping switchblade menacingly. While the large Wolfoid was distracted, laughing, Bryant scrambled to retrieve his fallen slug rifle.  
 
    Bryant heard something break behind him and felt the impact of something being thrown at him from behind. The impact knocked him to the ground again. The Wolfoid howled in frustration behind Bryant. In front of him was Little Theo lying broken against one of the cryo-sleep chambers. Little Theo looked at Bryant and said, “He’ll never hurt another kid again, ” and opened his paw. Two grenade pins fell from the tiny paw, and the light in Little Theo’s eyes faded. 
 
    Bryant scrambled to cover, and rounded the corner of a chamber before two explosions rocked the room. 
 
    Bryant’s ears were ringing from the explosions when he stood up. His ribs were aching, and every breath hurt. He limped to see how Taylor and Kenny had fared with the remaining Wolfoid. They had killed it, with considerably more luck than he had with Horax. However, Kenny had been bitten on his left arm and badly scratched across his face. 
 
    Bryant limped over to the elevator and accessed a computer terminal there. A few minutes later he informed Taylor and Kenny, and the remaining toys, “That’s all three Wolfoids dead. I’ve ordered a repair crew to fix any damage here and replace the damaged security robot. This place will be secure again.  I checked the records but couldn’t find out what had happened to the other three children. I do know thirty-five people had been removed from this level alone, and we need to report that back to Master Sergeant Dupper.” 
 
    Some medical robots arrived shortly afterward and the injured Marines received medical attention. Kenny had the most difficult time of this as Nursey kept instructing the medical robot how to “best” treat him. “You owe me one hell of a tea party, soldier,” she scolded him. 
 
    The Professor, Big Theo and Paws the Robotic cat were fine, although the Professor had a small dent above his nose 
 
    Bryant limped over to the broken figure of Little Theo lying inactive on the floor and picked him up. He looked carefully at the smaller bear and the protruding gears and electronics. “Hmmm…” he pondered briefly. “I bet there’s nothing here that can’t be fixed, and I know a certain Master Sergeant that’d just love a cuddly, friendly little fellow like you,” he grinned, stuffing the broken toy into a pouch. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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Ties That Bind, Ties That Break 
 
    A Metamorphosis Alpha™ Anthology Story 
 
    by Michael Curtis  
 
      
 
    Sana watched the emerald and cerulean lights of the softfire trees slowly die from the corner of her eye. To watch them too intently, she knew, would condemn her to the same fate the twelk now endured. The hound-sized creature, its blunt-nosed head crowned with a jagged rack of horns, stood motionless before the skeletal trees. The beast’s eyes were glazed, its will sapped by the hypnotic display of lights produced by the softfire trees. Soon other predators would come, drawn by the fading light to feast upon the paralyzed twelk. The blood and bones left behind would nourish the trees’ roots, completing the Valley’s eternal cycle of life once more. Sana knew she must move quickly. 
 
    The young girl raced across the edge of the softfire grove, her buckskin-covered legs scissoring as she ran. The food bag slung across her back bounced as she fled, urging her across the clearing into the underbrush. The slap of the bag reminded her of her mother’s strong but urgent hand when the two last ventured into the woods beyond the village, a constant reminder to keep to the trails and not stray into places she did not know. Sana’s lungs drew in the forest air, the smell of rich loam, verdant greenery, and wet bark comforting her. These were scents she knew, gentle reassurances she had not yet reached the strange reaches of the forest her task demanded she travel to. 
 
    Sana dashed into the undergrowth on the far side of the grove, slipping in between the broad blue leaves of a sheaf bush. She held the long stave she bore in her slender right hand ahead of her, parting the hanging branches away from her. Intricate carvings decorated the length of the stick; each one etched into the dark wood by one of the staff’s previous bearers. Each had served as the shaman of Thrayorb village during their lifetime, healers and councilors dedicated to serving the good of the tribe and the will of the Two Gods. In time, Sana would add her own carving to the staff, but she had not yet earned that right.  
 
    This shouldn’t be my burden, the girl thought. This is Anisa’s staff, not mine. She should be the one making this journey. 
 
    The thought pulled memories from the darkness of Sana’s mind, dredging them from the shadows where she had pushed them down to stave off the tears that flowed so readily these last days. Visions of the people of Thrayorb flashed through her mind, their brown skin marked by pustules and bruises, the smell of sickness cloying the village air. Moans of pain and the wailing of those who were watching loved ones carried off by the invisible spirits that brought the illness seemed to ring in her ears. As she pushed herself further through the crowding brush of the forest, one particular memory, painful and all too recent, rose before her mind’s eye. Like the twelk entranced by the radiance of a softfire tree, Sana couldn’t look away… 
 
    ***  
 
    Anisa’s hut was low-ceilinged with untold bundles of herbs, sachets, tools, clay bottles, and the other implements of the shaman’s calling dangling from the crisscrossing beams. Faint light from the hut’s open doorway and the narrow smoke hole in the roof mixed with the ruddy glow of the hut’s fire. The place, once so cozy and comforting to Sana, the only home she ever knew, now seemed ominous. Something malignant and unseen shared the hut with Sana and her mother, Anisa. 
 
    Her mother lay beneath thick blankets woven from bullybeast fur, the soft hairs ruffling in the thin breeze that blew from the smoke hole above. Beads of perspiration dotted her dark forehead, and her eyes were sunken even in sleep. A smattering of small but vivid purple boils dotted Anisa’s cheeks, and her ragged breath held the stink of sickness.  
 
    Sana sat at the far side of the hut, ordered by her mother and shaman to keep her distance. The girl yearned to clutch Anisa’s hand and wipe the sweat from her brow, but her mother had forbidden it with a stern warning: “The spirits of sickness roost around me, Sana. They clutch my soul with sharp talons and would grasp you if they could. Keep away.” 
 
    Anisa stirred under the blankets, her eyes opening. Sana gasped with fear as she watched her mother look about the room as if blind, her sight robbed by the spirits that preyed upon her. At her exhalation, Anisa’s faced turned in her direction, and Sana sighed with relief as her mother’s eyes focused on her, their sightless gaze replaced by a certainty Sana had not seen in recent days. 
 
    “My daughter,” Anisa said with a voice as steady as her gaze. “I have had a seeming.” 
 
    Sana was no stranger to seems, those strange prophetic visions that spoke to both mother and daughter on rare occasions as they slept. Seems were seldom clear when they came, revealing themselves only after they had come to pass or when interpreted with a shaman’s wisdom. Sana had yet to learn the art of deciphering her seems but knew they should never be discounted. 
 
    “What did you seem, Anisa?” 
 
    “I watched a bullybeast ewe and lamb walk through a mire. All about were the clutching vines of the grabber trees, writhing and striking like biters. The mud grabbed at the bullybeasts’ legs, and the ewe became stuck in the mire. Vines wrapped themselves around her body as the lamb watched and cried. When the ewe sank to her neck, the lamb bolted, rushing through the mire, now silent. There were sharp thorns and biters in the lamb’s path, and it endured great wounds, but it reached the far edge of the mire. When it did, the mud dried and broke, and the grabber vines turned brown with thirst. The ewe walked free once more.” 
 
    Sana pulled her legs close to her small frame, hugging her knees tightly. “What does it mean, Anisa?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Her mother turned her head away, looking up at the collection of odd wonders dangling above her. She was silent for a moment, gathering her resolve.  
 
    “You must do what I cannot, Sana. You must bear the staff of the shamans into the forest and find the means to banish the sickness spirits from the village.” 
 
    Sana gasped, “No, Anisa!” 
 
    The sick woman turned back towards her daughter, her sole offspring. The child who she hoped would take up her calling when her time was done. Anisa never expected that time would come this abruptly, however, heralded not by ritual but by horrible necessity. She fixed her gaze on Sana with eyes that could both calm the injured in their pain and enforce her will on the stubborn. 
 
    “Yes,” Anisa said. “There is no argument. The seeming cannot be denied. You know this. It is to be, my daughter. For the good of us all.” 
 
    It was Sana who now turned away, looking out the open door of the hut into the village commons beyond. There she saw the great fire smoldering, its flames the lowest she had ever seen. Sickness has kept the Fire Keepers from their appointed tasks. On the far side of the fire, Sana glimpsed a dozen shroud-covered bodies of her people awaiting burial in the corn fields at the edge of the village; burials that might never be performed if the sickness spirits had their way with Thrayorb.  
 
    Still looking out the door, Sana replied quietly, “I do not know what to do.” 
 
    Anisa pushed herself off the sleeping furs of her sick bed, grunting at the effort and causing Sana to look at her. The shaman smiled wanly at the girl, a girl who had yet to see thirteen winters in the Valley. 
 
    “Do you recall the journey we took when the Two Gods last spoke in the sky?” 
 
    Sana nodded, remembering the awe that swept through the village that day. Many of Thrayorb’s youngest residents had never witnessed such an awesome sight. The sky flickered, and the visages of both the Sky Chieftain and the Navigator manifested, each the size of thunderheads, above the village. The people of Thrayorb abased themselves as the gargantuan deities spoke cryptic wisdom in terrible voices. Anisa had removed herself to her hut in the wake of their appearance to interpret the Two Gods’ will. When she emerged, she declared that the deities desired the villages to perform a rite and that certain sacred plants must be gathered in the forest. Anisa brought Sana along with her on that journey, taking her daughter the farthest she had ever traveled from their village.  
 
    “I will never forget that journey.” 
 
    Anisa smile grew as she too recalled that special trip, the chance to show her daughter yet more of the skills she would need when Sana became the village’s shaman. “Nor will I, my daughter. And it is good that you remember it fondly, for you must retrace our steps and go even further beyond where we did on that journey. You recall the Shouting Waters? You must travel beyond the gorge where the Shouting Waters flow and go into the Golden Woods beyond. 
 
    “There are fruit bushes in the Golden Woods, wonderful shiny red shrubs on which grow pale, sweet berries, each dimpled like the cheeks of a child. You must find these fruits and gather all you can. With these, powerful medicine can be made to drive the sickness spirits back into their homes in the hills.  
 
    “Can you seek out these bushes and return their fruits to Thrayorb? Can you do this, Sana?” 
 
    The girl did not reply. Her eyes turned downward, looking at the glowing coals of the hut’s fire. Sana stared into their depths, the heat of the embers seemingly as hot as the touch of her mother’s brow. In time, the fire would go out, leaving the hut dark as one of the cornfield graves. Before long, the Great Fire would also die, burning out with no one left to feed it. All that would remain of Thrayorb would be the log palisade surrounding it and the corn fields run riot with weeds. 
 
    The songs of the village would never sound in the Valley again, Sana thought. The spirits of our ancestors would shun us as we joined them in the Silent Hut, ashamed that we allowed ourselves to perish, the tales of their deeds no longer spoken around the Great Fire.  
 
    Sana stood, slowly as if lifting a great weight off the ground with her. She took a step towards her mother, her hands coiling into fists and her brow furrowed with effort. 
 
    “I will, my mother. For you and for all of Thrayorb. I will do this should the shamans of old will it.” 
 
    Anisa looked at her daughter as if for the first time. Pride pushed away the illness that wracked her body and a fierce love for Sana invigorated her waning spirit. Her smile vanished, a look of respect for an equal replacing it. 
 
    The shaman pointed to the foot of her sick bed. There, against the woven wall of the home, stood the carved staff of her office, the symbol borne by Thrayorb’s wisest for as long as the tribe could remember.                
 
    “Take my staff, Sana. Each of the tribe’s shamans has carried it since the Ancient Days. Perhaps their wisdom dwells within, or they will look kindly upon she who bears it and protect her from within the Silent Hut.” 
 
    Sana walked across the small home, her head brushing the mummified body of a croakbird dangling overhead. Her thin hand reached out tentatively, hesitating an inch away from the staff. Never before had Anisa permitted her to touch it. Sana remembered the one time she had played with it as a child and the thrashing her buttocks took for her blasphemy.  
 
    “Go on, my daughter. For the good of the village, it is allowed.” 
 
    Her hand curled around the dark wood, the old etchings on the staff rubbing against her palm. It was worn with age, yet comforting, like the grip on a strong rope while climbing a high cliff. The staff was lighter than she remembered but nevertheless felt as sturdy as stone. A brief frisson ran through her, causing her lithe frame to shudder, her shoulder-length, dark curls to bounce.  
 
    The shamans of old are watching, she thought. It was if the hut had suddenly grown crowded, its dimness filled with silent observers, judging her. She swallowed hard and grasped the staff in both hands. 
 
    She spoke, her eyes gazing upon the staff. “I will not fail you.” 
 
    Whether her words were meant for her mother or some other presence, even Sana wasn’t certain. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sana left the village at dawn on the following day, slipping out of the settlement like a spirit. Anisa told her to depart quietly, lest the few village elders unaffected by the sickness decide that the matter must be debated in one of their seemingly endless councils before granting their permission.  
 
    The young girl bore only her woven food bag crammed with dried fruit, leave-wrapped corn cakes, and a stout waterskin, a pouch containing her hunting sling and two dozen smooth stones, and the staff of the shamans. Sana wore her tough tanned buckskin leggings and tunic, a strip of bullybeast wool tied across her forehead to keep her hair away from her eyes. 
 
    As the sky began to slowly lighten, Sana reached the edge of the forest growing beyond the village cornfields. She paused to look back at Thrayorb. From here, all she could see was the high wooden palisade, stray wisps of smoke rising about its pointed tops, and the tall roof of the council hut. The village was silent in the early morning light, as still as a grave. 
 
    This is how it will always be unless I succeed. A dead place.  
 
    Sana felt the tears welling up in her eyes and quickly brushed a hand across them. No, she thought sternly. I will not cry. I am doing the work of the shamans now, and there is no time for tears. They are watching me, and I will show them I am worthy to bear the staff. 
 
    The girl turned away from the village, facing the wall of trees before her. The forest of the Valley grew thick, the trees soaring two hundred feet or more above the ground. Rains were common in the Valley, and the forest floor was crowded with blue, green, and purple fronds of ferns. Most of the deadly types, such as the greatly feared sword fern, had long been driven away or uprooted near the village, but Sana would have to be wary once she had ventured deeper into the trees. A few animal paths and hunting trails crisscrossed the forest, but only one led towards the Shouting Waters. Sana settled the straps of her food bag across her shoulders and crossed into the forest gloom. 
 
    At first, the journey was familiar to the girl. She had spent her childhood playing with the other village children at the edge of the forest while the older residents worked the cornfields. Sana, like all the children of Thrayorb, was instructed nearly from birth to be wary of the signs of danger: the snap of a broken twig, the sudden rustle of a fern’s fronds, the buzzing noise of wings aloft. More than one of her childhood playmates had been snatched away by a forest predator, but life in the village was harsh and death no stranger to Thrayorb. These tragedies were mourned briefly; then life moved on. Sana held the forest in respect but did not fear it. 
 
    At least, not yet. 
 
    Sana moved across the forest floor, following the winding path that snaked around the many moss-covered rocks littering the ground. Small freshets and trickling streams flowed through the forest, heading towards the river that bisected the Valley. Sana had only seen the great water once, gazing upon its reed-lined expanse with awe. It was the most water she had ever witnessed, and it scared her in a way she couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    The morning passed quickly, the trail allowing the determined girl to put several miles between herself and the village. Sunlight beamed down in places where holes in the canopy ahead allowed it in, sustaining groves of plants besides the ever-present ferns. She kept a wary eye on each, knowing any one of them might house danger. When she chanced upon a tree trunk with its bark worn away by the spine-covered back of a piercer rubbing against the bole, she doubled her speed, staff gripped tightly and ear alert. 
 
    Aside from a brief lunch, Sana kept moving throughout the day, the weight of her errand a constant and unwelcome companion. Often, her thoughts fled back to the sight of her mother, sickly and weak among her sleeping furs. 
 
    How long before the sickness spirits claim here? Sana worried. Anisa is strong of spirit and does not fear them, but even the mightiest hunter can fall victim to their unseen teeth. She had witnessed villagers perish from the illness in as few as three days, while others had lasted seven, even eight. Anisa had languished under the spirits’ ill magic for four days before the seeming came.  
 
    With her mind overwrought by these thoughts, Sana committed the gravest of errors a villager could do: she became unmindful of her surroundings. It was only when the first flash of blue-green light twinkled before her that she realized she had nearly blundered into a grove of softfire trees.  
 
    Sana froze and shut her eyes. The greens and blues of the dancing lights shimmered faintly through her eyelids, coaxing her to open them and watch the spectacle they promised. To do so, she knew, would be her death. The hypnotic patterns would paralyze her, leaving her easy prey for predators that frequented softfire groves. 
 
    Slowly, she turned her body away from the lights, watching them slide along her clutched tight eyelids. The urge to open them grew, their promised wonder intensifying as the sideways motion added additional gracefulness to their twinkling. Sana felt her eyes begin to open against her will. She gripped the staff tighter, the carvings digging into her palms as she held it like a drowning woman grips a dangling branch along the river side.  
 
    I will not look, the thought thundered in her brain. She heard the thrumming of her heart echoing in her ears as the colors dared her to witness their splendor. I WILL NOT LOOK.  
 
    Her hand reached up to the woven cloth headband she wore. With a sharp yank, Sana pulled the band over her closed eyes, forming an impromptu blindfold. The glow of the light against her eyelids softened immediately, becoming no brighter than the glow of a low cook fire seen from behind closed eyes.  
 
    Despite the diminished glow, Sana continued to turn away from the softfire trees’ entrancing light until it became a mere mote visible in the corner of her left eye. She sighed, then, knowing she had overcome the softfire tree’s hypnotic compulsion. Sana carefully pushed her blindfold back up onto her forehead and opened her eyes. 
 
    It was then that she noticed she wasn’t alone. A twelk had also become enraptured by the trees’ light, standing motionless near the thicket of gaunt, glowing trees. The beast would draw predators when the light faded, and the girl raced across the thicket’s edge, moving further into the forest.  
 
    *** 
 
    Sana awoke with a start. Her heart thrummed in her chest, beating like the ceremonial drums around the Great Fire. She gasped, drawing in the dewy night air, rich with forest scents so familiar to her. Her sharp breath resounded briefly inside the hollow tree trunk she had chosen at nightfall as a campsite. A gossamer-winged shinemoth fluttered away from its perch inside the rotting hollow, startled by Sana’s sudden breath. 
 
    She glanced about the darkened hollow of the tree, her mind alert. The stabbing pain of a growing headache pierced the base of her brain, a symptom she knew from past experiences. 
 
    A seeming, she thought. The shamans have sent a seeming to guide me. 
 
    As Sana slept, her dreams had slowly faded from the nightmare that plagued her rest, a dream of wandering through a deserted Thrayorb, the sounds of hungry, hateful ghosts discernable inside the dark huts. Ghosts who wanted to gnaw her flesh like the sickness that had chewed away their lives.  
 
    The dream shifted, the feeling of terror sliding away like loose stone on a slippery slope. In the wake of its departure, Sana felt a steadying calm. The dream village had vanished, obscured by a cloak of darkness. The girl stood alone in the pitch blackness, able to see herself with the crystal clear preciseness that accompanied a seeming, but all around her was dark. 
 
    Then, like a single wire of bright silver, a thread appeared in the gloom. It hung horizontally before Sana’s eyes, stretched taught as a strand of bullybeast fiber on a loom. A single pearl of dew clung to the strand, dangling like a bead of moonlight in the night. 
 
    As she watched, the thread began to shiver, in short, rhythmic bursts. From out of the darkness appeared a thumb-sized red weaver. The creature’s eight legs moved it across the thread, a thread Sana now recognized as a strand of weaver-silk. The arachnid’s abdomen was crimson, a trio of black blotches running along its length. The creature moved carefully along the thread, pausing as it sensed the air for threats or prey. 
 
    Sana observed the spider creep along, a sense of unease growing in her breast. Something is about to happen. Something important. The thought came up from the dark well inside her mind, that place where instinct and not thought held court. Remember, Sana. Remember well. 
 
    The red weaver worked its way to the middle of the thread, picking up speed as it scuttled along. The spider had ceased its cautious approach and now moved with purpose. Sana noted the way the creature’s legs moved with unnatural precision, each swinging like the pendulum Anisa used to divine.  
 
    The thread broke. 
 
    The spider’s legs lost their grip on the weaver-silk as it parted, the thread vanishing like smoke back into the darkness that had spawned it. The weaver tumbled end-over-end towards the ground, its limbs flailing in a hopeless attempt to find purchase and save itself.  
 
    With the sound of an over-ripe grape hitting a stone, the arachnid landed on the ebony ground in front of Sana and burst into a pool of silver gore. The sound of the spider splattering had yanked her from her sleep. 
 
    Sana’s breath slowed, resuming its normal rhythm in the dark interior of the hollow tree. She could feel the floor of punky wood and dirt under her. Her right hand rested on the staff of the shamans, unconsciously caressing its carved surface for reassurance. 
 
    What does it mean? Sana wondered. Is this a bad omen? A sign I’m doomed to fail? To fall? 
 
    She hugged her knees to her chest, her eyes wide in the night. Outside the tree, the sounds of the forest rose and fell as the night beasts went about their nocturnal lives. Somewhere, a small animal screamed in terror and was silenced. 
 
    Anisa, why me? Shamans, why did you send the seeming to Anisa and make her give me this to do? In the dark, her fears felt tangible, a host of grinning, gibbering ghosts that danced around her, anticipating her failure. 
 
    Sana’s mind turned the portentous dream over and over until it felt like the tumbling spider of her seem. Was it the blackness I should fear? Am I the spider or the thread? No clear answers came to her. As with most seemings, all would become clear when the proper moment came.  
 
    *** 
 
    In the morning, Sana crawled from the hollow tree after a brief meal of fruit and crumbly corn cake washed down with a draught of tepid water from her waterskin. She had found a stream filled with bright dart fish—a sure sign of potable water—late yesterday and topped off the leather canteen. All about her, the dappled daylight picked out oases of illumination under the forest canopy. 
 
    Using the staff as a walking stick, Sana pushed through the undergrowth until she reached the hunting trail she had been following, the path she and her mother had taken before to reach the Shouting Waters. She thought that a few more hours walk would bring her to that place with its frothing waters. What might await her on the far side of the waters, hidden in the boles of the Golden Woods, she could not foresee, and she wondered again at the meaning of the previous night’s seeming. 
 
    The path wound through the towering tree trunks, many of them particolored with the various moss species that grew in the Valley. Vibrant pinks and lemon yellows marked the trunks alongside the more common deep emerald green patches. None were inherently dangerous, the girl knew, but she kept a cautious distance from the most heavily overgrown trees in case they obscured less evident dangers. After her blunder with the softfire trees, Sana was practicing greater caution. 
 
    As she followed the path, Sana noticed a growing humidity in the cool, quiet air, a moistness that even the regular rains of the Valley or the forest gloom could not explain. Strands of her curls began to grow unruly in the humidity. Dimly, at the edge of her hearing, she detected the dull crash of falling water. The Shouting Waters!  
 
    Thank you, Anisa, for showing me this path and thank you, shamans of old for watching over me, she silently prayed. But her gratitude was tinged with unease. Reaching the Shouting Waters was the easy part of her journey. What lay beyond them was alien and unfamiliar, and the dangers the Golden Woods might harbor—as all unknown places in the Valley do—hung heavily on her mind. 
 
    Sana had walked for almost another hour before the sounds of the Shouting Waters grew loud enough to give credence to their name. The forest ahead grew lighter, a sure sign the pathway reaching its end. Amongst the gloom, Sana could glimpse shafts of golden sunlight shining on open ground and greenery. Then, the path reached its end. 
 
    A swath of open ground bisected the forest beyond the path. To Sana’s left, waters tumbled and frothed down a steep rocky outcropping rising hundreds of feet into the air. The water crashed and splashed, throwing a fine white mist into the air, as it fell down the cliff face. Large ferns—some larger than even the tribe’s biggest hunters—grew from tiny ledges and cracks in the gray stone. Slippery moss coated other stones, greedily drinking down the abundant moisture. The sound of the cataract drowned out every other noise, its thunderous volume obscuring even the loudest shout. 
 
    The waters poured into a rocky gorge. The severe, precipitous walls of the narrow canyon neatly cut across the clear ground, bisecting it neatly as a hunter’s knife through a kill-deer’s gullet. The gorge floor, flooded with thrashing waters and littered with boulders, resided nearly a hundred feet below.  
 
    Across the gorge, more trees were visible, another forest, dense and silent. Unlike the forest from which Sana had just emerged, however, these trees were lighter in coloration. Their trunks varied from a caramel brown to a pallid yellow hue. The tree leaves were equally unusual. Instead of the greens and blues Sana was so familiar with, these leaves were golden yellow with silvery veins running through them. This was the Golden Wood.  
 
    Somewhere in there, Sana would find the fruits she sought. 
 
    Sana looked at the slippery cliff face from which the waters fell. It was clearly unclimbable, even by a nimble girl who spent many joy-filled hours scampering through the tree branches around Thrayorb village. Even if she were able to climb the slick, moss and water-covered stone, the thunderous force of the water would wash her to her death if she tried to cross the mighty flow. 
 
    Discounting the cliff face, the would-be shaman turned to her right, examining the long stretch of gorge as it ran across the clearing. The small canyon ran arrow straight for a quarter mile, the verges of both forests coming near, but not quite to the gorge’s edges. At its terminus, the gorge pierced another, lower rocky escarpment, a second towering cliff overlooking the Valley floor. Anisa had shown her the Valley splayed out in all its glory from atop it, pointing out the silver ribbon that was the River and where Thrayorb stood, hidden by the trees.  
 
    It might be possible for Sana to climb down the gorge there and scale the opposite wall, but it would be hard going with little room for error. 
 
    As she looked in that direction though, she noted something that wasn’t present on her last trip here. What she saw gave her hope. 
 
    Sana uttered a happy laugh and raced along the length of the gorge. Halfway between where she emerged from the woods and the gorge’s abrupt and lofty end into open air, a tall, spindly tree had toppled, spanning the gorge with its uppermost end. This natural bridge crossed the torrent-filled canyon, creating a span that looked stable enough to support a careful traversing. 
 
    Sana felt some of the bleakness weighing her heart fly away. For this was certainly the work of the spirits.  
 
    “A way has been prepared for me! The shamans have provided a road through the air!” Sana said aloud, speaking for the first time since she bid farewell to her mother. For a brief moment, she once again felt like the youth she was, straddling that hazy time between girlhood and womanhood. Her cares took flight as she ran, momentarily escaping the obligations that burdened her since her mother had proclaimed the task Sana must perform. 
 
    Sana reached the tree quickly, her feet skidding on the loose grass and gravel lining the space between forest and gorge. It was evident that the tree was long dead, killed by one of the weird, myriad illnesses that plagued the trees of the Valley or slain from within by predacious parasites. Looking to her right, she saw the rest of the once-mighty trunk extending back into the forest, a litter of smaller crushed trees now smashed beneath it. The uprooted base of the dead tree lay exposed to daylight, its gray roots dangling like wild hairs. 
 
    The tree measured about 200 feet in length, gradually tapering from a base larger than Sana could wrap her arms around to a tip nearly as wide as she was. Branches, bare of leaves, stuck out at irregular intervals along the fallen tree’s length, forming a maze of limbs. Many had shattered in the fall, turning them into short but sharp spears. The top half of the tree spanned the gorge’s seventy-five foot wide expanse, but the footing would be tricky, and a large crack was evident in the bole about halfway down its length. Despite these hazards, the fallen tree was a far better option than attempting to descend and then ascend the gorge itself. 
 
    Sana placed her hand against the fallen tree. The trunk was bare of bark in places, the wood soft with decay and exposure to the constant mist from the Shouting Waters. A thumb-size piece of bark flaked away, knocked loose by the light pressure of Sana’s touch. She hoisted herself atop the trunk, her feet finding purchase on a stout branch extending perpendicular from the bole of the tree. She clambered to her feet, feeling like a busy tailed gray beggar, one of the rodents that played in the forest by the village, preparing to dart from one tree to another. 
 
    Sana considered the staff of the shamans. She could hold it as she crossed, but two free hands were better than a single one. It would be better to secure it. Sana reached behind her, pushing her food bag away from her body and slipped the staff between it and her back. She pulled on the bag’s shoulder straps, twisting them and then knotting the leather cords to make them as taut as possible. The bag held the staff firmly in place, its head sticking over her left shoulder like that of an inquisitive bird. 
 
    The girl took a deep breath. I will not fear, Sana told herself, for I know the shamans are with me. Anisa, watch over your daughter from afar and know that she loves you. Then, cautiously, she began to cross the impromptu bridge. 
 
    At first, the going was slow but easy. The trunk still rested on solid ground, so a misstep would at worse result in a dirty fall to the ground an arm’s reach below. But as Sana edged out over the precipice, she saw the white waters churning below and grew momentarily dizzy. The mental image of her thin form cartwheeling to her doom, her piercing screams inaudible over the roar of the Shouting Waters crystalized far too clearly for her liking. 
 
    She paused, closing her eyes as she banished the vision from her thoughts. Just my fears, Sana reminded herself. That is not a seeming vision. Or at least, she hoped so. 
 
    As she pushed further out over the gorge, the wood beneath her feet grew more decayed and slick with spray. The branches protruding from the tree trunk formed a web of interwoven bars, slowing her progress. Sana noticed that the branches weren’t as dense close to the tree trunk and, grateful for the additional contact to the bridge, carefully dropped down onto all fours. Now, feeling more like a curious piercer that found itself tree-bound in search of buzzer honey than a gray beggar, Sana creeped out towards the halfway point of the tree trunk. The water continued to rush far beneath her, but she resolutely refused to acknowledge it. 
 
    The trunk had narrowed to the point where it was as wide as a warrior’s waist. Sana could almost wrap her arms around it if she wished, but the angled branches, now even more twisted and intertwined prevented such an attempt. More alarmingly, she was approaching the point where a crack, large enough to place her hand in, ran a third of the way through the trunk.   
 
    Sana ever so slowly advanced, ducking her head low so that the head of the staff wouldn’t become entangled in the web of branches above her. Several limbs jutted off on either side of the trunk, terminating in a span of thinner branches dangling over the void. She muttered a quick prayer to the shamans of old and pushed herself across the fracture. 
 
    A sharp snap sounded beneath her as she felt the trunk give way. 
 
    Sana screamed as the spongy wood dropped from under her. She fell prone against the trunk, gripping it tightly with arms and legs, her eyes clamped shut in anticipation of the plunge.  
 
    The trunk’s descent ceased as abruptly as it began. 
 
    Sana continued to cling to the tree, eyes shut. Her breath came in pants as she anticipated the plunge to renew. After a minute, however, when no further falling motion occurred, she hesitantly opened one eye. 
 
    Looking down towards her feet, she saw the crack in the trunk had widened and now nearly bisected the bridge. Despite the increased damage, the trunk held albeit it with a greatly increased bow to it at the middle. Sana carefully reached ahead of her, striving to grasp a sidelong branch to pull her up and away from the crack when she felt the staff begin to slide along her back. 
 
    Sana’s exertions and the brief plummet had loosened the straps of her bag, freeing the staff of the shamans. It slid across the sweat-and-spray-soaked width of her buckskin tunic. Sana reached frantically to grab the top of the stick but swatted empty air as the shaft slid past her shoulders and out from under the bag. She watched in horror as the sacred symbol of her mother and the shamans of old fell towards the void. 
 
    The staff slipped away into empty air, hanging aloft over the gorge, its dark wood silhouetted against the white rapids below. Time seemed to freeze for Sana, her breath caught in her throat. Then the staff hit a tangle of branches, an outgrown limb protruding from the trunk beneath Sana. The branch’s numerous smaller limbs formed a mesh of twigs that halted the staff’s fall. It clattered against the flimsy wooden net then stopped. The branch, however, not much thicker than Sana’s leg, bobbed up and down with the addition of this new burden. 
 
    Tears of frustration marred Sana’s dirty face, stray flakes of bark clinging to her dusky cheeks and sweat matting her headband. 
 
    Spirits must you try me so?! Exasperation threatened to overwhelm the girl. 
 
    She considered her predicament. The tree bridge now formed a shallow “V,” its lowest point where the bole’s newly expanded crack compromised its stability. Sana looked up the inclined span that she must still traverse to cross the gorge. The staff lay entwined below her, trapped in branches some five feet away.  
 
    The crack can split the tree at any time. I should climb to the other side while it holds. The thought was comforting, and Sana tried vainly to convince herself it was the right choice. Another girl, one who hadn’t spent her childhood at the feet of Anisa, listening to her tales and teachings, would have already begun her ascent. 
 
    I can’t leave the staff. 
 
    Sana closed her eyes, blinking back her tears. Spirits, I want to scream and curse you! Instead, she sighed heavily, biting back the uttering she dearly wanted to give voice to. It would not do to further antagonize the spirits of misfortune. Steeling herself, Sana began to slide backward; her ears cocked for the slightest sound of wood giving way. 
 
    The trunk held as she settled into the crotch of the bowed bridge. To her left and slightly beneath her, the branch with the entrapped staff protruded, listing slightly down at an angle. Sana wrapped her legs around the trunk as tightly as she could and leaned out onto the branch. 
 
    She rested her left arm and shoulder lightly against the branch, placing as little pressure on the limb as possible. Even this light touch was enough to increase the branch’s bobbing motion.  
 
    The staff slipped a half-inch further through the entangling web of small twigs. 
 
    Sana pushed a little further out onto the branch, her legs lessening their grip as she extended herself. She stretched out with her arm as far as she could, but the end of the staff remained just beyond her reach. Beyond it, Sana could see the rapid waters frothing, waters that would wash her broken body away as if it never existed should she fall from her perilous perch.  
 
    Lifting her legs further away from the trunk, Sana slid closer to the staff. Her body was no longer plumb with the trunk’s top. It now leaned precariously towards the abyss. Bits of bark broke away from the trunk, tumbling into the rapids far below. Sweat soaked the front of Sana’s buckskin tunic, making it slick against the wet wood. 
 
    She stretched, even more, her arm creeping another inch towards the staff. Her middle finger brushed the base of the sacred pole, sending it a fraction of an inch further away. A twig snapped under its weight, and the staff began to fall. 
 
    A desperate grab, all thoughts of danger banished by looming failure, carried Sana the last few inches further she needed and her hand wrapped around the blunt base of the staff.  
 
    YES!!! 
 
    The branch beneath her cracked in response to this sudden movement and Sana scrambled back along its length, throwing her free arm and both legs tightly around the trunk. The branch tumbled away, leaving her arm, staff clenched in her grip, dangling pendant in the empty air. 
 
    Sana eased back onto the bridge, her entire body once again perched atop the tree. She hugged the staff close to her body, her left hand tracing the carvings along its length. Pride filled her as she touched one mark after another, the legacies of the shamans who served the village in the years before her Anisa, Anisa’s mother, and the mother of her mother. 
 
    I did not fail you, Anisa. I did not leave the staff even though I might have died trying to save it. Know your daughter has honored you and those who came before us. Be proud of her. 
 
    Her pride was suddenly dimmed by a dark thought burbling up like a stench from a bog: What if Anisa is dead? What if the sickness spirits have claimed her as you slept last night or even as you saved the staff? What then, Sana? What then? 
 
    Sana pushed the thought back down. No. Anisa is strong. There is time yet. 
 
    A bleak response echoed in her head: But how much? 
 
    Sana looked up the length of the trunk leading to the far side of the gorge. Holding the staff tightly in her left hand—she would not risk losing it to happenstance again—she began to climb its shallow angle towards the chasm’s lip, her face stern with a look of steely determination. 
 
    ***  
 
    Sana moved through the cool gloom of the forest, the bridge and gorge behind her and the sound of the Shouting Waters growing fainter as she pressed deeper into the Golden Wood. The rest of her fearsome scramble along the fallen tree had been tiring, but she arrived on the far side without further incident. After a brief lunch and a long draught of water—as well as cleaning her buckskins as best as she could of dirty bark flakes and lichen scraps—she entered into the pale forest. A half hour’s walk brought her to where she now stood, a curious sight greeting her. 
 
    A clear path stretched before her, angling away towards her right. It was clearly no animal trail formed by the regular tread of beastly feet. The trail was broad, several paces wide, but that was not what gave Sana pause. Instead, it was its straightness. The path had a uniformity that Sana instinctively knew wasn’t natural. The foliage on either side of the path was trimmed away in an unnervingly even fashion. It looked as if one of the Twin Gods had reached down from the sky with a mighty knife and cut a clear line through the pale yellow trees. For as far as Sana could see, there was no diversion from this uniformity. 
 
    The path’s floor was also unusually free of undergrowth. A few scattered leaves, obviously fallen since the trail had been cut, littered the ground, but the usual growths of ferns, brambles, and other low bushes were utterly absent. It was as if someone—or something, Sana’s mind whispered—had pulled them like weeds from a cornfield.  
 
    One last feature added to the unsettling nature of the pathway. The trail was marred by a long pattern of shallow depressions on either side of it. These circular holes, each no broader than the width of three fingers, measured several inches deep and were located a single pace away from the trail’s edge. Like the holes made by a bone needle stitching hide, the marks ran away into the distance in both directions. 
 
    What thing could have made this? Sana pondered.  
 
    Sana knew that it was best to treat the unfamiliar as dangerous in the Valley. Not knowing what a thing was could get one killed in an eye blink. Without any clear guide of how to find what she sought, this weird path presented both a clear means of travel and could potentially lead to further signs of her goal. 
 
    Sana gripped the staff in both hands. Shamans of old! I intend to walk this path unless you wish me to travel elsewhere. Send me a sign if I should avoid this mysterious way! 
 
    The girl closed her eyes and listened, seeking the slightest omen. After a minute, with nothing forthcoming from her ancestral spirits, she nodded. 
 
    “Then it shall be,” she stated firmly. “I will walk carefully and to one side. Should anything come along this trail, I shall flee into the woods to hide.” At the sound of her words, the forest grew quiet as birds ceased their songs and took flight, started by the intrusion of humanity. Smaller creatures stopped chattering and waited silently. 
 
    Sana looked up and down the trail, pondering which direction to take. To her left, the path angled back in the general direction of the gorge but not directly towards it. To her right, it ran off deeper into the forest, its end, if any, beyond her sight. 
 
    Right it shall be then, she decided. 
 
    Sana stepped onto the path, stepping over the weird holes in the soft earth. Keeping close to the right side of the trail, she advanced further into the Golden Woods. 
 
    The animals of the forest resumed their chatter and songs soon thereafter. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Spirits be praised!” Sana shouted. She felt the urge to fall to her knees as both gratitude and relief filled her small body. 
 
    She had followed the path for perhaps an hour, its unchanging expanse guiding her deeper into the Golden Wood. She saw no other travelers on the trail, nor did she see any signs of what could have fashioned it. 
 
    The path terminated abruptly into a perfectly circular clearing. Like the trail that led here, the clearing’s perimeter was unnaturally trimmed. Even the glade’s grass was cut to precision and showed no signs of weeds or wildflowers. Three other paths like the one Sana had traveled extended exited the clearing at equidistant points around its verge: two on its far side and one to the left of her trail. 
 
    In the center of the clearing stood a low, round wall no higher than Sana’s knees. The wall was clearly man-made, albeit fashioned from stones the likes of which she had never seen. The rocks were uniformly fashioned into slightly curved shapes and mortared together by a means Sana could not see. They gleamed brilliantly white under the glowing afternoon sky. 
 
    In the center of the circular space defined by the wall grew a number of leafy bushes, each as tall as the girl. Broad, arrowhead-shaped leaves of glossy red decorated each plant. Nestled among the leaves were clusters of nut-sized fruits, dimpled and pale. The air in the meadow was syrupy sweet, and Sana’s stomach rumbled from the delicious scent. 
 
    At last! Sana rejoiced. These must be the fruits Anisa told me to seek. I’ve succeeded, mother! Your seeming has come true! 
 
    Sana rushed across the clearing and stepped over the low wall. She shrugged off her food bag and under the ties holding it closed. From within, she pulled a small woven sack and a length of bullybeast cloth. Putting the cloth aside and resting the staff against the wall, Sana began to gingerly pluck the fruit from the bushes. She carefully placed each gathered fruit into the bag, making sure not to burst its swollen, juice-filled skin as she added it to her collection. As she did so, she softly sang the song of thankfulness her mother sung whenever gathering the fruits of the forest. The song praised the spirits of tree, bush, and field, thanking them for sharing their generosity and ensuring the plants would continue to prosper for future generation to enjoy. 
 
    Sana had nearly filled the small sack, gathering nearly a hundred of the small fruits, when she heard the noise. 
 
    The sound was alien and unknown. It had a rhythmic quality that reminded Sana of the annual clearing of the cornfield when dozens of villagers swung hoes in tandem as they worked down its length.  
 
    Swick-swick-swick-swick-swick-swick, the noise went. And it was growing louder. 
 
    The sound came from the path closest to the one Sana had traveled to the clearing, the trail adjacent to her own. Whatever it was, it was coming from behind her. Fear speeding her movements, Sana grabbed the bullybeast cloth and wound it around the fruit-filled sack, swaddling it protectively before placing it carefully inside her food bag. 
 
    The sound grew louder and was now accompanied by a thumping that reminded Sana of a herd of beasts stampeding through the forest. She quickly grabbed the staff and looked towards the noise, preparing to run back the way she had arrived if opportunity allowed. 
 
    It did not. 
 
    A flashing of brightness heliographed in the bright daylight as the source of the noise lumbered to the trail head. It was a fearsome thing, made of metal and a dull green material the girl didn’t recognize. A flat-snouted head the size of Sana’s chest hung affixed to a boxy, angled body by a segmented metal neck. Held aloft on six insectile legs, each taller than Sana, the thing resembled a bulky forest beetle grown to the size of a piercer. A trio of dark domes ran along the top of the thing’s back like black pustules. A pair of circular disks, jagged edged and well-honed, were affixed to metallic tentacles growing from its front. The swick-swick-swick noise came from its legs moving with mechanized precision along the forest floor. 
 
    Tales spoken around the Great Fire flashed into Sana’s mind. Legends of fearsome animals that prowled the forests of the Valley, defending their hunting grounds from all comers. These terrible beasts were not fashioned from bone and flesh and hide, but living metal. These creatures were impervious to spear or arrow, and many possessed magical powers stronger than even the eldest of shamans. Sana knew that she faced one of these nightmarish predators. 
 
    The girl darted around to the back of the fruit-laden bushes, hiding behind their broad bodies. She crouched down, huddling close to the bottoms of the plants, her eyes wide with fright. From the other side of the vegetation, the sound of the thing’s numerous legs grew louder as it approached her hiding spot. 
 
    Suddenly, a broad fan of red light appeared, its edges visible on either side of the verdant greenery. The bushes, themselves, grew illuminated by the fan and stray rays found their way through gaps in the vegetation to dapple the girl’s body.  
 
    A voice, precise and emotionless sounded from the unseen thing: “Specimen FC-XV-B3 demonstrates signs of predation. Fruit yield diminished beyond expected parameters. Ecology scan shows mammalian infestation.” 
 
     The voice spoke in the language of her tribe, but many of the words were meaningless to her. She tried to peer through the greenery to see what the terrible guardian of the glade was doing but could see nothing but the crimson glare of the strange light.  
 
    Suddenly, the light vanished, and she glimpsed the metal beast standing less than ten feet away from the cluster of bushes, the back of its gleaming body nearly level with the tops of the fruit trees. 
 
    “Beginning fumigation,” the alien voice declared.  
 
    A sharp hiss sounded from the creature, and the bushes were engulfed in gray, acrid smoke. The substance blew about Sana, her eyes watering from the caustic stuff. She began to cough uncontrollably, her body wracked by spasms as every breath brought more of the burning mist into her lungs. 
 
    Panicked and unable to breathe, Sana rushed from her hiding place, circling the bushes around to the left and raced towards the pathway that brought her here. She was near-blinded by the stinging fog, and her coughs threatened to force her prone, but she knew that remaining would be lethal. 
 
    I must get away! I cannot come this far only to fail now! The thought gave speed to her lithe legs as she rushed across the meadow, angling towards the trail head. 
 
    From behind her, she heard the hissing sound cease, and the swick-swick-swick of the thing’s legs begin once more. Again, the precise voice spoke, “Infestation cleared. Begin extermination protocols.” 
 
    A new noise joined the clamor, a whine that quickly rose in speed and pitch. The sound sent a tremor up Sana’s spasming back and she threw a look behind her to determine its origin. The sight, blurred by her tears, nevertheless chilled her blood. 
 
    The terrible beast scrambled across the clearing in pursuit. Its legs moved its bulky form with ease, each one leaving a circular hole in the ground identical to the one’s Sana had noted on the trail. The monster moved with a speed that belied its bulky appearance, crossing the clearing almost as fast as the girl. 
 
    The whine came from the two discs that protruded from the beast’s body. The circles had whirred to life, spinning their saw-toothed edges with blurring speed. Sana had no doubt what sort of grisly wounds they’d inflict should they touch her soft flesh. 
 
    She shrieked in terror and pumped her legs harder, dashing onto the trail and racing down its length. Behind her, the thing followed, the sound of its scissoring legs increasing as it pursued her.  
 
    I can lose it in the trees, Sana thought, but what if I get lost? I know not what lies in this forest aside from the path! Sana’s mind frantically sought a plan of action, one that would lead her and the imperative bounty she bore to safety. 
 
    Her eyes still teared from the burning mist that had enveloped her, but her rapid breathing and the thundering of her heart had cleared her lungs. She could draw deeper breaths, and her spasms were diminishing. That gave her hope she might yet escape her monstrous pursuer. 
 
    Just then a mirror-bright mass rocketed past her and slammed into a tree standing alongside the trail. She had just enough time to notice the object was a net made from metal wires, sharp and unbreakable. The entrapping mesh dangled from the lower branches of the tree, having missed her by less than two feet.  
 
    What other snares does this thing possess? she wondered fearfully. I cannot remain where it can clearly see me! 
 
    Sana’s eyes darted back and forth, looking for a break among the trees she could escape to. Staying on the path was no longer an option. It sounded as if her pursuer was closing the distance between them, but she dared not spare a look back. 
 
    There! She spotted a small animal trail that connected to the peculiar path she ran along. It broke between two thick, pallid tree trunks and appeared to lead in the direction of the gorge.  
 
    Sana, like the forest creature she was, slipped through the trees and disappeared into the undergrowth. 
 
    *** 
 
    The crashing of the Shouting Waters was loud now, and Sana believed she could spot the Golden Woods thinning ahead. The falling waters almost drowned out the sound of her pursuer, now far behind her but showing no sign of stopping. Back towards the path she had left, Sana heard the sound of the whirling saw-toothed discs hewing through the obstructing undergrowth and the crash of falling timber.                
 
    The living metal creature showed no sign of abandoning the chase, but the forest had slowed its pursuit. She might be able to cross the gorge before it emerged from the trees. 
 
    Daylight exploded around her as she raced out of the forest and into the open. She had exited the Golden Wood further down the gorge’s expanse, emerging nearer to where it terminated in the face of the rocky escarpment overlooking the Valley. Off to her right—farther than she had hoped—she saw the bowed bridge stretched across the chasm…and hopefully to safety. The legends of these living metal beasts said that they were territorial things, fiercely defending their hunting grounds, but seldom leaving them. The gorge was a natural barrier, and Sana prayed the creature wouldn’t pursue her beyond it. Her life hung precariously upon that hope. 
 
    Without stopping, she turned and rushed towards the natural bridge, gravel and loose grass scattering in her wake as her feet pounded across the open ground. Sweat poured down her back and dampened her face, and her throat was parched. The long flight through the woods was taking its toll, and her legs felt like waterlogged timbers. Sana desperately wanted to lay down and rest but knew she would never rise again if she succumbed to that urge. Doing so would not only doom her but her village—and Anisa. 
 
    That thought had carried her through her long dash among the trees; it picked her back up when an errant root sent her sprawling, or when the ominous sound of her pursuer grew louder. Sana raced for far more than herself, and she could feel the shamans of old watching from their abode in the Silent Hut of the afterlife.  
 
    Sana envied them at that moment. Their worries were over. They no longer had to push back the pain of bramble-torn flesh or thirst-parched throats or aching muscles. They could sit and rest and watch judgmentally over the living, smug and aloof. Sana hated the shamans of old a little at that moment. 
 
    But deep in her heart, Sana knew she was wrong to do so. Had they not served the village in their time? Did they not heal the sick and advise the elders? How many hours of long contemplation did they spend interpreting the words of the Twin Gods or seeking omens of what spirits had been angered when the corn was blighted?  If Anisa’s stories were true, some had lived almost fifty years, ancients in the eyes of the Thrayorb villagers.  
 
    They had earned their rest, but she had not. Not yet. 
 
    Sana reached the sloping end of the bridge and stopped just long enough to tighten the bag’s straps. Resolving to keep the staff of the shamans tightly in hand this time, she dropped to all fours and began to crawl onto the rotting trunk with as much speed as she dared. 
 
    The crossing was even more harrowing the second time.  
 
    There were fewer obstructing branches on this side, the end that had once been the tree’s top when it stood, but the trunk was far thinner than Sana liked. She was also all too aware of the crack in the trunk that she still had to traverse. Although she refrained from looking, she was all too aware of the rapids far below her. Sana knew that if a fall didn’t kill her outright, she’d be dashed to death in the stone-choked rapids of the rushing torrent. 
 
    She crept along, conscious of both the fruit she carried and her metallic pursuer. Although she couldn’t hear the sound of it over the falling water, she instinctively knew the creature was fast closing the distance between them. Any head start she had earned in the forest was quickly being diminished by her slow crawl across the fallen tree.  
 
    Sana squirmed past a stout, outward growing branch and slid a little further down the inclined trunk. She slithered like a snake between two more limbs and reached the point she dreaded: the cracked point in the bridge. 
 
    She had no option but to proceed. Doom lay behind her, salvation for her tribe ahead—assuming the bridge held. 
 
    Tentatively, thinking thoughts of lightness, almost willing herself to weigh less than a mote of bullybeast down caught on the breeze, Sana stretched across the compromised section of tree trunk, her hearing taut with alertness for the first sound of cracking wood. 
 
    First, her left hand touched the trunk on the far side of the cracked bole, then her right, staff in hand. She wrapped both as far as she could around the trunk and pulled the rest of her body across, keeping as much of her legs off the fragile wood as possible. 
 
    She thought she heard a creaking, but couldn’t be certain over the thunder of the falls. The rotten wood didn’t move beneath her, however, even as her feet settled onto the opposite side of the cracked trunk. 
 
    Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou, a litany of gratitude echoed through her mind as she paused momentarily on the upward-inclined trunk. She was halfway to safety, the worst of the bridge behind her. If the trunk continued to hold—along with her luck—she’d escape the terrible, relentless thing that pursued her. 
 
    Then, almost as if summoned by her thoughts, the living metal monster crashed through the trees and into broad daylight. Its sudden arrival caused Sana to shriek with surprise, but the sound was lost among the Shouting Waters. 
 
    The beast paused in the open air. It had emerged halfway between the fallen tree bridge and the gorge’s far end. It stood stock still, but its whirring blades continued to spin blindingly fast, their whirring edges reflecting the daylight. 
 
    From the front of the creature’s snub, eyeless head, the fan of crimson light reappeared, now far longer and stronger than when Sana last glimpsed it. The light elongated into a broad cone shining across the gorge. Slowly, the beast swiveled its front end, moving the light around as if seeking a scent in the air. 
 
    Sana remained supine and motionless, willing the light to pass her by. The light crawled across the far wall of the gorge, picking out bits of mica embedded in the rocky cliff face. It crept across the outward branches of the fallen tree, moving towards her relentlessly. 
 
    Then it touched her. 
 
    The metallic terror immediately began to move towards the tapered end of the tree bridge, all the while keeping the red light focused on the girl’s position. Sana quickly resumed her ascent along the upward slope of the tree, scrambling as fast as her precarious predicament allowed. Bits of rotten wood flaked away beneath her, sending a shower of debris into the waters below. 
 
    The relentless thing thundered along the gorge’s edge, eating up the ground between it and the bridge with horrible alacrity. Sana panted as she climbed, nearly screaming when the damp wood sent her sliding back a foot or two in her haste to ascend. The end of the trunk bridge was getting nearer, but could she reach it before the creature arrived at the other end? 
 
    Sana heard its rhythmic legs dimly over the crashing falls. She threw a quick look back over her shoulder to see the thing less than twenty feet from the narrow tip of the span. Would it dare try to cross? The thing’s bulky body surely couldn’t traverse the rickety bridge?! 
 
    Despite her hopes, the gleaming threat showed no sign of slowing. The crimson cone remained locked on her as she scaled the trunk, its baleful gaze unflinching.  
 
    Sana grabbed an outstretched branch and hauled herself closer to the bridge’s end. Solid ground was so close! She yelled in frustration as the staff momentarily became blocked by a branch, forcing her to reorient it to pass by, slowing her progress by seconds that felt like long minutes. 
 
    The trunk suddenly thrummed under her body. 
 
    She turned to look, not believing what she saw. 
 
    The metallic beast had clambered onto the bridge, its legs nimbly clenched together like the delicate limbs of a red weaver climbing… 
 
    A red weaver! The thought exploded in her mind like a thunder crash. With terrible certainty, she understood the seeming of the previous night. 
 
    Sana sprung to her feet, the yawning abyss no longer a concern. Unless she reached the far side of the gorge, she was doomed. Her moccasins danced across the soft, punky wood, wood that began to shudder as the gleaming guardian of the grove moved further along its span.  
 
    The ground was ten feet away when the bridge snapped like a thread. 
 
    With a horrible crack, the tree trunk split in two, the weight of the metal predator too much for it to bear. Sana felt the wood slide away beneath her as she leaped, arms and staff outstretched in a desperate lunge for the gorge’s lip. The crimson glow disappeared around her as she sailed through the air. 
 
    Sana hit the lip hard, the impact knocking the wind from her lungs with a whoop. Her upper body lay stretched across the rocky ground, but her lower half dangled precariously over empty air. Nearly stunned, her arms scrambled wildly, fingers seeking purchase in the gravelly earth. She began to slide backward, gravity dragging her to her doom. She thought she heard a booming crash from beneath her and imagined the metal monstrosity burst open on the rocks below like the fallen spider of her seeming. 
 
    Suddenly, Sana’s right arm was yanked taut. The staff, clenched in her right hand, had jammed against a protruding rock in the stony ground, arresting her slide. She grabbed the staff with her other hand and began to pull herself along its length, climbing it like an unmoving rope of wood. When her legs swung over the lip onto solid ground, Sana lay there, gasping in relief, tears of happiness streaming down her face to drench the ground.  
 
    Her entire body ached and the terror of the last few moments had her heart shuddering like a trapped animal. Nevertheless, Sana was joyous. 
 
    I have done what I pledged to do. I risked the unknown to fulfill my promise. I have faced death and fear and terrible things, yet I’m alive. I have earned my place in the village and shown the shamans of old, so judgmental and all seeing in their Silent Hut, that I, like Anisa, am worthy of the path I walk. 
 
    Sana raised herself into a sitting position and pulled the food bag around to the front of her body. Opening it, she inspected the fruits in their well-padded sack. A few had burst, bright red juice staining the woven fiber sides of the container, but most were unaffected by her mad dash across the bridge. 
 
    The sickness spirts will be chased away, and Thrayorb will recover. The thought comforted her. Anisa will be well again. No mother of Sana—no, Sana the Far Travelled!—would allow the spirits to carry her off before her daughter returned, Sana declared defiantly to herself and to whatever spirits might be listening. 
 
    Sana climbed to her feet and looked down into the gorge. As she had imagined, her terrible foe lay smashed like a swatted beetle. Strange fluids emerged from its broken metal body to mingle with the rushing waters. An errant flash of light snapped from inside its unmoving form. She spit defiantly over the gorge’s edge. 
 
    And such shall always be the fate of my enemies! 
 
    The girl—nay, the woman of Thrayorb—considered her vanquished foe a moment longer, then turned and walked back toward the trail leading to her stricken village. Respite was on its way. Sana paused there, giving the gorge and the Golden Woods a final look, then slipped away into the forest shadows.  
 
    Among the branches overhead, a red weaver spun its web, silently.  
 
    The End 
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Malleable Minds 
 
    A Metamorphosis Alpha™ Story 
 
    by Stephen A. Lee 
 
      
 
    Drifting in Space 
 
    The ship drifted in the great void between worlds. It had come very far from the home star, and yet it had not completed any significant part of its journey to the ambitious target. Its goal was a colony world that so long ago had seemed an ideal target for the first long jump colony ship. At this point in history, humanity must occupy six dozen or more star systems. While this great ship, a monument to the ingenuity of humanity, still struggled like a salmon heading upstream to reach one of the first stars the human race had identified as a good place for a new human colony. 
 
    Massive. It is the only word that begins to paint an image of this mammoth starship launched in the early days during humanities initial expanse into the universe. From the trans-plutonian space yards sometime in the year 2290, it began a journey to a far-off star that would take generations to reach. The Warden was vast at eighty kilometers in length and some forty kilometers wide. This massive ship bulged to more than thirteen kilometers in height encompassing some seventeen decks most the size of a standard colony ship by themselves.  The colonists along with the crew initially numbered 1,550,000 human souls along with a great many other electronic entities. The goal was not just to establish another colony but to entrench the human race in a far off system and quickly set up an industrial base to make it instantly self-sustaining. Perhaps it hailed back to the image of the ark or perhaps man felt his vulnerability existing on a single planet in one arm of the galaxy. Whatever drove man to this effort, it would ensure a near instant second home for mankind that would never need to rely on anything from Earth Prime.  
 
     
 
      
 
    Opening Sequence 
 
    00077 RE-ESTABLISH A.I. LINK 
 
    …..........FAILED. BRIDGE NON-RESPONSIVE 
 
    00092 EXECUTE RESPONSE SEQUENCE 17: NAVIGATION COMPUTER FAILURE 
 
    00118 ESTABLISH REVIVAL/CLONING UNIT LINK 
 
    …..........STATUS -f BIO CHAMBER INTERFACE 42: SUCCESSFUL 
 
    00132 BEGIN REVIVAL, SHIP CREW 
 
    …..........NO SUITABLE TARGET 
 
    00218 BEGIN REVIVAL/CLONING, PASSENGER 
 
    00219 OVERLAY, MENTAL ENGRAM – SHIP CREW, TECHNICIAN 
 
    00220 INITIATE REVIVAL/CLONING PROCESS, UNIT 42 
 
    …...........REVIVAL INITIATED, TARGET=GREG: SUCCESSFUL 
 
    …...........OVERLAY=ALEX, PROPULSION ENGINEER, SENIOR: SUCCESSFUL 
 
    …...........INSERT MOTIVATION ENGRAM 6532: RESTORE SHIP NAVIGATION 
 
    00338 INITIATE RECOVERY CHAMBER PROGRAM 
 
      
 
    Mind Wipe 
 
    Greg awoke cold and stiff in the cryogenic tube. He wondered if the ship had made it to the new colony world. He had left Earth to seek his fate among the stars where he could do something significant. Helping to build a new world was far more appealing than working in a cubical on Earth Prime. 
 
    He could not move his arms yet; the revival process must have slipped its sequence. He should have been warm when he awoke. A metal band settled around his skull. As the micro-manipulators retracted, every muscle in his body reacted as waves of electrical impulses rolled through his nervous system. Consciousness faded. The memories, experiences, and talents of Alex filled his mind. He was the ship's propulsion engineer. Alex awoke. He climbed out of the cryogenics system. The ship felt wrong. His body felt wrong. He looked at himself. An unfamiliar face stared back.  
 
    “What happened to me?” He stared at himself in the reflective lid of the cryogenic tube. His body looked odd. He had certainly lost some weight. He looked to be about 32 and his uniform appeared new except for a few moth holes here and there. His hair was lighter in color, and he now had facial hair. “I have never worn facial hair,” Alex said aloud as he stared at the unfamiliar body. Sure it looked similar to him, but something must have happened.  Alex noticed his eyes. He had missed that with the shock of waking. His eyes had a weird slant much like a cat's. Between his fingers a webbing similar to a duck and thin enough to see through rose about a third of the way up the fingers to the first knuckle.  
 
    His mind raced with thoughts. Why was I in cryogenic sleep? Why was I being awakened? Something has gone very wrong. What happened to me?  
 
      
 
    Intro 
 
    I sat there in the small recovery dome staring at the sunrise. I knew it was not real, but it felt real. The light from the rising sun warmed my skin and the dolphins in the wake of the ship attracted my eyes to their playful leaps. The birds would swoop down to the surface plucking hapless fish and dashing back into the sky.  
 
    The A.I. which had been there at my awakening called this a recovery chamber. I felt my sluggish mind reacting to the sights and sounds. My eyes began to move quicker, and everything came into focus. A colony ship. I began to remember where I was. We should be near the new planet after all this time. Perhaps that is why I was awakened. I stood up. A wave of dizziness washed over me, and I sat back down. After a few minutes, I tried again. More steady this time. I made my way to the exit door and walked back into the medical facility. 
 
    As I emerged from the recovery dome, a metallic voice sounded from the ceiling above directing me to a locker in the passageway. It said “Alex” on the door. I opened it and found several small devices, a green and orange wristband, a laser pistol in a belted holster, and a small communication unit. I picked them up placing the wristband on my arm and strapping on the laser around my waist. These things all seemed familiar as if I had used them before. The metallic voice told me there was food in the common room. Finding that I was quite hungry, I moved down the short corridor taking cautious steps. My legs were beginning to feel more solid under my weight, and I moved with a bit more certainty as I entered the common room. The room was large compared to the waking chamber and recovery dome. It spanned nearly forty meters across and had to be twice that in length. Along one wall were a series of small alcoves each containing tables of various types of food and drink. Down the center of the common room were rows of tables each with four chairs to a side. The ends of the tables had no chair leaving an open passage between the tables to across the room every twenty meters. At one of the tables sat two others who seemed somehow familiar to me yet I could not recall their names. 
 
    The first seemed to be a young lady in her mid to late twenties. She had dark almond hair and looked very confident. The other appeared to be a tall man at least 6'8” with deep blue eyes and short cropped hair so blonde it seemed to give off light rather than just reflecting it. 
 
    “Grab some food, Alex. Then come join us if you wish. We have a briefing in about 45 minutes, or so the computer tells us. We were all awakened to repair some issue with the navigation system.”  said the young female.  
 
    “We need to repair the system so we can get back on course to the colony world.” said the Nordic male.  
 
    I made my way slowly to the alcoves. I think his name is Ben. I picked up a tray and loaded various amounts of random food onto a plate. I hardly noticed what I selected as my mind tried to remember where I knew the girl’s face. Ben was some kind of mechanic. If I recall correctly, the girl was Cindy... no... Corey. She was a crew lead in the engine control systems area. I remembered meeting her just after boarding the ship.  
 
      
 
    Companions 
 
    I made my way over to the table where the two people sat. “It's Corey and Ben. Right?” I asked as I sat a couple of chairs away from them. “Sorry, my memories seem to be a little fuzzy. CS Syndrome I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, I am Corey,” she said. “Don't worry about it. It took me a few hours to be fully alert. You were the last to awake. I think the computer just woke the three of us to make this repair. As far as I can tell, the ship is still in flight, and some damage has occurred which inhibits its ability to make course corrections.” 
 
    Ben looked at me. “I am surprised you remembered my name. We never really worked on the same shift, but I do remember you. I think. You don't look the way I remembered you so I may have you mixed up with someone else. You are a propulsion engineer, right?” 
 
    I found I was hungrier than I had realized. I shoveled food into my mouth as the two of them talked. “Yes,” I said between bites. “I worked on propulsion systems to tune and keep things running smoothly. I was on the design team when the ship was being built and took a ship position for the journey to the colony. Once there, I plan to build starships to gather resources from within the new star system.” I glanced over at Corey who was staring off into the distance.  
 
    “So,” she said coming back to the here and now “A navigation tech, a starship engineer, and a systems mechanic. Across our skills, we should be able to repair navigation control systems, propulsion engines, and all the mechanical bits in between. That does not narrow down what the issue may be, and that worries me. The computer should have awoken specific people with specific skill sets for the precise cause of the problem. I think something major may have gone wrong.” 
 
    At that moment a door opened at the far end of the chamber. A two-meter tall metallic robot with four arms moving on rubber treads as silent as the night came through the door. It was carrying a tray of drinks and moved down the row of tables toward us. The robot made no sound whatsoever as it rolled along. The robot stopped when it reached us and raised the tray level with the table. On the tray were four glasses of an amber liquid that contained healing nanites which would counter any issues we might have from the cryogenic sleep. The metallic voice sounded from the ceiling again. Please have an after dinner drink and join me in the conference room through the hatch marked C at the north end of the room.  
 
      
 
    Conference with the Machine Mind 
 
    Please have a seat while I brief you on the issue we face. The Warden is off course, and all efforts to correct are failing. We have alarms on the port navigation thruster pod in this section of the ship one level up. Your first mission will be to correct this failure. Once successful, we can reevaluate and see if there are other issues contributing to this failing course correction before returning you to cold sleep for the remaining portion of our journey. 
 
    Corey held her arm at chest level pulling a sleeve back to reveal a red and gray wristband which identified her position and rank on the Warden. “You are not the ship's A.I. nor are you the main computer. Who is currently in charge?” 
 
    Having identified Corey as a security supervisor, the A.I. replied with complete information. 
 
    You are correct, Engineering Security Supervisor 872 Corey Brown. I am the astronavigation A.I. for section four. The bridge is non-responsive. The ship's Alpha A.I. is non-responsive. The ship's main computer is non-responsive. The emergency response teams are all non-responsive. The engineering section is non-responsive. I have requested repair teams through the ship's scheduling system, and they have been 'on-their-way' for 11 years. The issue and course drift have become significant, so I have awakened the twelve of you to remedy this issue while we wait for the repair teams to arrive. 
 
    Ben and I looked at each other while Corey stared at the speaker in the far wall. “There are only three of us,” I said. 
 
    A minor malfunction in the cryogenics revival system has caused the system to awaken the three of you since the ship's crew seems to be unavailable. Four of you were successfully awakened. We have lost track of the fourth member of your team. You will find tools and supplies for a few days at the airlock leading into the next section at the end of the passageway. On the wall in front of you is a map of this section showing how to reach the elevator that will take you up one level. From there, proceed to port until you reach the inner hull. The first team will be waiting for you there. They need a new propulsion engineer. Ben should help accelerate the repairs as we are running out of time. Corey will help keep everyone focused on the goal as well as assist with any security issues encountered.  
 
    “Why do they need a new propulsion engineer?” I interrupted in a louder voice than usual. 
 
    A minor accident with a plant and an Android en route. It was all resolved quickly. The access hatch to the navigation pod will be in that general area. Alex Grey or Ben Jones will be able to open the hatch when your team arrives. Good luck on your mission. Please try to complete your mission within 14 days to avoid a major problem and return here. 
 
    The metallic voice shut off with a click. The lights began to dim, and the air quit circulating.  
 
    Corey looked around, “I think that was a subtle hint that it is time to get moving.” She stood up and moved down the passage toward the airlock. Ben and I followed a few paces behind her. 
 
      
 
    Journey 
 
    Ben opened the airlock that segmented this medical unit from the main ship passageway. “Come on let's get this done.” He stepped through the airlock, turned left, and moved off down the forty-meter wide passage. Corey stepped out of the hatch next, and I followed still looking around uneasily as if expecting something else to happen. 
 
    “We are being watched,” I said to Corey as we followed after Ben.  
 
    “Of course we are being watched.” She shook her head slowly side to side. “The A.I. awoke us for a repair mission. We will be monitored through the entire mission.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that's normal, but it's not what I meant,” I said in a troubled voice. “Look, there is no one out here. No one at all. I would expect to see a few people here and there. I feel we are being watched by something other than the computer. Frankly, I am not even sure given the way the A.I. was reacting that it is even watching us. It seemed to just disconnect and shut down when it was done with us.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Corey noted Ben had taken a right down a much smaller corridor. “Let's catch up to Ben.” She said and increased her speed not quite breaking into a run. 
 
    We turned the corner and stopped dead as Ben was just standing in the center of the passage not twenty meters away. His eyes were fixed on something in the room to the left. A faint yellow light showed through the hatch illuminating him enough to cast a shadow on the right wall. 
 
    Corey and I slowly walked up to him and looked into the room. Row after row of hibernation tubes, cryogenic tubes for the passengers, stood empty for hundreds of meters. Some of the chambers still had faint lights or dangling electrodes from the top of the ever-glass containers. I felt something was wrong from the moment I had awakened. I thought some emergency caused the A.I. to awaken us in these bodies. However, this confirmed my worst fears. The clone banks in this area must be damaged or destroyed, and with the rest of the ship out of communication, the A.I. had turned to harvesting the colonists to resurrect the crew with skills it thought were needed to repair the ship. This was far worse than being a clone where you knew your real self had died. Now I was a ghoul. A body snatcher willing or not.  
 
    “They have been taking the colonists to revive crew. Not just us, this has been going on for a long time. We have to find out what has gone wrong not only with the ship but with the computer A.I.s and stop this,” Ben said in a shaky voice evident anger growing in his tone. 
 
    Corey looked at the two men. She felt nothing of shame perhaps a little remorse for the colonists, but if they fixed the issues and set things back on course and if the cloning facilities could be brought back online they would awake in what seemed to be their own bodies. The ship had to come first. “Get over it; let’s finish the mission. Then we can fix the cloning facilities, and the computer will grow new bodies for all these colonists. If we do not finish our task, then no one here will ever wake up again. We could even get our bodies back if we cared to.” 
 
    Ben looked horrified, and I had to admit, I was more than a little uneasy. Now I felt like an intruder in this body. Funny, the thought had not crossed my mind before. Knowing something and being stared down by it are vastly different. “You're right, Corey. Come on Ben let’s keep moving. The others are waiting for us.” 
 
    “Look, this is the first long jump colony ship. Do you think we would have built these great ships if the cloning process was 100%? No, we would have downloaded human minds and wrapped the computer banks around a cloning facility and launched that small craft into the sea of stars. This ship is proof cloning is not 100%. It carried 1.5 million people. Not images of their minds but actual bodies. There is a city in the center of the ship for god's sake. Just to rotate people out of cold sleep and to provide a very rapid way to give the new colony a capital city and the means to be virtually self-sustaining overnight.  Even if cloning were 95% effective, we end up with 5% failures, mutants, or worse. I said it before, and I’ll say it again, this is not good.” Ben's rant faded with those last few words as he solemnly followed along.  
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “So where are all the people? Granted we are heading to engineering, a less populated area of the ship, but nearly all the non-bridge crew were housed in this area.” I looked up and down the long passageway. It was spotless. No dust, nothing.  
 
    Corey glanced back at the two of us. “OK, that's an interesting point. However, we need to focus on the mission first. Then we can figure out the rest of the puzzle.” 
 
    We continued moving toward the outer area of the ship. In short order, we came to a T-intersection with a closed bulkhead directly across from the passage from which we had emerged. The lights on the panel to the right of the twelve-meter door flashed red. A smaller door off to the right some 20 yards down stood ajar. It was the first damage I had seen in the ship. “The door down there seems to have been torn from its mounting. This new passageway looks not only unused but abandoned. The floors and hatches up to this point have all been in perfect order. I think we are seeing the outer edge of the area that was damaged. What do you think, Ben? Open these large doors and continue directly to the port navigation array or take the smaller door and work our way back to the route?” I looked directly at Ben while ensuring I did not glance over at Corey who had started doing something with the large door's access panel. I did not want to open the large door with a danger alert on it when a door less than 20 yards away stood open. 
 
    About that time a robot rolled down the passage. Small bits of mud came away from the rubber treads. It paused 10 yards out, and a fire suppression gun swiveled toward us. Corey stepped between the machine and the small group holding her arm out with her security wristband visible. The robot hesitated then moved the gun moving away from us. A moment later it swung the gun back toward us. Then it finally made up its mind and moved the gun away from us again as it rolled past us on down the hall. The treads made no noise at all except for the occasional splat as a bit of mud was flung off to land on the floor or hit the wall. As the robot approached the hatch which hung loosely on its hinges, the gun zeroed in on the opening. Rather than firing a flame suppression foam as expected, a jet of flame erupted firing along the edge of the opening so that the frame heated to red-hot while the majority of the flaming jet shot far into the chamber on the other side. The lights on the robot flickered, and the flame thrower stopped. The robot continued down the passage quiet as a mouse like nothing had happened. 
 
    “What do you make of that?” Corey said to no one in particular. She began walking toward the small hatch. I moved in beside her as she passed our position leaving Ben to trail us.  
 
    “How has a fire suppression robot become a combat flame thrower? And more importantly why?” I said to no one in particular. Not one among our team had any deep experience with the robotic systems much less the androids that roamed this ship. 
 
    “I believe our answer lies just beyond the hatch.” Ben chimed in. “Who wants to go in first?” He smiled while ensuring he kept his place at the back of the group. 
 
      
 
    The Great Jungle and Vines 
 
    Jill had been coming here to the edge of the world for many cycles now. The hole in the jungle wall was amazing. It was not green. Beyond the hole in the jungle wall was smooth gray rock. Similar to the joints of the Red Androids. The others would come from this direction. They always had. They would enter the grasslands or the jungle and die. Then her people would feed them to the wild boar in the jungle.  
 
    From time to time their rock machines would come by the hole in the jungle wall and spray liquid fire. The vines did not like this. After a few cycles, the vines had stopped trying to grow into the other place beyond the hole in the jungle wall.  
 
    She had been waiting in her little nest for many cycles. Soon she would have to sleep again. She sat up.  
 
    I can feel my friend’s mind again. This time I will not let them feed him to the boar. I will stay awake and warn him. He won't remember me, he never does. All I can do is try, Jill thought to herself. She knew that the mind screams would drive her mad if she had to endure them again, so she had come here to prevent that from happening by preventing them from walking into her village again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Corey kept her distance from the hatchway. It was red-hot at the edges, and small vines burned to either side of the opening. Beyond the portal was a wonderland. A dozen varieties of trees grew as far as she could see. There were waterfalls in the distance and vines ran across the trees from the jungle floor to just shy of ten meters from the tops. The ceiling of this floor was missing. Perhaps the next floor was missing as well. It looked to be some forty to fifty meters to the top. Flowers along the paved paths turned to face their direction, and small animals scurried into the underbrush at the sight of them.  
 
    I remember this place. It seems like it was a dream, but here it is. “I am going to step through. If I dive back through the hatch, shoot anything chasing me without shooting me.”  I walked to the hatch and stepped through into an alien world. 
 
    What I noticed first were the humidity and the heat. At first, I thought it was the small fires that still burned but it was 110 degrees in here, and the humidity was very near 100%. The next thing I noticed was a yellow humanoid girl “look up” from the edge of the jungle. She was not quite human. I thought about that 5% of the clones Ben raved about as I glanced up.  
 
    Noticing the large vine with several spikes the size of my arms sweeping down at me with great speed, I forgot about the humanoid and the mutant clones as I dove back through the hatch. Ben nearly clipped me with his rifle as he swung it up to aim at the hatch. I rolled to a stop at Corey's feet looking up as she held her blaster in both hands looking through the hatch.  
 
    After a moment, nothing happened. Ben and Corey glanced at me like I was the village idiot. I started to get up but before I could get on my feet, a long vine thrust through the hatchway impaling Corey and throwing her back against the far wall. She fired at the same instant, the blaster burning away part of the vine. The vine lashed about just over my head as I was not yet upright. Sadly, it caught Ben right in the chest. I thought he was dead, but he just stood there like Corey had slapped him again.  
 
    Then his expression changed to rage and he opened up with his rifle cutting the vine down its middle some twenty meters well out into the jungle chamber. The vine oozed a sticky goo along its length as the fibers broke apart and dried to a leather-like consistency in less than five minutes. 
 
    I moved over to Corey and removed a thorn some three meters long from her. She screamed in pain. Heck, I would have been screaming the whole bloody time. I checked my laser and turned it to the lowest setting to cauterize the wound then put a bandage around her.  
 
    “Thank you,” Corey said as she pulled a med-kit from her belt and injected a dose into her neck. She looked pale and in no condition to move. The med-kit injection should neutralize any infection and speed up healing. We would have to take it easy for a little while. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jill was astonished as the vine plunged through the hole in the jungle wall. The fire had made it angry, and she could feel its need to kill. That fleeting emotion from the great vine changed quickly to one of survival and flight as a hail of metallic rocks ripped its main trunk down the center. The ripping continued for many meters and the great vine’s life blood spilled upon the ground. It withered in moments.  
 
    She could feel the floradic mind retract and pull back to its core pod far away. It willed the main trunk to wither and detach before death found its core. Interesting. The vine had never lost, never feared, and certainly never retreated from any area it chose for its dominion before.  
 
    She left her nest then more on auto-pilot than any conscious act of volition. Edging closer to the hole in the jungle wall, she wanted for the first time to enter the alien world on the other side where nothing grew. She wanted to step out of her world and see if her friend would live. Her mind was full of concern, and her adrenaline ran high which was not wrong for a warrior in combat.  
 
    She moved closer to the hatch and called out. She could tell by their reaction that all three had heard her, but none of them responded. They were in fact confused by her voice in their mind. She drew in air for the first time in many cycles and made sounds that might attract predators. “Are you ok?” she said aloud. It felt dangerous to be making sounds deep in the jungle so with one eye on the hatch she kept a close eye on the plants around her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alex heard a voice call out. “Hello, are you ok?” He looked around quickly, his hand dropping to his laser which he had holstered to apply the bandages to Corey. Then he realized no one was there. The voice was in his head. Noticing that Corey and Ben had a similar reaction, he said: “You heard it too, I mean in your mind?” 
 
    “Yes, and I do not like it. Something knows exactly where we are and what happened. I do not see them anywhere.” Ben said, his tension high but far less than a few minutes ago. 
 
    “I hear her as well,” said Corey. “I tried to respond but nothing. I do not believe she can hear us think back to her.” 
 
    Alex stood and moved to the hatch very slowly. He called out, “Hello.  We have a wounded person, but the rest of us are unharmed. Who are you?” The voice was so familiar to him. He could almost put a name to it. Perhaps it was one of his old crew or someone he had known before, but it eluded him. 
 
    Beyond the hatch, some twenty yards out into the jungle stood a young woman. She was clearly a mutant and not a minor mutation like his fingers. Her head was mostly humanoid with a small protrusion hinting at a wolf’s snout. Her skin was pale with thin hair covering her body. The hair was hard to see being similar in color to the skin. She stood about five meters high, but that was a deception. She was crouched a bit like a cat ready to pounce or run.  
 
    I would guess her full standing height to be over six meters. As I stared at the creature, I knew she had been the one to call out. With a little surprise, I heard myself say. “Jill, come join us.” Just like that, I remembered her. I remembered having been here before. I remembered the painful deaths I had experienced. It was as if my mind fell through a kaleidoscope of lifetimes. Memories flooded in jumbled and disordered. I wondered if these were memories or if Jill was putting them into my mind. I must have fallen. I came back to reality lying on my back in the passage a few meters from the hatch. Jill was looking down at me. She had stepped through the hatch and was looking very uncomfortable. Ben was pointing his rifle at her. I could not see Corey from my current position. “What happened?” I managed to say. 
 
    “You called to this thing to join us then passed out,” Ben said. “Do you know it or was that some psychic power? I have not shot her yet, but I do not like this. What's wrong with you?” 
 
    I heard Corey from a little further down the passage. “Ben, just chill. Let’s get things sorted out before we do anything we might regret or at least feel bad about over breakfast tomorrow.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I rose slowly to my feet. Looking at Jill, I began to tell my tale. “Ben, lower your weapon. This may be a long story. Let me start with what just happened. When I looked out and saw Jill, memories I was unaware of before that moment began to flood through my mind. Did you have anything to do with that, Jill?” I paused while looking at her. She just shrugged and stared back at me.  
 
    “Anyway, I remember being here before. Several times before. I believe more time has passed that we thought while that A.I. has been awakening people and sending them in this direction. Given the memories of dying in this jungle several times, I suspect it exhausted the real crew with the cloning facility failing and no way to reach out beyond this section for help. Then it began harvesting the colonists in cold sleep and sending them out to make repairs using copies of the crew's minds. We have never made it through this jungle. We have always died in this place.”   
 
    I pointed to the jungle and the center of the great opening which clearly took up several levels of the ship. I waited for them to absorb this while I studied the jungle. 
 
    “My people live by the lake in the center of the valley.” Jill looked around clearly searching for the right words. “There are creatures in the center above the lake who live in a globe of fire which emits much heat. Long ago, the rock men came into the area and opened up waterways to cool the place down.  The jungle grew from one of those exposed areas where the fire creatures melted some of the world ship. Since then my people have contended with the mental attacks from the fire creatures and learned to live in this jungle.  
 
    When strangers come, my people feed them to the great boars that live in the jungle. I have seen Alex fed to them dozens of times which is why I came way out here to the edge to warn you. To try and change this cycle of fate. You must not go to my village. You must get to your destination another way. You need to avoid this jungle all together.” She said this while keeping a wary eye on the group as she moved slowly along the wall running the fingers of her right hand along the smooth surface.  
 
    “Well I have no memory of this place, and after that vine hit me, I am not eager to enter the jungle area. We could try going above or below. I think going around on this level would take a very long time.” Corey stated while flipping pages with one finger on her slate.  
 
    “What about her?” Ben said while pointing his rifle at Jill. He was somewhat less aggressive, but his finger never left the trigger guard. “I am good with going around. There is an elevator not far from here if I recall the map correctly.” He looked directly at Jill until she noticed and stared back at him. “What are you doing? You have traced a line down that wall for fifteen meters.” 
 
    “Be at peace, Ben. I am just fascinated with the smoothness of the rock. Inside my world, plants grow everywhere and microscopic tendrils penetrate every surface. Nothing is smooth like this. I like your world.” Jill turned to Alex. “I would like to go with you.” 
 
    I found the whole idea crazy, but I thought she might be of help. I glanced at Corey. “Are you ok to travel if we take it slow or should we find a place to rest for a while? How do you feel about Jill coming along with us while we circumvent this jungle area?” 
 
    Corey considered the question for a moment then began slowly. “Jill, you are welcome to travel with us. We have a long way to go now that we have to take a different route and it is possible we will not return to this hatch. You may find it hard to get back home. I would warn you that it is very likely dangerous where we are going. But I think it just may be more dangerous in that jungle of yours.” 
 
    Ben glared at the three of us then seemed to reconsider. He looked over at Jill. “You seem to be able to sense people just out of sight. You knew we were out here before that vine attacked so you can go first and warn us if anything is coming our way so we are not surprised by it.” 
 
    Jill smiled at Ben and walked over next to him. “I can do that without being out front but I must tell you, I cannot sense that machine that spit flame into the jungle. Sometimes I can sense the Red Androids and sometimes I cannot, but if there is life like you and me, then I will be able to tell you well before we see them.” She smiled up at Ben and then walked down the passage back the way we had come. “I believe Corey wants us to go to the great elevator on the other side of the junction just past the great doors.”               
 
      
 
    The Red Android Rebellion 
 
    Corey was slow, but the healing injection was doing its job. We walked along at a slightly less than normal pace until we passed the large doorway with the red glowing indicator. Continuing down the passageway, I could see the tracks made by the robot. The tracks ended at a large door on the left wall. Beside this doorway were two large buttons. The first was marked with an up arrow and the other with a down arrow. “Well, we seem to have a choice to make. Circumnavigate the jungle on this level which is the longest path. Move up several levels and cross above the jungle which will take us through a science area that was once near the botany dome. I think this is where the jungle started out. Or, move down two levels and work our way through the engineering section under the jungle then back up on the other side two levels to the navigation array. This takes us past the shuttle bays.” 
 
    Ben replied at once. “I prefer the engineering area. We might find useful devices to help us in the journey. We may also find a need to use a shuttle if we have to go outside to fix part of the navigation thruster array so it would be helpful to know if that is an option for us before we get to the array.” 
 
    “Good points,” said Corey thoughtfully. “Of course, the science area would give us access to more medical supplies and other useful tech. I wish I had some brush killer on me when that vine appeared. Frankly, I would not mind spraying down the whole bloody jungle. No offense, Jill”. 
 
    “None taken, Corey. You should know that the vine while being a dangerous thing, was angry and striking out because of the robot that set it on fire just before you appeared at the opening. Still, it would likely have attacked anyway when you entered the jungle. The jungle is a hard place, but I would be sad to see it all destroyed.” 
 
    I looked around at everyone. “I think we are all tired. Let's go up two levels. The map says crew quarters so we can find a room to rest in for the night before moving on. What say you?” Everyone agreed, and I pressed the up arrow. The arrow illuminated then went out, After a moment it came back on and remained lit. Some 10 or 15 minutes later a rumbling could be heard drawing closer to us from above. As the rumbling stopped, the arrow light turned off, and the doors slid slowly apart.  
 
    *** 
 
    I looked into the elevator in disbelief. There was moss growing along half the floor. Two androids broken into several pieces were scattered across the back half of this 20 by 30-foot elevator. In the corner where the moss grew were five human skulls and a fur covered hand of some large beast with long claws. I noted Jill glancing at the clawed hand and then at her own hand. There were certain similarities. I stepped into the elevator. “Stay clear of the moss. Ben check those robots for anything useful.” Once everyone was inside, I pressed a button on the panel. I thought I had selected the floor above, but the elevator moved further than I would have expected before the doors opened again. 
 
    “I found a stun gun that seems to work.” Ben handed it to Corey. She looked it over. “It is in decent shape. Here Jill. Just point the thinner end toward an aggressor and press that small metallic button here while maintaining a firm grip on the device. It will only fire if there is solid contact between your hand and the device.  
 
    Jill fiddled with the device, and after several failed attempts she found a grip that would cause the device to activate. “Thank you, Corey. This may help against humanoids, but I have less hope of it affecting the Red Androids or the rock machines that shoot fire at the jungle.” 
 
    Ben moved out of the elevator and off to the left. He never quite turned his back to Jill. He tried a door then moved on to the next one. “The doors do not open for me. Corey, your band, may have better access here.” Corey tried a few doors. On the fifth try, a door slipped open revealing a large stateroom with four sleeping chambers and a large main room with food dispenser and a video/comm unit on the wall. “This should do nicely,” Corey said as she tapped buttons on the panel by the door. It slid shut, and each of our team found a place to sleep for the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke sometime in the night. Faint screams in the distance or maybe it was a dream. I went into the main living area and found Jill curled up like a dog in one of the chairs fast asleep. Quietly, I moved to the food processor to get a hot tea to help me wake up. So much had happened in the last few days. I felt better today. We have a good team and avoided what may have been a death trap. Corey was healing nicely, and now we had a psychic edge to help us in our mission. I heard a noise behind me and turned to see Ben entering the room. He had changed during the night. I guess he was changing all along but these last 6 or 7 hours made it stand out. “I can see why that vine only made you angry when it hit you square in the chest,” I said to him in a quiet voice. 
 
    Ben looked at me a bit puzzled. “You saw that? The truth is, I barely felt the impact but right after I had a burning sensation sweep across my body. So I killed it. Wait, what do you mean? You see...” He trailed off as he caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror and moved over to examine himself. His skin had grown slightly darker and denser. Hexagonal marks had appeared across his body, and the center was like stone or bone when he pushed on them with a finger. “Wow. I feel the touch, but it's faint, and my skin feels like body armor.” 
 
    Jill said in a soft voice, “That could come in quite useful back home.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “I think it will come in quite useful in my line of work for sure. I am always bumping into things when working on a system or a machine.”  
 
    A few hours later Corey walked into the room where the three of us sat talking quietly about the day ahead. “Good morning, Corey. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better. A little stiff but otherwise I feel good. Have you all been up for long?”  
 
    “A couple of hours. We were talking about how to proceed. I was explaining that we should use this room as a secure place to fall back to. We should explore the areas around us to map out the best path and see what obstacles lay in our path. If we find a clear path closer to the navigation array, then we can set up a new base of operations. I want a place to fall back to if one of us gets hurt and we need to hole up for a day or two. The A.I. was dreaming if he thought we could pull this off in less than 48 hours. Oh, do you think you can program the door to open and close to our wrist bands? Right now, we are kinda trapped in here unless we break the door down.” 
 
    Corey had a cup of coffee in hand by the time I finally stopped for a breath. She walked over to the door saying, “I should be able to. Give me a few minutes. Let's see, green and gray access, right?” 
 
    “And orange,” I said taking my colonist band off my arm and handing it to Jill. “I still have my green engineering band.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We left the colonist quarters following the map. It took us through several smaller passages. Along the way, it became more and more obvious that the ship's systems had begun to breakdown long ago and was only now spreading quickly to other areas as repair resources had been exhausted in the local sections. The further we progressed, the worse the damage. We found sections of the passageway filled with rubble and bits of various machines long ago gone to scrap. Panels were either in perfect order, completely dead or destroyed with bits of wire hanging out as if someone or something had been beating on them.  
 
    It was not long until we came to the edge of this section of the ship. Turning right and traveling along the passage at the edge of the deck we could see out port holes every one hundred meters or so. Looking out, we could see the lower levels of the ship extended out a kilometer or more into space than this one. As we went farther down the passageway, there were airlocks on the left for single man craft and small repair robots. Off to the right were rooms which seemed to be dedicated to one type of repair or another each containing vastly different equipment. In many rooms, there were work tables cluttered with broken components. From the clutter, it seemed people had been working here with a hurried need to repair a vast array of equipment. In some sections, they had started to build new things combining modern and very ancient weapons. I could only assume their repair efforts had failed and they found the need for defense more pressing. Then we turned another corner, and through the first porthole, I could see the navigation array maybe half a kilometer distant along the outer hull of the ship. We were finally close to our destination.  
 
    The passage opened into a hangar and seemed to connect to a tube that ran to the navigation array. An energy blast cut off my sightseeing in quick order. Androids moved across the hangar toward our group while other Androids moved to cut us off from the passage we had just entered. The Androids were trying to drive my team away from the navigation station tube and out the cargo airlock. 
 
    Corey turned back toward the passage we had come from, firing at the approaching Red Androids from that side. I was too far ahead of my team to get back having moved toward the tube that led to the Navigation array. A group of androids made it impossible to get back to the group, so I ran to the large central elevator for cover. I saw that the rest of the team had made it to the passage taking only a few minor hits when the elevator doors opened, and a dozen Red Androids stepped out. I moved back from the elevator as they lowered their blaster rifles at me. As I bumped into the wall, I realized it was an airlock. I quickly reached out my arm, and the airlock opened after reading my green bracer.  
 
    The Red Android's aim was perfect, and I was hit dead center. The force blew me out the airlock.  As I drifted away from the Warden, I slowly begin to lose consciousness. The last thing I remember seeing was a bright blue light from several decks up sweeping across me. I wondered if Corey, Ben, and Jill had made it to safety.  
 
      
 
    Alex awakens again in the cryogenic tube 
 
    I awoke cold and confused. As I climbed out of the cryogenics system, I realized that the ship felt wrong. My body felt wrong.  Looking into the reflective glass of the chamber, an unfamiliar face stared back. “What happened to me?” I said aloud looking at myself in the reflective lid of the cryogenic tube. My body seemed odd. I had certainly lost some weight. Now I looked to be about twenty-eight, and my uniform appeared new except for a few moth holes here and there. My hair was a chestnut brown, and I had facial hair. The A.I. watched Alex. 
 
    “I have never had a beard before,” Alex said aloud as he stared at the unfamiliar body. Between his fingers a webbing similar to a duck and thin enough to see through rose about a third of the way up the fingers to the first knuckle. This was much more pronounced than before and seemed quite functional.  
 
    My mind raced with thoughts. Why was I in cryogenic sleep? Why was I being awakened? Something has gone very wrong. “What happened to me?” He screamed at the walls. 
 
    Welcome back Alex. You almost made it this time. Ready to try again? The A.I. had a smooth, calm voice.   
 
    I would say you won your war with the Red Androids while losing the battle. So you were brought back again. This time, most of your memory should be intactas it was a much more recent copy. Over the next hour, you will remember everything. In fact, you will likely remember more than you did last time as I merged the two copies before implanting the engram.               
 
    The battle flashed through my mind. The cold of space as I drifted away from the Warden. The ship was gigantic. I suddenly remembered my companions. “Where are Ben and Corey? Is Jill still with them?” 
 
    Ben and Corey made it past the Red Androids while they were busy eliminating you. They are in the navigation station with Jill. You should join them there as they are making slow progress without your skills. 
 
    I reached under the cryogenic tube, retrieved the items in the drawer below the cubical, and made my way to the common room and ate. This body seems weaker, but the world was so much more vivid. I realized just then that the common room was dark yet I could see every detail. It worried me somewhat, but I needed to get to the navigation station as soon as I could. “Why is it dark in here? Is there another path to the navigation array that I can take to avoid the Red Androids?” 
 
    Alex, there are no more Red Androids. They joined you on your journey out the airlock and into the depths of the void. You can pass through that chamber at least for a little while longer without issue. As to your other question, this area has lost power and is running on backup capacitors. 
 
    I stood and made my way to the door then retraced our path to the tube that ran to the navigation array. When I arrived, Corey and Jill greeted me. 
 
      
 
    Encounter with “the Other Team” 
 
    The team working on the navigation thrusters had been waiting on Alex. The A.I. had sent Alex as a replacement for Bill who had died while exploring a connecting tunnel leading to the power station. They had been working on the systems for the navigation array and completed most of the work while waiting for Alex to arrive. A few days ago Corey showed up, opening the doorway to the hangar with ease. This had bothered Craig and Fred who had taken great care to ensure the door was secured, sealed, and locked from intruders. Worse, Corey had arrived with two mutants and said Alex had been blown out the airlock while dealing with the Red Androids. The A.I. assured Craig and Fred that Alex had been found and was en-route to their location.  
 
    Corey finally understood the brisk interaction with the A.I. at the cryogenic area. It seemed the A.I. spent most of its time here focusing on the repairs and spent very little time there trying to provide additional help. Ben had little time to contemplate the issue. He was busy helping Craig and Fred repair all major mechanical breakdowns around the adjacent area, some of which were certainly no accident. Jill was uncomfortable around the older crew, so she explored the ship in short trips down each of the connected sections. 
 
    After many hours of traveling and taking great care to hide from anything that happened by (and there were a great many anythings, some so bizarre they defy description), I made it to the hangar once again. I watched the chamber for a long time. Nothing seemed to move at all. After an hour, I moved slowly and as silently as I could along the edge of the room and into the tube. There were two Red Android hands the size of my head. One on either side of the tube some eight meters apart grasping the tube. From the wrist of the metallic hands, dozens of wires and hydraulic lines hung like so much spaghetti. I moved quickly past them and through the tube. The passage was remarkably clean, but I guess explosive decompression can do that to any area. After about a half kilometer I came upon a large airlock door. I moved to the right-hand side and opened the hidden panel to open the door manually. Instead of a locking switch and hydraulic hand pump, there was a scanner. I held my bracer to the scanner, and nothing happened. So I knocked on the door. 
 
    Jill and Corey stood on the other side of the door. “Welcome back, Alex,” Jill said. “It is good to see you again, but you need to shave the beard. It is just not you.” 
 
    “I tend to agree,” said Corey. “Next time you decide to fight a war alone, try not to get killed in the process. Most of the mechanical systems are repaired. The first team has completed most of the work. That is Fred working with Ben on the far side of the room and Craig at the main computer control running diagnostics.” 
 
    “Well, I am glad to be here. I hope you never experience the horror of floating away into the void. Did you hear me knock on the door? It seems fairly thick.” I asked as I looked around the chamber.  
 
    “No. Even if the Red Androids knocked on the door, we would not likely hear it in here. Jill told me you were coming and would be at the door about 10 minutes ago.” Corey continued, “ I think you need to chat with Craig, Fred, and Ben. I have opened up the computers, so they are responding to everyone now. It was a mess when we first got here.” 
 
      
 
    The Navigation Station 
 
    I asked the team to join me in the conference room just off the main chamber. We talked for a while to validate who I was.  The first team was not impressed with the junior engineer uniform I was sporting even with the A.I. vouching for me. They explained what had happened to their systems specialist. The story seemed a bit vague for my taste. It seems they had not made it to the navigation area because of hostile androids and some plant growth. That part I could understand after my earlier demise. This was beginning to feel more like a bad dream than a bad reawakening. 
 
    I went through the checks, and it appeared everyone had done a good job. The system was still not responding even with the physical damage repaired, so the control interface had to be changed. A journey to the engineering rooms back the way my team had come was required, but first, someone needed to go outside and remove the old unit. “Ben, I have a task that fits your skills with precision.” I smiled, and Ben frowned.  
 
    “I was hoping not to have to go outside, Alex.” He called over his shoulder. “Fred, you can come along and assist me while they make us coffee.” 
 
    While Ben and Fred put on spacesuits in the hangar and went outside along the hull to detach the malfunctioning modules, I went through the control software and found a large number of control re-directions that had been implanted by a virus. The odd thing was that this code seemed to have come across a command channel from the bridge. At some point, someone with access to the bridge had sent out the code to disable and scramble the computer controls throughout the ship.  If we had any hope of getting the ship back on course, our next stop would have to be the bridge. 
 
      
 
    The Thrusters Come Online 
 
    Once Ben returned with the control module, we repaired it in the engineering section. Several robots of designs I had never seen passed through the area. They briefly stopped to scan us then moved on a little quicker than they had entered. 
 
    Craig and Fred drew the short straws and went outside to replace the module. I sat at the control console studying the system. I had just begun to cut off access from the bridge when the module came up, and the thrusters came back online. Then all hell broke loose. 
 
    An alien A.I. came online. The airlock in the hangar opened. The doors to the tube tried to open, but Corey's control codes prevented the alien A.I. from opening the airlock doors to flushing us all into space. The navigation thrusters rotated and incinerated Fred and Craig while they scrambled to get back into the ship. Laser turrets in the navigation station came to life. The battle for the control station was not going our way. 
 
    Jill was hit as she ran for the conference room. For a moment the energy made her entire body glow then it dissipated into the floor, and she vanished into the adjoining room. I was hit once before I managed to place a chair between me and the laser.  
 
    Corey was moving before the first shot. She knew the sound as the turret motors began to move.  Corey's blaster took out one of the five turrets. 
 
    I drew my laser and began cutting through the main power conduit leading to three of the turrets. The chair, which was providing me with some cover, was smoking at this point. I saw Corey take out another turret just before I was hit in the shoulder. I must have hit the right spot as sparks flew from the conduit, and the last three turrets lost power. I finished cutting off access from the bridge and did what I could to cut the bridge off from the main engineering as well. The screen showed a slight course correction, and then the main engine went off-line. “I want to head directly for the bridge. We need to clear the computer virus and restore control of the ship to the main computer.” 
 
    Jill peeked around the corner looking at the turrets. She slowly emerged and moved to join us. 
 
    “No,” Corey said. “We need the ship to be on course and moving again. We need to bring the main engines back online and secure them from outside influence, and then we can work on retaking the bridge while the ship makes progress on our journey to the new colony world. That is the best course of action as we can always abandon the ship once we reach the colony if we can't take back the bridge.” 
 
    “I agree with Corey. If we cut the bridge off, we do not have to be in a hurry to take it back. We have until we are near the new world to do so.  We can plan better and recruit others to help instead of rushing into the fire and being blown out an airlock.” Ben said that last with emphasis looking directly at me. We proceeded toward main engineering without further discussion. 
 
      
 
    Main Engine Off-Line Proceed Aft 
 
    Both port and starboard navigation arrays are working normally in the aft section of the ship. Forward navigation is offline. The main engine is offline. Main engineering reports multiple failures in control systems and reactor controls. Reactor A.I. is offline. Proceed to main engineering to facilitate repairs. The A.I. stated over the speaker in the control console.  
 
    We went back to the hangar. The engine room was at least twenty kilometers from the aft navigation array. “I suggest we take a shuttle and try to dock at the engine room airlock. It will save us a couple of days of walking and avoid who knows how many obstacles and dangers along the way.” Corey said. 
 
    “So, you know how to fly these things?” I asked not wanting to go back outside as the first trip had left me cold. 
 
    “We both do.” Ben chimed in. “This time you can even wear a spacesuit.” He walked towards the shuttle chuckling. That guy is one twisted individual I thought to myself as I walked to the cabinets where the suits were stored. I planned to be in one well before they were ready to close the hatch.               
 
    We boarded the shuttle and left the hangar.  Looking through the porthole of the shuttle, we could see the front of the starship Warden. It was clear that the ship had impacted something, but it was hard to make out any details sixty kilometers away. As we turned toward the aft section of the mammoth starship and began to thrust toward engineering Hangar 3, point defense lasers fired on our shuttle from the front of the ship. It was a minor hit. Ben shouted “Hang on! Point defense lasers in the aft section are spinning up.” He pulled the ship hard to one side. The forward lasers fired again knocking out one of the three engines.  
 
    The aft lasers point defense system (PDS) on the Warden scanned our shuttle. Its A.I. noted the forward laser PDS near the Warden's bridge had opened fire on our shuttle which had emerged from the aft navigation array. It spun up its guns and tracked the shuttle. When the second shot from the forward laser PDS hit the shuttle, the A.I. of the aft laser PDS made its decision and opened fire as well.  
 
    Laser light burned through space missing the forward screen of the shuttle by inches. “What the heck,” Ben said aloud as he jerked the ship to the right. “That would have missed us even if I had sat still.” About that time the forward laser PDS exploded having been hit dead center by the aft laser PDS.  
 
    “It seems someone or something in engineering is on our side,” Ben said as he steadied the shuttle and moved toward Hangar 3. They would be there in about 20 minutes. 
 
    The A.I. of the aft laser PDS scanned our shuttle. It decided we would make it to the hangar. The A.I. noted some progress had been made after more than a decade. It sensed the navigation arrays were under control again. So, it had decided to help us would help restore main engineering. It had been unsure which target to select but now felt confident the right course of action had been followed. Even with mutants on the shuttle, it might not be all bad. After all, hostile Androids and Mutants fought over engineering while the real enemy controlled the bridge. Perhaps this odd team of humans and mutants could change all that.               
 
    “I think this ship is controlled by too many factions,” I said. After a moment without any reaction from my team, I cautiously raised my face plate. “I think this ship is controlled by too many factions. I am not sure any of them are really on our side - not even the Navigation A.I. who chose to awaken us in the medical bay. Though I had to admit it did seem our interests aligned with the Navigation A.I. at least for now.” 
 
    “Yes, I tend to agree,” Corey said. “I believe we should take care in how we interact with the Human, Mutant, and Electronic life on this ship. A lot of time has passed since we went into cold sleep.” 
 
    Jill spoke up, and everyone looked as she rarely joined these conversations, “A lot of time has passed. Far more than I think any of you realize. There are many factions. Even among my people. There were some that helped the Reds and others who tried to free the fire entities. Some want to restore control while others want to ensure that never happens and yet others try to put their choice of victor in the captain's chair. We live in interesting times.” Jill went back to running her fingers over the soft, smooth leather seats. Ben and I just stared at each other for a moment. 
 
    “I just want whoever wants this ship restored to complete function and to finish our voyage to the colony world to end up in charge,” Corey said and watched the reaction on everyone's faces forming contingent plans for the future. 
 
      
 
    Battle of Reactor One 
 
    The team watched as they passed hundreds of damaged and destroyed shuttles of every design floating free and lifeless a few hundred meters out from the Warden. Among these were ships none of us had ever seen before. It seemed a major battle had happened here. The invaders had made it to the ship but had lost the vast majority of their force in trying to secure engineering.  
 
    I noticed several of the aft laser PDS systems tracking our slow progress toward the engineering hangar. Slowly, one after the other each turned their guns to scan space forward of our position in relation to the ship.  
 
    Shuttle 792 docked at Hangar 3 on the main engineering section of the Starship Warden. A human, two mutants, and one alien emerged from the craft and walked into the desolate hangar. A battle had happened here a long time ago as well. So some of those ships must have docked or come close enough for the crew to leap across the void to the hull. Within the bay, not one ship or spacesuit remained intact. Blaster marks scored the wall. Conduits were ripped from every wall and randomly from the ceilings. The control station was missing. In its place was a pool of metallic sludge. 
 
    We left our spacesuits in the shuttle and sealed the hatch. Then we made our way across the hangar to the main airlock and into engineering. “Give me a moment,” Corey said. After a few minutes, she looked frustrated. “I cannot open it. We may have to go back.”  
 
    A moment later the hatch opened, and an A.I. spoke through a nine meters tall robot on the other side. Welcome to Reactor 3, crew of the navigation station. You may enter.  
 
    Reactor 3 was pristine. Every component looked brand new and not a spec of debris anywhere. “Wow, I guess the battle in the hangar did not get in here,” I said aloud. The A.I. Replied.  
 
    I opened the main airlock so they could leave after they had docked and hammered at this door for a while. They did not return. Sadly, Reactor 1 did not fare so well. An army of mutants is fighting an army of Red Androids. The others were caught in the crossfire and no longer exist. Neither side in that battle can be allowed control of Reactor 1. Please fix the problem. You may exit on the port wall into the main corridor that runs between the engineering sections of the main ship drives and reactors. 
 
    “How the heck are we supposed to stop a war between two armies. There are four of us.” Ben shouted at the A.I.  
 
    “What is it you expect a small team like ours to accomplish?” Corey cut in before the A.I. could reply to Ben. 
 
    “There are hundreds of minds, not sixty meters from here,” Jill said looking alarmed.  
 
    I did not ask you to stop the war. I asked you to resolve the problem. It is the least you can do after I saved your shuttle from being destroyed by the bridge laser PDS. None of the sides in this conflict need to be in control of Reactor 1.  The A.I. stated flatly and rolled toward the port wall and the hatch to the main corridor. One more small item. Do not damage the White or Gray Androids. You can tell the intruders by their red skin tone. Those are not under my control. 
 
      
 
    Resume Human Control... Sort Of 
 
    We walked through the hatch leaving the safety of Reactor 3 behind. “We can not hope to fight a pitched battle unless we recruit at least a hundred people. We need to find another way.” Corey said.  
 
    I looked over at Corey. “I agree. I think the real issue is the A.I. It has lost access to the control systems in Reactor 1. I would bet the same virus that nearly took out the Navigation Array took out Reactor 1 before it was firewalled. If we can get to a control panel or wipe the computer in Reactor 1, then we may be able to solve this problem without direct confrontation to a force that will reduce us to ash without a second thought.”  
 
    Ben offered, “We might be able to go in through an access tunnel. Just how broad is your security clearance, Corey?” 
 
    She looked at Ben. “In engineering, it's fairly broad. Not so much in other sections of the ship. Show us what you have in mind.” 
 
    Jill looked at every hatch we passed as if expecting something. We soon found out what. After about 10 minutes of walking, we came to an area with spiral stairs just wide enough for a human to go down under the main corridor.  
 
    One of the large doorways opened into the main reactor one chamber. Off to the right were dozens of Red Androids firing plasma rifles across the chamber at people that looked a lot like Jill. The mutants’ skin was a variety of colors from pale beige to pale green. Their body was a slight variation from human norms while their head was very humanoid with a small protrusion hinting at a wolf’s snout. The thin hair covering their bodies was hard to see being similar in color to the skin. Their standing height was just over six meters on average. I saw one leap fifteen or twenty meters while shooting an Android in mid-flight.   
 
    A few stray shots went over our heads. Even with individuals on each side glancing over at us, they clearly had no interest in our small group. The main level they were fighting on was an observation deck separated from the reactor control systems by a thick layer of armor glass which provided containment in case of a breach. The humanoids were crossing over from reactor four into the far side of reactor one's chamber, and the Red Androids seemed to be mainly coming from Reactor 2. The odd Red Android wandered in from every direction now and then. On the level below, Gray and White Androids moved around the passages and repelled the small groups dropping in from above.  
 
    “This way,” said Ben. “Let’s get down the stairs. Corey, can you close and secure this hatch? Maybe all the hatches on this level except for reactor 3?”  
 
    “I will see what I can do.” Corey moved to the side of the door out of sight and began working with the panel there. The rest of us moved to the spiral stairs and started down. I asked Jill to go last fearing those below might mistake her for the force fighting inside the reactor room. A few moments later Corey joined us. “Those doors should start closing in about 5 minutes. I used a quarantine override so it will take some work to undo it before they can open again.” Corey said. 
 
    We moved along the small passages passing the occasional Gray Android. The White Androids all seemed to be in battle with the Red Androids at the various elevators and stairways between the two levels inside the reactor room. “Stay together; we are looking for a security console or a primary command console,” I said. We kept moving making random turns getting ever closer to the core. After some time, we found a console I thought I could use. “Corey, can you unlock this control console like you did the one in the Navigation Array?” 
 
    “I am sure I can,” Corey said moving over to the console. She selected a sequence of keys then moved her security band over the sensor. The console flickered then went blank. A moment later it opened back up. Many processes began running in the background. “Slide over,” I said as I began to quickly tap keys locking out the console and blocking all traffic from the bridge. One by one the hundred or so processes trying to start vanished from the screen. Finally, I had control of the system.  
 
    “That was a close one,” I said to the team. “OK, we need to initiate the same thing you did above. Can you do that from this console and give us time to exit?” I asked Corey and stepped out of her way.  
 
    “This is not a security terminal, but I think it might work. The procedure I invoked was designed for the head engineer in case of emergencies with the reactor.” Corey said as she began to work her way through the interface.  
 
    A White Android came around the corner and stopped dead looking directly at Jill. It raised its rifle and Jill reached out and touched it. The white android sparked and then seemed frozen in place.  
 
    “What the heck did you do, Jill?” I asked. I knew we were not to damage the White Androids. I looked at her until she replied. 
 
    “I sensed life in that Android. I do not think it was under the same control as the others and it was about to kill me. So I provided it with more energy than it could handle.” Jill said. 
 
    “I got it. Let’s move. Now.” Corey said as she headed off toward the exit not waiting for any of us. We all fell in behind her moving as quickly as we could. The doors on the level above began closing, and the fighting grew intense. The sound of battle quickly faded as the huge hatches slammed shut and sealed. We were twenty meters from our exit when the doors on this lower level began to slide shut. Everyone broke into a sprint at the same moment, and we jumped through the portal, landing in a pile in the passageway outside. We heard doors sealing all the way up and down the corridor. Every reactor was sealing behind contamination barriers expect for Reactor 3. We made our way back to the hatch to reenter Reactor 3. As we walked along, I found myself wondering who the fourth person awakened with us was and what became of them. Perhaps on our long journey to the front of the ship, we would encounter them. In this new world, another ally would never be a bad thing. 
 
    With two reactors back under the A.I.'s control, the main engine came to life once again. The ship, with limited navigation ability, began to move forward - once again on its long journey to a new colony world. It had become clear to us that the bridge had not been under human control for decades. As our shuttle in the hangar of Reactor 3 was damaged, we would have to make our way back to the navigation array on foot. There we would decide if we should go to the bridge hangar, which seemed risky with the lasers firing at us, or recruit a larger team and begin working our way forward, repairing facilities as we sought the location of the bridge in order to reestablish human control of the Starship Warden.  
 
      
 
    This story ends just as their journey begins. 
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Fear in a Handful of Stardust 
 
    A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™  
 
    by Valerie Emerson 
 
      
 
    The Gravity Drive Chamber had once been gleaming chrome. Its vast expanse was one small part of the Warden's propulsion systems, which had gradually broken down as the ship survived failure after failure. Centuries after the Warden lost its way, the descendants of the engineering corps who had taken shelter in the Drive Chamber still lived, though it could no longer be said that they thrived. 
 
    The Chamber had changed over the years, from immaculate metal to something more. A breach on the west wall let a stream of water into the room, forming a river that let out into another chamber. Fungal growth covered surfaces near the water, along with fruit-bearing vines that provided the engineers' descendants with everything they needed. 
 
    The Drive itself provided protection to its citizens. Most of its expanse was included in an anti-gravity field, and its people had adapted to a weightless existence. Only a select few were raised in the normal gravity of the silver Bridge.  
 
    As generations passed, the mutated humans began to call themselves the Children of Zirojee, attributing their flight and their safety to an unseen god. 
 
    *** 
 
    The bridge spanned the Drive Chamber, a silver band that arced from the Seer's Circle to the Walker's rest. An unseen shield swathed the Bridge in a shield that had once allowed the Engineers to work in normal gravity. Now it served as a home for the Walkers and Seers, who spent their lives in normal gravity. Above and below the gleaming bridge, Zirojee's Children swooped or hovered, their segmented wings helping them to stop or turn on a whim. 
 
    Eyra watched Ila pause above the bridge, folding her wings into her forearms. The woman was glittering. Eyra frowned, as puzzled as Ila, who was staring at the stardust clinging to her body. Then she saw the stardust sifting out of one of Zirojee's Eyes. Something tickled at her skin and Eyra watched as stardust began to fill her hands. 
 
    That was wrong. The shield around the bridge should deflect everything, even the smallest mote of dust.  
 
    The boy tugged on her arm. She looked down at him, brushing off her hands. She didn't want him to see her concern.  
 
    "What then, Walker? What happened next?"  
 
    She smiled. The future Seer was full of questions, a good sign in one who had to understand the teachings of Zirojee. One day he'd need that knowledge to guide his people when the elder Seer had gone to the stars.  
 
    "The First Seer saw the Chamber, and knew that Zirojee wanted us to settle here. Zirojee would carry us high, out of the Wolfoids' reach. We would nest in the Aeries -- " She pointed at the homes in the high corners of the Chamber. They had spread low enough over the generations that Aerie was no longer the most accurate term, but it wasn't for her to argue the names given them by Zirojee. 
 
    "And?" The boy asked eagerly. He'd heard this before, many times since he'd come to the bridge and his name had been taken from him. "What else?" 
 
    "You know this." Eyra laughed. "The People lived in peace. We grow our food, we hide above when the Wolfoids come, and we follow the will of Zirojee."  
 
    "What about the Walkers? Seer was talking about the Walkers last night, and he said--" 
 
    Eyra's smile cracked, then was swept away like dust in the air. Speaking of the Walker's duty was bad luck. It invited Zirojee's wrath, and should only be discussed when it was necessary, after invoking their god's protection.  
 
    "What did he say?"  
 
    "The stars are weeping because Zirojee is sad. When the stars weep, the Walker has to go on her Walk. Are you leaving us?"  
 
    Eyra looked up, at the First Eye. It wasn't an eye at all, but a gate. It had opened only once in her life, the night that Mina had gone on her Walk. The stars were weeping; she could see that now -- all four Eyes were leaking golden dust. 
 
    "What happens when you Walk? Do you just walk across the bridge? You do that every day."  
 
    "No." Eyra licked her lips nervously, noticing now how the field around the bridge had gone thin. Stardust kept leaking through the weakened barrier, instead of sliding off the way it should.  
 
    The groan echoing from somewhere above them was their only warning. The steady trickle of stardust stopped for a moment, then the Eye opened a crack, and a torrent of stardust fell as the bridge's energy field flickered and died.  
 
    Ila shrieked, then her body struck the bridge at Eyra's feet. Eyra flinched at the sound of snapping bones. Ila screamed. Her voice was joined by a dozen others as Zirojee's Children plummeted to the ground. The cries of pain and fear pierced Eyra and pinned her in place, but the shouts of fear that ended with silence were far worse. 
 
    "What happened Walker? What happened?"   
 
    The boy was howling like a Wolfoid, but Eyra hardly heard him. She knelt at Ila's side, counting injuries and looking for anything life threatening. A lump had formed behind the woman's ear. When Eyra's fingers brushed it, Ila groaned and went limp. 
 
    "Get Seer." Eyra felt for Ila's pulse. If her head was broken inside she couldn't tell; nor could she do anything about it. The woman muttered nonsense protests when Eyra probed her injuries. A reaction was good, wasn't it? Surely it was better than nothing.  
 
    "Stay with Seer. I'm going to do what I can."  
 
    She didn't wait for the boy's response. She ran for the Rest instead, snatching up her medical kit before she climbed down the ladder to the hard ground below. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eyra did what she could to bind broken bones. It was simple to splint broken limbs, but the delicate spines in the People's wings weren't so easy to treat, nor were their hips or ribs. Bruises blossomed on pale skin like rotting flowers, leaving the Children so mottled gray and black, it was as though they'd been splattered with paint. 
 
    Seer found her when she was kneeling over Gera, holding her wrist in search of a pulse -- and knowing she wouldn't find one. The woman's skin was cooling, and she lay with her head bent at a stiff angle. Eyra knew she was gone, but she could not give up the woman's life until she was sure.  
 
    "Walker."  
 
    She stood up slowly, showing Seer the respect his position demanded, even though she wanted to shout at him for not warning them -- for not warning her. All he'd done was tell the boy, to brace him for what was to come, but what about Eyra? She was the one who had to Walk--  
 
    "Hello, Seer."  
 
    She tried not to sound sullen, or angry, but the knotting of his brow told her she'd failed. Perhaps that didn't matter. It wasn't as though she'd have to worry about his opinion, after today. 
 
    "It is time to open the Eye." He looked past her, at Gera's body, and his expression hardened. He looked angry at the woman, but for what, Eyra didn't know. For dying, perhaps, or for distracting Eyra from her duty. He certainly showed no sign of grief Eyra was now bearing.  
 
    "There are still injured people. I should help them. I have the training--" 
 
    "So do I, and so does the boy. The best way to help them is to carry out your duty before Zirojee sends the Wolfoids to chastise us for dragging our feet." 
 
    Wolfoids. Eyra shivered at the reminder, of the terrible beasts that walked on two legs like she did, with their ravenous jaws and cruelty beyond anything she'd ever seen. She had not seen one since she was small, the last time Zirojee had abandoned them, and Mina had left to appease him... and she knew those facts were related. Zirojee's anger came in waves. First, the fall. Then, the Wolfoids. There would be more punishments to follow, but Eyra couldn't imagine anything worse than a Wolfoid raid.  
 
    "Yes, Seer." 
 
    "Prepare yourself, then meet me at the Gate."  
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, Eyra stood on the circular platform below the First Eye. Her hair was woven into a thick braid, and she wore a sleeveless jumpsuit that covered her from shoulders all the way to her ankles. Its sleek silver fabric fit her closely, its smooth material interrupted only by the patch on her shoulder, black with an intersecting silver wheel and star.  
 
    She stood at rigid attention, watching the back of Seer's head as he went through the day. A few of the Children were close enough to watch, their faces sharp with fear as they peered out of the Nests where they'd been trapped. Seer didn't even look at her; he was focused on the Gate. The future Seer, was watching Eyra with a trembling lip.  
 
    It was because of the boy that she stood quietly, faking courage even though she felt as though she were rattling apart from the inside. No Walker who went through the Gate ever returned. They rose to the Stars, spoke to Zirojee, and placated him.   
 
    No one knew what happened after that.  Zirojee returned to the Chamber, but the Walker never did. She would go up, the stardust would stop falling, and all would be well -- for Zirojee's Children at least. She shivered and brushed the dust off of her shoulders.  
 
    Seer turned to her, frowning. He wore a string of cogs around his neck, and several LEDs jammed through his earlobes. Their blinking lights reflecting off of his silver robes were a sight to see, but it was his battleship gray eyes, the sourness in his lips, that held her attention.  Eyra tried to bring peace back to her expression, but it didn't seem to matter. He was facing her, yet he didn't seem to see her at all.  
 
    "Are you ready?" Seer asked her. "If so, speak the Rite." 
 
    "I will journey for three days, then arrive at the Second Gate. If I am worthy, the gate will open, and the Trial will begin." Her voice began with a tremble, but as she went on, she became more confident. She had spoken these words a thousand times, learning by rote so that she could perform her duty when the time came. But by the trembling in her bones, Eyra knew that she had never expected this day to come. 
 
    "And then?" Seer's breath was sour; Eyra did not react, or so much as twitch.  
 
    "I will be tested with pain, and tempted by ghosts, but Zirojee's will is with me. I will be strong." She licked her lips, wondering just what kind of pain this would be. The stories were always vague on that point. "I must point the arrow to the sea, so that the fire will cool in its depths. The red arm must go down to rest, the blue must rise, and the three sisters that rose early must return to their beds." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    "Zirojee's blessing will return to his Children, and the Walker shall get her reward." She forced a smile. She would not show weakness in their last memories of her. The Children were trapped in their homes without food, or they were stranded on the ground without shelter. If she faltered, they would all be doomed. 
 
    If Zirojee did not relent, all of them would be lost. Duty was not done for pleasure, but because there was no one else. She looked at their hopeful faces one more time, trying to find some courage in it for herself.  
 
    "Are you ready?" 
 
    "I am." She hoped that was true.  
 
    Seer turned back to the people and sang a wordless tune that resonated deep in Eyra's chest. After a few beats, he began to dance; his arms wove complex patterns in the air. His hands drew glowing loops and whorls in the air. His hands held a brilliant light that was hard to look at. Eyra squinted, trying to watch, but soon she had to look away and rub her eyes. 
 
    When she looked up again, Seer had gone still, and the Eye was fully open. Now everyone was humming, the sound surrounding Eyra as she looked up. She squinted against the golden dust as a silver ladder slid down from above. 
 
      
 
    Eyra climbed until the Chamber below was nothing more than a pinprick of light far below her feet. She was sweating. Her wings fluttered, bringing some relief to her heated skin, but her limbs were tiring, her hands ached, and she needed to rest. 
 
    She slipped a leg through a rung and hooked one elbow above it. Half-seated this way, with her forehead against the cool metal wall, she could relax for a moment.  
 
    "No one told me the Walk was a Climb," she muttered. Her words echoed back at her, startling her, and when her eyes opened wide, she realized she could see. The stardust glowed, swirling on air currents she didn't feel, making shapes right before her eyes. 
 
    A face coalesced in the stream, outlining the large eyes and hollow cheeks of Mina, the last Walker. Every detail was there, even the dimple that Eyra had forgotten until now. The face moved, smiling and bobbing in the darkness. A faint hum filled Eyra's ears, as though a thousand Children were singing in her ears. She knew it wasn't real; she was too far from the Chamber to hear anyone, even a chorus made of every living Child. 
 
    It was Mina that gave Eyra her answer. The wordless song and Mina's face were signs of the spirits of the dead. They were trying to fool her, to keep her from her quest.  
 
    "Begone, spirit." Eyra summoned up her will and reached up, gripping the ladder anew so she could continue despite her exhausted limbs. "Be still. I serve Zirojee. You have no power over me." 
 
    She left the face behind, but the steady hum remained. She began to chant, her prayers matching the movements of her limbs as she climbed, until the ladder ended and she was crawling onto the cold, hard floor. 
 
    Eyra lay flat, glorying in the luxury of stillness, wrapped in a blanket of darkness. She closed her eyes against the ghosts and slept. 
 
    *** 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Eyra could see again. The metal wall beside her gleamed in the golden light that seemed to come from everywhere. She sat up. Every muscle in her body ached. The soles of her feet felt puffy and bruised, but they didn't look bad.  
 
    She massaged the soles of her feet, then saw where the light was coming from. It was her skin. Stardust had collected on her flesh, pooling on the backs of her hands and in patches on her arms. She rubbed at it with the pad of her thumb, but it wouldn't come away. She scratched at the edges, feeling a little rattle of nervousness rattling inside her chest, but it felt like trying to pick off pieces of her own flesh. 
 
    She bit her lip, turning her hands over to inspect them. They glowed gently, the specks winking at her, and she realized what was happening. She was becoming one with the Drive, just as the stories said.  
 
    She didn't want to change. She wanted to go home. Her gaze was drawn to the hole and the ladder that led back to her people, and safety, and for one selfish moment she was tempted.  
 
    But home didn't mean safety anymore, not until Zirojee had been appeased. Her people were waiting for her to save them--stranded in their homes without food or stranded on the ground without safety from the Wolfoids.  
 
    She stood up and began to walk, seeking the source of the stardust ahead. Stiff muscles loosened as she walked, becoming accustomed to the motion. Soon she was walking normally, and she found herself humming along with the song in her ears. 
 
    No. Eyra stopped, putting her hands to her ears to block out the ghosts, but that only made the hum grow louder. The sound was loud enough to make her ears vibrate, and somewhere in the morass of noise she could almost make out words.  
 
    She spoke a prayer to Zirojee, a repetitive chant that should counter the rhythm of the voices. He would protect her. He would keep the ghosts away, and allow her to finish her journey. He would silence the invading spirits. 
 
    Except that he didn't. Her chant faltered, its beat changing to match the overwhelming sound, her feet shuffling forward in time to the song.  
 
    The stardust thickened in front of her. Awful wolf-headed beasts that walked on two legs strode through a breach in the Gravity Chamber, seizing the helpless People on the ground. Wicked blades and beams of light cut down those who ran, their targets too weak and slow in the grip of gravity to dodge.  
 
    Seer stood alone against the raiders. Energy arced from his outstretched hands, laying the Wolfoids to waste. For a moment, the monsters before him faltered, and Eyra hoped that he would turn them all back. But then an axe blade separated his head from his shoulders, and he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    The song in her ears turned to a ghastly moan. She lost her forward momentum and leaned against the wall, struggling to hold back her sobs. She closed her eyes, but the images replayed in her mind over and over. The Seer was dead. The knowledge settled in her empty stomach, smothering any hope that the vision had been a lie sent by angry spirits.  
 
    No, she knew it had been real. The dust was Zirojee's tears, and he would never lie. She wrapped her arms around herself and bent her head. She had been close to Seer all her life. His voice had taught her the secrets of the Walker. He had guided her first steps, and he had been the one to send Mina on this journey ahead of her.  
 
    Now he was gone, and there was no one to teach the boy. He had not learned one-quarter of all she'd had to tell him. He could read, but he might not understand how important it was that he study. He had to live, to train the next generation. It was too easy to see him rage against the Wolfoids. If he were to die, that would be the final nail in the Children's coffin. 
 
    How fragile their lives were, that the loss of one person could ruin them all.  
 
    The stardust swirled again, Zirojee's tears echoing her own. Before her eyes, the Gravity Chamber appeared, its air thick with people. They flitted through the air, dodging attacks and returning fire on the Wolfoids. The beasts fought, but when they failed to bring down more than a few warriors, they fled.  
 
    Zirojee's Children swooped from Aerie to Bridge, crowing in victory, then faded away. A shower of stardust fell from the Eyes and the People fell, hurt and dying. A man dressed like her Seer, but taller and stronger, sent a woman into an open Eye. The Wolfoids came again, and reaped their bloody harvest. The survivors held out until Zirojee returned, but their numbers were far fewer. 
 
    The story repeated again and again. One generation after the next lost the blessing of Zirojee. The unlucky died, and the survivors -- fewer with every iteration -- lived to continue the cycle. The Children diminished, changing from tall, strong warriors to the diminutive winged fliers who hid from the Wolfoid raids and survived more by luck than bravery as they waited to be saved. 
 
    They should fight. Eyra clenched her fists. They were helpless, living on the hope that Walkers like her would be brave and strong enough to save them, instead of acting to save themselves. What if she failed? What if Mina had failed, years ago? The People would be gone, existing only in the Wolfoids' memory -- if they had such a thing as thoughts and remembrances.  
 
    The image reformed once more, showing a half-dozen young ones who survived this last raid, led by a young Seer. Eyra recognized him as the boy he'd left behind. They lived on the Bridge, growing strong by bearing their own weight, but Eyra could see the hopelessness in their eyes as the Wolfoids charged into the Chamber one last time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eyra's stomach joined the chorus, growling in tune with the endless hum. Whorls of dust resolved into images before her eyes. Women's faces emerged from the air, morphing into others, young and old until Mina's face hovered before her.  
 
    Streaks of dust followed Eyra's fingertips and lingered there. She moved her hand through the air before her, and the dust solidified into the shapes in her mind. A small version of the future Seer hovered before her for a moment, before her thoughts wandered, and the picture collapsed. 
 
    The knowledge came slowly. The dust was obeying her thoughts, moving with her as though it were a part of her body. It showed her images of home, of the surviving People cowering in their nests while the raiding beasts cavorted below. Perhaps the stardust only showed her the lurking dread in her heart, that she was too slow, that it was already too late. 
 
    Or perhaps none of this was happening. Perhaps the stardust was making her dream, the long days of walking herself into exhaustion confusing her mind. She wanted to trust her eyes and her heart, but when hunger sent tremors through her body, and the dust showed her naught but food, she had to wonder. 
 
    Eyra sat on the floor, her doubts proving heavier than she could carry. She pulled her legs to her chest, resting her cheek on a knee as she tried to clear her mind. She decided that couldn't be asleep. She was too tired and too hungry. 
 
    Her skin was solid gold now. It had itched at first, but scratching it did nothing and so she'd tried to accept it. Now she could not feel her skin at all. She hardly felt it when she poked at her flesh as if she were probing scabbed-over skin. 
 
    She scratched at a knuckle, and a dusting of gold floated away. The gouge in her skin was gold at the bottom, the same as the surface of her skin. She scratched again. She felt the pressure, but there was no pain as more gold was revealed. 
 
    There was no end to it. She poked at other parts of her body -- her knees, her arms, her face -- but everything she touched was numb.  
 
    What is happening to me? Before her, the image of a woman with thick braided hair appeared, sitting with her chin on her knees, knees drawn to her chest. The woman changed from flesh to gold, then collapsed into nothing. 
 
    "Is that real? Is that my future or my fear?" Her voice had changed too. It scratched against her throat, making her cough, and a cloud of dust burst from between her lips. 
 
    She clenched her teeth. Yes, this was a trial. What she'd seen might be her future, but if that was her fate, she couldn't wallow in it. She had to save her people first.  
 
    *** 
 
    Stardust rose in drifts around her feet as she walked. She could feel it rasping against her skin, even as that skin flaked away and joined the motes sweeping around her body. 
 
    "Eyra." 
 
    She stopped, not sure she'd spoken out loud, or if the song in her ear was turning into words. She wasn't sure she could trust any of her senses. She'd lost feeling in her mouth, even her tongue had gone numb, and she could not feel it when she probed her teeth.  
 
    Her stomach had stopped clamoring for food. Her limbs had ceased their aching. She wasn't sure when she'd last blinked, or so much as closed her eyes. She closed them now, trying to summon the memory of the Children's faces.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, her hands had changed. She saw images of a child, broken on the Chamber floor, engraved on her palm. There was Seer, standing against the invading horde. As she watched, they faded away, replaced with the star-in-circle of Zirojee. 
 
    Then that faded too, leaving her with smooth palms devoid of lines. Her fingers seemed shorter than usual, but as she watched, they lengthened, then lines appeared on her palms.  
 
    The pictures shifted as she watched, making new shapes and patterns until she lowered her hands and began to move again. This was a distraction, and not worth her attention. It had been sent by the dead or by her imagination, and she had time for neither.  
 
    The stardust had stopped flowing past her; it was swirling around her now, dancing on a wind she couldn't feel. Its light reflected off her skin, and her skin's gleam bounced off of the stardust in return. Drifts of dust slid over her feet, sometimes sliding up her calves then dropping away. When she looked down at her path, the dust parted on its own, giving her a clear place to put her feet. 
 
    Then the dust froze in the air and fell to earth, taking away the shimmering veil that had surrounded her. Before her was a new Eye, a gate rimmed with dark metal and strange symbols carved into its surface.  
 
    There were no handles on this door, no glowing buttons to push, but as Eyra approached the door opened with a hideous screech of metal scraping against metal, revealing the Drive itself. 
 
    Dead gray screens and dim buttons covered the walls of a chamber that seemed nearly dead. The only sign of life was a console on the far wall, with dials flashing red and an insistent buzz rising from its interior.  
 
    Where was Zirojee? Eyra hesitated on the threshold, watching the air shimmer and feeling a buzzing in her skin. She had been raised on tales of a golden throne, of a great lord who would end her troubles, but this room was empty, but for the stardust that drifted down from a vent in the ceiling. 
 
    Stardust rose in drifts about her ankles and sifted through her toes. When she lifted one foot, it sucked at her, almost throwing her off balance.  
 
    She tipped forward, and a shelf of gold rose to catch her before she could tumble into the room. She shoved herself back, finding her feet while the sand shifted. A wall of stardust rose up before her, showing golden-skinned women stumbling or even crawling through the chamber. They pulled the levers and pressed the buttons, and as they turned away, triumphant, their bodies collapsed into piles of golden dust. Not once did Zirojee appear. Not once did a woman leave the room once she had entered. 
 
    Eyra backed away, shuddering. Stardust rose up around her, molding itself into sharp edges and rounded shields. She imagined she could feel her heart pounding, even though she was sure it had stopped hours ago. 
 
    She touched one of the blades bristling around her. It sliced into her unfeeling flesh, leaving a groove in the surface. She pressed against a shield, and it held firm, as solid as steel. She gazed at her damaged hand. Stardust flowed into the cut, filling it until it had been erased, as a terrible thought entered her mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eyra's vision was true. The Wolfoids had come. They had blasted a hole in the Chamber wall and attacked. The Children stranded on the ground had made for easy prey and sport for the ravaging beasts. Now the only survivors huddled in their nests, high out of their enemies' reach, but helpless all the same. 
 
    Wolfoids lazed by the water. Others amused themselves by throwing explosives at the Nests, and still more gnawed on red-stained bones. Above it all, Seer's body hung from the bridge, his head hanging by its hair beside him. The horror on his face was a reminder, and a warning, that none of the Children needed. 
 
    The Chamber had been conquered. No one dared move. All that remained was to wait, for hunger or thirst to drive the rest of Zirojee's Children from their hiding places.  
 
    Eyra's fear sharpened into a rage when she saw the destruction. She let go of the ladder and dove into the room, pulling a sheath of stardust around her. When she hit the floor, she was at the heart of a giant glittering serpent. Her eyes were closed, but still, she could see as the Wolfoids ran, or fired their weapons. 
 
    She darted after them, snapping her titanic jaws to crush their bodies or impale them on fangs as long as her arm. One by one they fell and the stardust hissed triumphantly as the last of them fled the chamber. 
 
    Then all was still. Eyra eased to the ground, letting the serpent's body fall away to form giant drifts around her. A wave of stardust flowed into the breach and hardened, sealing it from any more intrusion. Once they were safe, Eyra rose up on a golden slide to collect the Children from their Nests, one by one.  
 
    "Who are you? What happened to Eyra?" The voice shot out of the crowd, trembling too much to be called a demand. 
 
    "I am Eyra," she rasped.  
 
    "That's a lie! She went to Zirojee. No one returns from that!" 
 
    "No one did until I Walked." Eyra regarded the crowd, counting the survivors, and damning herself for not being faster. Many had survived, but even if only one had died, it would be too many. "I had a vision. I saw Seer fall to our enemies. I saw the Wolfoids slaughter our people. I knew that Zirojee might return, but he would not save us." 
 
    An astonished hush fell over the room. Even young ones who had been crying for food went still, clutching their hands. Many looked up as if fearing Zirojee's wrath, but nothing happened. Nothing could happen. He had already done his worst by abandoning them. 
 
    "Zirojee made us weak." Eyra raised her hand to hush the angry whispers that followed her claim. "Only Walkers and Seers, who lived bearing their own weight, had any strength. They are not enough. We were not enough."  
 
    She looked up at Seer's body. Stardust rose in a gentle slope to cradle his body, then a blade formed to cut him free of the bridge. Eyra let him sink into the dune, giving him rest until she figured out what to do with him. 
 
    "Alone, any of us is only a mote of dust in the light. But together…" Eyra gestured, and a mighty wave of stardust swept under her feet, lifting her up to tower over the others. It wrapped around her body, solidifying in imitation of armor. 
 
    Some of the Children were nodding. Some looked doubtful, but she was sure she could convince them, with time. 
 
    She waited in the long silence, watching doubt and fear war with the hope in their eyes. Some smiled, some merely looked thoughtful, but she knew it would take time. The Children would grow strong, and the next generation would be more powerful still until it was the Wolfoids who trembled at the Children's name. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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Demon in the Midst 
 
    A Metamorphosis Alpha™ Story 
 
    by Christopher Clark 
 
      
 
    …and in that time the Horbit ravaged the Undefended. 
 
    The Great Heroes of Kroo 
 
    Battled only for their own. 
 
    The Great War Don put forth his power, 
 
    And we the chosen people  
 
    Were smitten by the Great Sleep. 
 
      
 
    We emerged as the Lamya 
 
    Protectors of the Undefended 
 
    A voice for those who have none. 
 
      
 
    Rani could hear them.  These were not practiced hunters; stealth was not among their gifts. Either that or they were beings of such power that they feared no discovery. They had not encountered a Lamya, she thought grimly.  
 
    Still, Rani waited. Patience was currently her best ally, and she knew how to make use of that ally. These might be Horbit, or they might be other ravagers, but she knew that she should wait to see what threat presented itself before making a move. Planning was everything. 
 
    Her patience soon bore fruit. 
 
    There were two of them: bipedal, with bulbous heads and articulated arms, much like her race. Strangely, they had no tails for maintaining balance. One carried a very small club, barely bigger than its hand. The other carried a strange box that made clicking noises, but Rani also noticed a rather substantial club suspended from a sash of some sort tied to the ravager’s waist. She knew which to attack first: always eliminate the opponent with the largest weapon first. 
 
    Rani took careful aim and threw her 8’-long spear. It sailed soundlessly through the air in a graceful arc as she pulled forth her razor-edged war club. The spear struck truly, impaling the target through the center of its body mass and burying its point in the ground behind the creature.  
 
    The second creature looked up as Rani charged forward. A strange and infinitesimally small red light glowed at the end of her club for a moment, and Rani felt a burning pain in her left hip. With a great leap, aided by her muscular tail, Rani brought her war club down on the center of the creature’s head, shattering its outer reflective white shell, and piercing the tissue beneath. Blood spurted outwards as the creature fell to the ground, lifeless.  
 
    Using her long hunting knife, Rani quickly removed what she assumed were the heads of the two strange creatures. You could never be sure that a ravager was dead unless you removed its head. 
 
    Rani quickly retrieved her weapons and cleaned them. Her instructor had spent days of tireless drills demonstrating the dangers of allowing foreign material to remain on a warrior’s weapon. Rani had taken these lessons to heart, and she deliberately, almost religiously, removed every stain the ravagers had left upon her armaments.  Lessons in proper wound care had been just as zealous, and Rani had been a quick study. It was time to check that hip wound. 
 
    Rani knew the wound must be superficial as she had felt no wetness on her leg that would indicate a deep, bleeding wound. For that reason, she had left caring for her wound until later, and had instead cleaned her weaponry first. Still, the pain was nagging, far beyond a mere scrape, so she knew it needed attention. Rani carefully removed the leather harness that contained her gear and bent her neck to inspect the wound. As she thought, it appeared to be only a tiny hole near her hip.  
 
      
 
    The Lamya are a talented people, and the tribe’s shaman brewed a powerful roborant that both disinfected open wounds and eased any local pain. Many of the males in Rani’s tribe occasionally used this elixir to dull their senses and induce euphoria, drinking liberal amounts of it until they became silly, or the soporific effects of the drug brought senselessness upon them, but Rani carried a quantity of it for strictly medical purposes. She quickly applied some to a bamboo swab and applied it to the opening of the wound. 
 
    The pain eased only slightly, so Rani probed more deeply with the swab. The more deeply she prodded, the more greatly her discomfort eased. She removed the swab and applied more of the elixir. This time, she would insert the swab all the way to the bottom of the wound. 
 
    To her astonishment, the swab emerged from an identical tiny hole near the base of her tail! What weaponry could create such a wound? Rani quickly applied dressings to both sides of the wound, and then wrapped a bandage around her hip firmly to keep the dressings in place. Once again the lessons of her instructor impinged upon her conscious mind. 
 
    “If you happen upon an enemy fierce enough to test your battle skills, perhaps even vanquish and kill you, you must dispose of the body,” the mentor had intoned. “Only Protectors hunt alone. Even the Horbit will invariably track the smallest piece of a vanquished fellow Horbit. Make sure you leave nothing behind that might alert an additional adversary to your presence.” 
 
    Rani knew what she had to do. Slipping back into her harness, she removed her digger. 
 
    She dug deeply, so that several feet of dirt would cover the corpses, and then carefully retrieved the bodies. She placed the torsos and the heads within the hole and then used her digger to remove all of the vegetation that had been splattered with blood and body parts and placed these in the hole as well. She began to refill the makeshift grave. 
 
      
 
    …and then stopped. If she returned to camp with the tale of strange new ravagers with clubs that caused holes that would pierce the entire body of a Protector, she knew none would believe her. Quickly she jumped into the hole with the bodies and pulled the small club from the hand of her headless foe. It was lightweight, for a club, but it must have some magical power. She waved it in the air as she had seen the creature do before her wound had appeared, but nothing seemed to happen. She paused for a moment to consider the various possibilities. 
 
    Perhaps it was magical? Rani thrust the club forward while intoning the only magical phrase she knew; the phrase she was forbidden to utter or memorize, but that had stuck in her memory like a fly to the tongue. “Loghon War Don!” she proclaimed in an authoritative voice. She cringed at the thought of the War Don punishing the unsanctioned mention of his holy name. No such retribution, however, was forthcoming. Worse yet, the club remained quiescent.  Without knowledge of its function, the club was useless.  
 
    Rani reached down and grabbed the box that her first opponent had been using; the box that made the clicking noises. As she undid the straps that held it to the corpse, it again began to make clicking noises. Scrutinizing the strange device, she noticed a feeler behind some sort of transparent shield that seemed to move back and forth to the pace of the clicking, much like the feeler of an insect. She had no idea what this might portend, but Rani knew it was functional enough to provide proof of her encounter with the strange ravagers. She placed the carrying strap of the device over her shoulder and finished filling the hole. 
 
    It was a long trek back to her village, but the wound had offset Rani’s internal clock; the journey seemed endless, and the pain in her hip began to return.  She walked interminably, the pain ever-increasing, the distance ever longer despite the joy she felt through the verdant life that covered the land. Hoppers croaked, insects buzzed, and the fronds of various plants waved in the slight and constant breeze as though to thank her for her timely intervention with the ravagers. By the time the buildings of the village came into view, she was in agony once again. 
 
      
 
    Bahal, her closest friend and occasional mate saw her as she approached the village. His face filled with concern, he rushed forward to her aid. Males were like that; every small wound was life-threatening in their eyes. 
 
    “Rani, what happened?!” he exclaimed, his voice filled with worry. “Are you all right?” Bahal was large for a male but he was dwarfed by Rani’s massive frame. As he placed Rani’s left arm across his diminutive shoulders and lifted, it brought a smile to Rani’s features.  
 
    “I’ll be okay,  Bahal,” she reassured him, “just get me to the healer.” 
 
    Rani stumbled to the healer’s building, easily spotted amongst the others as one of the few buildings erected by the Kroo tribe rather than the Lamya. Its gleaming white exterior was made from a substance unknown to the Lamya, so hard that it was impossible to do little more than scratch it with their tools, and its windows covered by a transparent material that was both flexible and of great strength (although tools could easily scratch its surface). The symbol of a red cross, one of the holy symbols of the War Don, was emblazoned upon the wall over its wide, transparent double doors.  Bahal struggled at her side as she placed more and more of her weight upon his tiny shoulders. Eventually, they were at the entrance, which opened magically before them without so much as a magical phrase being spoken. The Kroo were undoubtedly a gifted race and revered as the progenitor of the Lamya people. 
 
    Rani had little time to ponder her ancestry as the agony in her hip was becoming increasingly intense. 
 
    Shaman Herah (a traditional name for the tribe’s healer, none among the tribe knew the Shaman’s birth name as all who did had passed), a truly large female, sprinted forward scooping up the wounded Protector at the door. “You don’t look well, sweetness,” she cooed in her most comforting voice. “I’m taking you straight to a Healing Ritual.” 
 
    Bahal knew that the phrase had been spoken aloud as an indicator that he should not follow. Males were not allowed with the Ritual Healing Chamber unless the ritual was being performed upon them. He waited by the door while trying his best to put on a brave face. “You’ll be fine Rani,” he offered reassuringly. “Herah is the best.”  
 
    Herah smiled over her shoulder at the loyal male as the automatic doors to the Ritual Healing Chamber closed soundlessly behind her. 
 
    Herah quickly placed the wounded Protector on the Altar of Healing and retrieved a bottle of viscid fluid from a nearby shelf. “Drink this honey,” she said, bringing the bottle to Rani’s lips. Rani simply nodded and swallowed. The face she made while doing so spoke volumes about the taste of the thick liquid. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s worse than Stink Melon,” the shaman agreed, “but you’ll feel better very soon.” 
 
    Rani nodded once before the clouds began to obscure her vision. As she faded into unconsciousness she heard the shaman intone to the spirit of War Don, “Loghon War Don.” 
 
    Her hip no longer hurt as she was engulfed by the welcoming blackness of a dark, and deep, pool. 
 
    Rani awakened moments later, surprised to find herself resting atop the clean fibers of a woven blanket. The shaman was busying herself at the Altar of the War Don. Eager to discover her condition, she did her best to formulate a question but found she could neither move nor speak. Shaman Herah noticed that her eyes were open, however, and came to her rescue. 
 
    “Lie still newt,” she said in a calm voice, “your voice and limbs will return to your control, but it takes a bit of time. You were in a lot of pain, so I gave you a fairly stiff pain killer.” 
 
    Rani tried to say thank you. “Unnnhhhh…,” she grunted incoherently, “ahhhnnnnk…”  Rani gave up and settled for a slight nod. 
 
      
 
    “I bet you want to know what was wrong, how you are now, and how long you have been out?” the shaman asked with a smile. Rani nodded faintly again. 
 
    “You have been out for a day and a half,” admitted the shaman as surprise covered Rani’s features, “and the large bone in your hip had a hole drilled all the way through it that had been cauterized. I want to ask you who did that, as they probably saved your life, but that can wait a few moments. The grace of the War Don has already healed the bone and the muscle. Once the pain killer wears off completely, you’re as good as new, although there will be a scar there for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Rani smiled and then smiled a bit more as she realized she could smile again. “Baahaaal?” she managed to croak out. 
 
    “Yes, dearest, Bahal has been asking about you,” the shaman answered, a bit of rancor creeping into her voice, “pretty much hourly. I don’t think he has slept since yesterday. The chief would like a word with you as well.” 
 
    “Ta Cheeef?” Rani asked, worry creeping into her features. 
 
    “Nothing major, Protector,” the shaman answered showing Rani the respect she felt for the young female. “You were carrying a strange device with you when you returned. They just want to know more about it. Rest easy for another ten or twenty minutes, and then you can go and see her.” 
 
    Rani nodded and closed her eyes again. Being awake had worn her out. 
 
    Rani awakened from a pleasant dream where she had been walking through a field filled with Sunseed plants. She was shaking. Something was attacking her! She snapped upright, her eyes searching for her foe. Bahal was lying on the floor, rubbing his right shoulder. He looked up at her with hurt written plainly on his face. “Owww…” he complained accusingly. 
 
    “Sorry, Bahal,” Rani said, happy to have her voice back. “I was dreaming and…” 
 
    Bahal cheered instantly. “I know,” he said, jumping to his feet, “and you’re a warrior. That’s one of the reasons I love you. The Chief wants to see you though, so I told her I would come and get you.” 
 
    Love? Rani knew she’d have to dispel that notion as soon as possible. Males were always seeking the security of permanent mates, but it never worked out. Lamya just weren’t built for long-term relationships. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’d better go see her then, eh?” she said clapping Bahal on his injured shoulder in as nonchalant a fashion as she could muster. Bahal just grimaced and shook his head in the affirmative.  
 
    Rani sprang from the bed and headed out the doors to the Healing Chamber. Well-wishers immediately noticed her and waved. Several questions came from all over the crowded street:  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Heard you got holed through the hip!” 
 
    “What attacked you?” 
 
    Rani knew she could not escape all of this good will without damaging her standing within the community. A reply, at least a quick one, was necessary. “I’m fine friends,” she hollered to no one in particular, “and we can share stories later. I need to see the Chief.” A chorus of assent and nodding greeted this reply, and Rani knew she was off the hook. On to the Chief! 
 
    The Chief also lived within one of the rare Kroo-built buildings in the village. It was made from the same impenetrable white material, with a single transparent door that magically opened unless locked from the inside. The symbol emblazoned above this door was more complex and read, “Data Center and WIFI Hot Spot.” Rani had been taught that Data was the Kroo word for ‘those who govern’ and that a WIFI was a place to which those accused of crimes were sent for punishment. A grim blackened iron pole reminded Rani of the universal punishment meted out for breaking either of the two laws of her tribe: death by fire. She would not break the second law today by ignoring a command from the Chief. The thought of the blackened pole and its sole purpose hurried her steps. 
 
    Rani had only seen the pole used once in her lifetime. A female in a jealous rage had killed a male for mating with a rival female within the village. Although she found this act understandable, the first law allowed no exceptions, the killing of anyone in the village was met with a penalty of death. Once again Rani reflected upon what she knew to be the truth: the Lamya just weren’t built for long-term relationships. 
 
    The door to the Data Center opened before her, and she stepped inside, lifting her arms. Two of the chief’s guards came forward and removed her leather harness and all of its belongings. Rani was not offended; the chief must be protected at all costs. Although still vigorous, the chief was aging, and the choosing of a new chief always heralded chaos for the village. The guards would do whatever they must to put off that time of violence for as long as possible. Now naked, Rani was ushered into the presence of the chief. 
 
    A chair was brought forward, and the chief indicated that she should sit. The guards retreated through the door to the chief’s chamber and closed it solidly behind them. Rani heard the click of its lock. Evidently what she had found was important. Rani noticed that two of the Chief’s advisors, both males and both known for their knowledge of the Kroo tribe were seated behind and below the chief. Their small size had not alerted her to their presence until after she had been seated. 
 
    “This is a very interesting find, Protector Rani,” announced the Chief, bring forth the clicking box Rani had retrieved from the ravagers. “How came you to possess such a thing?” 
 
     Rani gathered her courage and addressed the tribal leader. She described the new ravagers, their equipment, and strange weaponry, and that she had followed her Protector training. She apologized for keeping the strange device but shared her worry that her account would not be taken seriously without the proof its presence provided. After ten minutes of telling, with an occasional question from the chief, she was finished. 
 
    “How were the strange ravagers using this device?” asked one of the males. “We know only that it is still working, and that it responds to none of the mystic holy phrases enumerated in the great War Don’s Book of Codes. Were there other items used in conjunction with this device? Did it seem to heal them in any way? Did anything appear when they activated the device? Were…” 
 
    “Enough Ahzmo!” interrupted the Chief. “How can she reply when you will not allow her to speak? Rani, please demonstrate for us the manner in which you saw the strange ravager using this device.” 
 
    Rani nodded and reached for the instrument. The second male immediately imposed himself between her outstretched claw and the device. 
 
    “But great Chief,” he said in a cautionary tone, “what if operating the device leads more ravagers directly to our village? What if the device is used to trace the location of its user?”  
 
    “Show us, Rani,” the Chief replied, handing the device to the Protector. “And Yeengoo,” she said turning to the male with a note of sarcasm creeping into her tone, “it’s already working, what more could she do other than to perhaps give us a clue to its purpose?” 
 
    Rani nodded, and carefully put the device’s carry strap over her shoulder she held it forth in the same manner she had seen the ravager do when using it and slowly waved it back and forth. There was no noticeable result. 
 
    “I just don’t know Chief,” Rani stammered. 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” the Chief cut her off. “Neither do I nor do these dunderheads. Much of the technology of the Kroo is beyond our understanding.” 
 
    “That is not true, Chief,” interrupted the first male, Ahzmo. Again, the Chief cut him off. 
 
    “Guards,” she cried angrily. “Get these charlatans out of my sight. Maybe kill them if you have nothing better to do.” 
 
    The door burst open, and the two males fled with a speed that impressed Rani. The Chief looked at the two guards, shook her head negatively and mouthed the words, ‘just kidding.' She then returned her attention to the young Protector. 
 
    “I want you to scout the perimeter of the Land and see if there are more signs of these strange ravagers. I know this will take at least a week, perhaps two, but the Land is not endless.” 
 
    “Nor are the numbers of those with no voice,” Rani finished the quotation from the book of the great War Don. 
 
    “Exactly,” said the Chief, smiling. “I will have the males teach you the magical words of the Kroo that they know in the event you come across more items of this type,” the Chief continued, holding up the strangely clicking box. “Let them know if you have any other needs.” 
 
    “I will not fail you my Chief,” stated Rani with great patriotic feeling. “If there are more of these strange ravagers loose within the Land, I shall find and destroy them. 
 
    “…and bring me word of them?” added the Chief with a slightly sardonic smile. 
 
    “…and bring you word of them,” added Rani sheepishly.  
 
    “Have we heard from Wendy or Harold in a while?” asked the bespectacled woman in the prim white lab coat. She busied herself inspecting a few test tubes containing various colored liquids within the small but spotlessly clean room before studying a clipboard and jotting down a note.  
 
    “I think their coms went down about 4 hours ago,” was the reply from the man carrying the laser rifle and wearing heavy body armor. “I assumed they just moved out of range. These old broadband units only transmit for 5-10 miles. They were headed down to the Hort level to see if the fruit trees could be harvested…” 
 
    “You mean if the rad levels had subsided sufficiently,” interrupted the woman.  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose that’s an important aspect,” he assented sarcastically, shrugging the strap of his rifle to his other shoulder. “We’re going to need the fresh food supply if we’re going to make it back to command level and try and take control of this thing though. No knowing if there are even supplies available on those upper levels, let alone dispensaries.” 
 
    “There may be no supplies at all,” confirmed the woman, replacing the last test tube and clipping her pen to the top of the clipboard. She turned to face the soldier and adjusted her glasses. “What we really need is an anti-grav sled for supplies. The data core shows several on that level. That’s why I sent them down there. The fruit is just a bonus.” 
 
    The man chuckled at this, his amusement sincere rather than sarcastic. “You tell a grounder like me there’s fresh fruit to be had, and you might as well be waving a red flag in front of a bull. I’m pretty sure I know what they checked out first.” 
 
    “Still, it has been longer than you’d think they’d need,” pondered the woman, hanging the clipboard from a peg on the wall. 
 
    “You want I should rustle up a few bully boys and make a trip?” asked the soldier, obviously bored and eager for action. “See what’s-what?” 
 
    “Maybe you should, but be cautious,” agreed the woman, still cogitating, “but no more than four. You guys are like a bull in a china shop, and they might be ‘stealthily observing’ before making their report. I don’t want you and your fellow mayhem brothers making hash of what they may already have accomplished.” 
 
    
     “Understood boss,” he reassured her as he practically flew out the door of the Life Sciences Lab. 
 
     Rani had been out on patrol for two sleep cycles already, and there were no signs of further depredations by the strange ravagers. Insects hummed, the plants exuded life, and the light shone down steadily from overhead. All appeared harmonious, and content. Her wound had ceased to bother her, but, as expected, it had left a tiny circular scar on her hip.  
 
     She chose a spot to make camp, quickly strung her ridge-rope between two trees, and pegged the corners of her camouflage shelter covering to the ground on either side of it, forming a snug, secluded tent. She closed its exposed end with some dead brush in the event a casual predator stopped by, and prepared her evening meal. Tomorrow would bring the true test. Tomorrow she would re-enter the area where the ravagers had appeared the last time. 
 
     Security Specialist Sanchez pressed the intercom button on the outside of the Life Sciences Lab while signaling for the other grounders to wait, patiently if possible. He probably shouldn’t have mentioned the possibility of fresh fruit. Oh well, hindsight was always 20-20. He knew Professor Lila Burke would be inside the lab. He was reasonably certain she never left the place. 
 
     “Yes,” came the reply from the mesh-covered speaker. 
 
     “We’re ready to roll, boss,” announced Specialist Sanchez happily. “What was their last known location?” 
 
     “G3 on the Horticultural level,” was the scratchy reply through the intercom. Lila thought she’d indulge herself just a bit today. “There’s supposedly a stand of peach trees there.” 
 
     “Peaches!” said several voices at once. 
 
     “Yes, but don’t touch anything until you’ve checked in,” Lila answered with a smile. “I don’t have the radiation levels from their expedition as yet… you know, the whole reason someone was headed down to the Horticultural level to begin with?” 
 
     “Yes, ma’am,” was the dejected reply from Sanchez. “Talk to you in about 5 hours.” 
 
     “That’s a roj, grounder,” Lila answered, adding one last bit of spite. 
 
     “Let’s get to it ladies,” commanded Sanchez, shouldering his laser rifle, and grabbing his pack. “We’ve got a lot of hoofing to do before sack time.” 
 
     Rani awakened with a start. Everything seemed normal, the insects hummed, the leaves rustled in the slight, constant wind. Something, however, was wrong. Her every nerve and fiber screamed it, her muscles demanded she respond. She took a moment to identify the source of this sensory intrusion. 
 
     Rani had spent years training with the instructors and still more years mentoring at the tails of other, then-more-skilled Protectors. This was not her first solo trip through the Land either. Her senses told her that something was wrong, and she had learned to trust those senses. 
 
     Then she heard it, faintly, in the far distance; a scratching noise that was, and was not, a scratching noise. It repeated several times, becoming slightly louder each time, creeping slightly closer to her hidden location each time. A practiced hunter she waited, and then heard the voice, faintly, at some distance. 
 
     “Lila, pick up,” came the strange voice from amid the obfuscating trees. “Check, check,” came the voice again, low, and controlled. “Professor Burke?” The scratching ended. “Tim, check this unit and make sure it’s working. Guys we need to see what’s dug up all of that ground over there.” 
 
     Rani rose stealthily and carefully donned her equipment harness. She spent precious moments silently untying her ridge-rope and easing her camouflage tent canvas to the ground as soundlessly as possible. Finally she grabbed her spear and crouched low to listen once more. 
 
     “Sanchez,” one voice said, not one hundred feet distant, “It looks like something was buried here, and recently.” 
 
     “Any luck with that broadband yet?” asked the original voice. There was apparently no reply. The sounds of digging then could be plainly heard. At least digging meant they would not have their weapons ready to hand. 
 
     “I think I got it!” said a far more distant voice, and then the same voice was suddenly much closer, as though it had teleported to the location occupied by the others. “Professor Burke, do you read me?” 
 
   
 
    If they could travel that fast, Rani knew she might have to act fast, or else leave and let them violate her oath, only later returning to seek revenge for the undefended. Rani could not run from her duty, no matter what her training had taught her of strategy. She must protect the trees. She ran forward as quietly as she could, stopping only when the ravagers entered the range of her vision some 60’ further away. There were three of them, and they had unearthed the carefully buried corpses she had hidden a week ago. One of them was holding the hollow shell of one of the heads of the ravagers she had killed.  
 
    They were garbed differently than the last group, and appeared to be wearing some form of armor. Rani knew of no armor that was proof against a Lamya spear; not when hurled by a Protector. “This is definitely Harold’s Helmet,” her target said as she let the spear fly and immediately fled into the protection of the brush. She heard, rather than saw, the spear hit its mark. She crouched among the concealing foliage and quietly pulled forth her battle-hardened blade while listening for the ravagers’ response, certain that the blood-thirsty interlopers would not take long to launch an all-out assault in her direction. 
 
    “Oh my god! Sanchez!” cried the first voice. 
 
    “Cheesus!” hissed a second voice. 
 
    “Did you see the size of that thing? Nine feet tall if it was an inch!” added the second voice. 
 
    “What do we do?!” screamed the first voice again, obviously nearing hysteria. 
 
    “Dude, Sanchez is hosed,” stated the second voice dejectedly, “there’s nothing we can do. Grab the helmet and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave him!” pleaded the first voice. 
 
    “Watch me,” replied the first voice in a worried tone. “I can still save my own ass.  His is toast. Besides, Professor Burke needs to know what we found.” 
 
    “It looked like a…” exclaimed the first voice, frightened. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe we don’t mention that,” suggested the first voice, fading in the distance to the sound of running feet, “I like it on this side of the looney bin.” 
 
    Hearing their retreat, Rani rushed forward and retrieved her spear. She then turned and cut the head from the body of her dead adversary, and shoved it into the freshly-dug grave they had so thoughtfully left for her. As she bent her head to study their trail, she noticed two desiccated peach pits lying on the ground. 
 
    She immediately fell to her knees before the undefended trees. “They have killed your children, and they shall pay. I swear this as a Protector.” 
 
    Rani had been following their trail for several hours. The traces were becoming fresher, and the fleeing ravagers were taking few pains to mask their passage. She would be upon them soon, and they would pay for the murder of the Undefended’s children. Only moments later, as she knew she would, she heard faint voices from the concealing underbrush ahead. 
 
    “We can’t stop, grounder,” chided an authoritarian voice, “on your feet!” 
 
    “Please Mike, just five minutes,” the response pleaded, “I’m going to drop over.” 
 
    Rani could almost hear the shrug of resignation on the slight breeze. “All right,” the first voice acquiesced, “but just five minutes, and then you’d better be ready to double time it to the ‘vator.” 
 
      
 
    
     Five minutes was all Rani needed. She crept quietly closer to the resting place of the ravagers, her blade gripped in her left hand, her 8’ spear in her right. Patience here and surprise were key. 
 
     “You don’t look well, Tim,” specialist Mike commented as he removed a fresh water bottle from his pack and tossed it to the prone soldier at his feet. “Drink up; your face is the wrong color.” 
 
   
 
    “It’s only my sheer terror that’s kept me running this long,” Tim agreed. “You think that thing killed Harold and Wendy?” Tim gulped hungrily at the water bottle. 
 
    “Nope,” replied Mike in disgust, “I’m sure it did… and yeah, it looked like a demon to me too.” 
 
    “Not just a demon, a Lah..” Tim began. Mike cut him off. 
 
    “Speak of the devil, and he shall appear,” he quoted. “I’m jittery enough without you bringing up old legends.” 
 
    “But the heads were cut off just like the legend and…” Tim stopped in mid-sentence. An 8-foot long spear had sprouted from his chest pinning him to the earth. It must have pierced his heart because his wide, staring eyes betrayed the fact that he was stone cold dead. A dark red stain began rapidly spreading beneath the motionless body. 
 
    Rani remained hidden in the underbrush, chuckling softly to herself at the panic her attack had caused. The undefended were sacrosanct. This lesson must be learned by all who would ravage. 
 
    “Oh my god,” gasped a third voice, out of Rani’s range of vision.  
 
    “He’s wasted, Loyd,” rasped the one called Mike. “I told you that thing would chase us. We need to stop it from following us back to the labs.” 
 
    “But how…?” queried a still-shocked Loyd. 
 
    “You leave that to me,” the one called Mike said with a tone of finality. 
 
    Rani could no longer see what they were doing, but she could hear their activity in the makeshift rest-stop they had been using up ahead. She remembered her training and restrained her impulse to rush in and finish them. They were on their guard now. She would have to wait. 
 
    Mike quickly unslung Tim’s laser rifle and pulled his corpse to the bole of a nearby tree; no easy task with an 8-foot spear impaling his torso. The spear acted as a prop, though, and soon Tim appeared to be resting his back against the tree, contemplating the spear. Mike jammed his laser rifle under the armpit of the corpse aiming it at an estimated spot some six inches from the haft of where he’d grab the spear, and pointing it upwards. He then pulled a spool of fine wire from inside his armor and looped it around Tim’s back, tying it to the trigger of the laser rifle on one end, and the haft of the spear on the other. Someone was in for a surprise — a big surprise. 
 
    “All right Loyd, grab your stuff and let’s go,” said Mike in a commanding voice. 
 
    “We can’t just leave him like that!” protested Loyd. 
 
    “We can,” commented Mike sarcastically, nodding at Loyd as he did so, “and we are. Get your stuff or stay behind with him, because I am in the breeze.” 
 
    Rani waited until she could no longer hear the sounds of their feet running through the arbor of trees, and then she cautiously looked out into the clearing. As the voices had indicated, they had left their dead companion behind. She wondered why they thought she would find that surprising. 
 
    Hoping to save time tracking the remaining two ravagers, she pulled forth her digger and made a hole to hide the body. She scooped up the blood-stained earth where the corpse had lain and placed that in the hole as well, as she had been taught. She then drew her bladed war club and decapitated the corpse, carefully grasping the head to ensure that the blood did not spatter the entire glade. She threw the head into the hole and returned for the torso. Firmly grasping her spear, she placed the claw of her left foreleg on the torso and pulled. 
 
    A burning pain shot through Rani’s left shoulder, as she tumbled backward to the ground, her spear in hand. A strange humming noise now emanated from the corpse’s torso, and Rani discovered that although she could move the talons of her left foreclaw, the limb now had no strength. She could barely hold her spear with that hand.  
 
    Rani quickly checked for bleeding, finding none. Feeling around her shoulder to the back, she found an exit hole, also not bleeding. Much like her last wound, the damage caused was but a small hole that seemed to pierce the entire depth of her shoulder. This one appeared to have missed the bones in her shoulder save the large flat bone the healer called her shoulder blade. Perhaps the great War Don had spared her. Perhaps she’d just gotten lucky. In either case, the wound hurt, so she quickly applied a local numbing agent, dressed, and bandaged the wound. She noted that the humming had stopped. 
 
    Her spear seemed to be tangled in something. She pulled to loosen it and noted a quick flash of red that streaked off into the sky. A distant and strange scream was heard a splintered second later; the sound of over-heated metal being quickly doused in water. Unsure of what had just happened, but resolute concerning the untangling of her spear, Rani carefully looked over its length to see what might be the cause of its reticence. She found it! A slim wire was wound around its haft. 
 
    The torso was again making an almost imperceptible humming noise. 
 
    Rani quickly and carefully separated the wire from the haft of her spear and set it on the ground. She then followed it back to the headless torso, tracing its path around the back of the corpse. Its far end was wrapped around a small piece of what appeared to be an oddly shaped war club. She gently freed the wire from the corpse’s torso and began unwinding it. This was becoming difficult without the full use of her left foreclaw. As she freed the last of the wire, the humming stopped, and a red flash and streak of light came from one end of the club making a small red spot on the ground from which smoke drifted lazily towards the sky.  
 
    “Important: this is the business end of this war club,” she thought to herself. The humming began again. The club had a carrying strap fitted to one end that extended to just past the center of the strange weapon.  If nothing else, the Chief needed to see this club. Rani laid the new club next to her spear and retrieved the torso that still leaned against the bole of the tree. She dumped it into the hole in the ground, along with any dirt that had become drenched in blood, and sat down for a moment. She was suddenly very tired. 
 
    Rani awakened with a start. She might have slept for hours or only a few moments; her internal clock provided no answer in this regard. In any event, it was long past the time to pick up the trail of the ravagers. She carefully slung the carrying strap of the strange new club over her bad shoulder with its business end pointed away from her, and transferred her spear to her good right foreclaw. She felt refreshed, but her shoulder ached a bit, so she applied a bit more numbing agent and re-dressed the wound. It did not appear to be suppurating, nor was there any further decrease of strength or her ability to move the limb, so she decided to let it be. There were still ravagers to be destroyed. 
 
    
     Their trail was still plain to any that could see. Rani set off at her best speed, determined that these ravagers would not evade justice. Her senses told her the trail was less than 20 hours old, which was longer than she would have preferred, but not a period of time that would eliminate the possibilities for cornering her quarry. With persistence, she should catch up to them within a few more hours. 
 
     Mike inserted his wristband into the reader and waited for the doors of the elevator to open. They did so almost soundlessly revealing the almost featureless interior of the large lift. “Let’s go, Loyd,” he hollered nervously to his companion while scanning the edge of the nearby grove of trees. “I know we’re still being followed, and I’m not sure we have much of a lead.” 
 
     Loyd sprinted for the open elevator doors, not resting until he had reached the back of the enclosure. “If you were expecting an argument,” he said, pulling forth his laser pistol and watching the tree line outside, “you’re going to be gravely disappointed.”  
 
     Mike jumped inside the open elevator and again inserted his wristband, this time into the reader within the elevator, as the doors closed a heaved a sigh of relief. “I think we’ll be okay now,” he said placing his hand on Loyd’s shoulder reassuringly, “but I never want to face that thing again.” 
 
     “Amen brother,” agreed Loyd. “Amen.” 
 
     Rani did not believe what she was seeing. She had traveled to the Great Wall before; the boundary that surrounded the Land, giving it structure.  That was not the source of her disbelief. 
 
   
 
    She studied the tracks again. They simply stopped at the base of the Great Wall. It was as though her quarry had simply vanished into thin air, or perhaps had taken flight. She knew neither was possible. 
 
    …and yet the tracks... stopped. They just stopped! 
 
    Perhaps this was a situation that involved the mysticism and magic of the great War Don. She remembered what the males had taught her, as well as the knowledge that was forbidden but that she possessed despite the taboo. 
 
    “Loghon War Don!” she proclaimed in an authoritative voice. While she had been expecting complete failure, what followed amazed her to the last fiber of her being. 
 
    A disembodied voice emanated from the Great Wall. “Welcome to the War Don automated response system. Please insert your wrist band to activate the central elevator.” 
 
    Rani had no idea what the words ‘automated’, or ‘elevator’ meant, but she knew what a wrist band was. She had no idea where to insert it either, but before she could voice that concern, a strange, ghostly image appeared before the Great Wall. 
 
    The translucent image was bipedal, stood upright and was pushing its right forearm repeatedly into a narrow slot in the Great Wall that glowed with a brown color. Rani approached cautiously, but the figure simply continued its motion, repeatedly pressing its forearm against the slot. Then, just as suddenly, it disappeared.  
 
    Rani sat, dumbstruck, for a moment. Perhaps the great War Don had shown her the way! Evidently she needed to find one of these wrist bands. She remembered that each of the corpses had worn such a band on their right forearms. How could she get one? 
 
    
     She had no choice. She would have to go back and dig one of them up. 
 
     “Your friend had an interesting tale for me,” remarked Professor Lila Burke as she removed the pen from her clipboard to take notes. “Seems he saw a Lamia Demon in the forest on the Horticultural Level. He said it was nine feet tall, covered in scales with a big toothy grin and marvelously long claws on the ends of its hands and feet.” She paused a moment, studying the grounder’s reaction to her statement before she continued in a slightly less analytic tone.  
 
   
 
    “Seems it cut the heads off Wendy and Harold and drank their blood,” she paused again, making a clucking sound with her tongue to signal her doubt as to the veracity of the tale, “… because there was none left on the ground near the bodies. What do make of that Mike? Is that your report as well?” 
 
    “Well,” stammered Mike, not used to not having a ready answer to a problem, “I don’t know about any demons, but…” 
 
    Professor Burke cut him off by removing her glasses, moving in close and poking at him with the earpiece of her eyewear. “He said it was a Lamia, he was sure of it. Do you think you were attacked by a Lamia, Mike?” 
 
    “Well it was a damned big lizard at least, Professor,” admitted Mike, recovering himself somewhat. “And yes, it had big damned claws, and a mouthful of pointy teeth. I didn’t see it drink any blood…” 
 
    “…but there was none on the ground?” interrupted the professor. 
 
    “…there was none on the ground, that’s for sure,” agreed Mike. “I remember thinking,” he said placing the forefinger of his right hand beneath his chin, “where could all of that blood have gone? There should be a lot of it! Where could it go?” 
 
    “I get the drift, Mike,” conceded Lila. 
 
    “No professor, don’t dismiss Loyd’s account without realizing that a good-sized chunk of it is true,” Mike said, becoming defensive on behalf of his fellow grounder. “I saw the thing that attacked us, and I might be tempted to label it a demon as well.” 
 
    “Just tempted?” Lila teased him. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I told him,” Mike said, cracking a slight smile, “I like things on this side of the doors to the looney bin. I even told him you’d never believe us.” 
 
    “Let’s say I do believe you; both of you,” she hurriedly added, “for now. How did this thing kill two veteran explorers and two tough-as-nails grounders?” 
 
    “It was really stealthy,” explained Mike, “I go so far as ‘sneaky as hell.' We never heard it coming. I only caught a quick glimpse of it the one time.” 
 
    “…and did it use an energy rifle of some kind?” 
 
    Mike appeared sheepish; unwilling to reply. He knew she’d keep coming back to the question if he did not answer, though, so he decided to simply tell the truth. “No, professor, it used a spear. It was a spear the size of a scout ship, but it was just a spear.” 
 
    “…so more than 40’ long and weighing a dozen tons?” 
 
    “Ok, no,” admitted Mike, becoming annoyed, “but it was a good 8’ in length and as big around as my wrist.” 
 
    “…and you made no attempt to track this beast?” 
 
    “Its true,” stated Mike, now visibly angered, “I made no attempt to track the 9’ tall, silent lizard of death through territory that it knew, no doubt intimately, and in which average visibility was about fifteen feet. I did leave a surprise behind…” 
 
    “What?” spat the professor, “a birthday cake?” 
 
    “No, your worship,” quipped Mike, all pretense of civility now gone. “I booby-trapped Tim’s rifle and corpse after he was killed. With luck, that thing, whatever it was, is dead now.” 
 
    Lila tried unsuccessfully to hide her respect for the grounder’s ploy. That had been a smart move. She recovered quickly, resuming her authority to conclude the interview. “So what is your best guess? Do we hunt this thing down? Do we write off the extra food supplies along with the Horticultural Level?” 
 
    “I’m a grounder ma’am,” he said, the respect returning to his voice. “We don’t like to lose. Give me a fully outfitted team of grounders ready for trouble, and we’ll bring you back its head for study.” 
 
    “That’s a bit more violent than I appreciate, but we did lose four good crewmen on that mission,” Lila replied, nodding her approval. “Go get it, Mike. Get it a lot.” 
 
    Security Specialists Alex, Brenda, and Andy, waited uncomfortably in their hardened battle armor. The slim metal armor was nicely protective, but it did not breathe very well. Brenda hoped they wouldn’t have to wait much longer. Andy checked the battery pack on his heavy-duty Protein Disruptor for the fourth time. Alex noticed Andy’s equipment check and wondered once again what might be so fierce that Sergeant Mike had insisted on Protein Disruptors, especially the big ones. These rifles were not only heavy; they tended to obliterate living tissue in large quantities. Mike’s arrival ended all speculation. 
 
    Mike thought the grounders would be impressed when he arrived on a grav-sled loaded with spare batteries, equipment, and even explosives, but he far underestimated their reaction.  
 
    “A grav-sled Mike,” Alex asked, now even more concerned about what they faced. “Are we founding a new settlement?” 
 
    “Pretty slick boss,” commented Andy nodding. 
 
    “Are those explosives and detonators in the back?” Brenda asked, pointing with her disruptor. “Rock and roll!” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t get all mushy on my gang,” Mike replied in his most sarcastic voice. “We probably won’t need any of this stuff. I'm just cautious.” 
 
    “Sure you are, Mike,” scoffed Alex in a tone of utter disbelief. 
 
    “I don’t see any space for passengers on that thing,” pouted Andy. 
 
    “…and Brenda said you weren’t perceptive Andy,” interrupted Mike, “enough chit-chat. Let’s get going. We’re making camp at the elevator for the night.”  
 
    Alex and Brenda audibly groaned, while Andy just shook his head and slung his disruptor on his shoulder. All four began to move in the direction of the elevator; a four-hour journey in metal armor with heavy weapons. Mike could tell the grounders were scared by the equipment he had requisitioned for this trip, but he didn’t care. Demon, giant lizard, or simple figment of his imagination… that thing was dead. There’d be no running this time. 
 
    She’d made good time returning to the place of their initial encounter, but now Rani was near exhaustion. She’d have to rest for a few hours and eat something. She’d speared a Black One that had challenged her during her journey to the campsite, and its not inconsiderable size would do much to restore her vitality if she rested after consuming it. 
 
    Rani removed the Black One from the hook by which it hung from her harness and used her work blade to peel its skin. She then devoured the creature, bones and all, in a series of well-placed bites. Contented, her belly full, she burrowed into the brush and draped her camouflage covering over what remained exposed of her 9’-tall frame. She was asleep moments later. 
 
    Rani awakened after what her internal clock told her had been four hours of rest. She felt revitalized, ready for the needs of this day. Pulling her digger from her harness, she quickly exhumed the bodies she had buried in this spot over the last week. The older ones were beginning to smell. Holding her breath, she quickly located one of the wristbands; a blue circlet made from some strangely supple yet resilient material, and removed it, attaching it instead to her harness as it was far too small to fit over her foreclaw and wrist joint. She then began to rebury the bodies. As the earth piled upwards, and the smell subsided, she pondered the use of the unusual artifact. What good was a circle of material? It didn’t matter. She would follow the instructions of the War Don, and then follow the ravagers to their lair and destroy them, utterly. 
 
    
     Rani finished reburying the corpses and adopted a fast lope through the surrounding forest. She knew where she was going, and what she had to do. One short hour would bring her to her destination, and her destiny. 
 
     “Wake up sleeping beauties,” hollered Mike with a stretch and a yawn. As that did not seem to have the immediate effect he desired, he grabbed the camp pot that had held last night’s MRE dinner and banged on it with the ladle they had also used. “WAKE UP!” 
 
   
 
    The added cacophony engendered the desired response. The three grounders flew to their feet at attention… in their underwear. Not to be further abused, and to their credit, not one of them appeared to notice. “Ready Sergeant!” they said in unison. 
 
    “Put your clothes on grounders,” he ordered good-naturedly. “Alex. Take this pot outside of the camp, clean it, and then prepare breakfast for us. You’re on point today.” 
 
    “Fabulous,” replied Alex in a less-than-enthusiastic voice. 
 
    “What was that?” was the immediate reply from Mike. 
 
    “Happy to be of service, Sarge,” answered Alex, correcting himself as he grabbed the pot, the ladle, a water bottle and a rag and stumbled off out of sight of the camp. 
 
    “Of course you are,” smiled Mike. “Its always a great day when you’re a Security Specialist. Brenda, you’re on the motion detector today, so break that out before you eat. Andy, you’re on infra-red. I’m going to want continuous scans, all day. Breakfast in ten, if Alex knows what’s good for him, and ready to roll in…” 
 
    
     The noise of the elevator door opening not 30’ from their campsite interrupted Mike’s speech. 
 
     Rani approached the Great Wall, and again intoned the holy words of the War Don.  
 
   
 
    “Loghon War Don!” she cried, a note of victory in her voice.  
 
    The disembodied voice again emanated from the Great Wall. “Welcome to the War Don automated response system. Please insert your wristband to activate the central elevator.” 
 
    Rani had a wristband now. She also knew where to insert it within the Great Wall. She approached cautiously and slid the strange band into the slot in the exact fashion she had seen performed by the translucent image earlier.  She was shocked by the result. 
 
    A slight hissing sound accompanied the appearance of a vertical crack some ten feet from the wristband receptacle. The crack was more than 20’ tall and continued to widen as the voice from the wall again began speaking. 
 
    “Welcome back Security Sergeant Sanchez,” it said in a loud but reassuring voice. “Do you have a destination or do you require information?” as the voice continued to speak, the crack widened to a full 20’, revealing a 40’ square featureless room that was so white it made Rani’s eyes water. 
 
    Rani was unsure how to proceed. She walked cautiously into the all-white room and answered tentatively, “I need information.” 
 
    “Please state your inquiry,” intoned the loud but still pleasant voice. 
 
    “Is this my lair?” asked Rani, uncertain as to what the correct question might be. 
 
    “According to my database, Sergeant Sanchez,” the voice continued calmly, “only undomesticated lower species and mythic beasts have lairs.” There was a brief pause, and Rani could swear she heard a faint humming. “Your living quarters are currently located on the Housing Level in Kroo Quarters designated Apartment 11B. Does that satisfy your inquiry?” 
 
    Rani heard the word ‘Kroo’ and every muscle in her body tensed. “So I am a member of the Kroo?” She asked nervously. The Kroo tribe was reviled throughout the mystic texts as being the worst of the ravagers. They fed upon the young, and the unborn. They had no mercy. 
 
    The voice seemed to hesitate for a moment, its normal immediate reply delayed for no readily apparent reason. Finally, it spoke once again. “Yes, Sergeant Sanchez, you are a member of the crew of the Warden. I have the ability to book an appointment for you with Doctor Guy Gaxe on the Housing Level where he can treat you for short-term memory loss. Would you like me to confirm that appointment?” 
 
    Rani had no idea what the voice was suggesting but needed to keep it talking. She needed to uncover the location of the lair, especially if the ravagers turned out to be mutated members of the hated Kroo tribe. “Sure, do that. In the meanwhile, can you take me to my home?” 
 
    The doors of the elevator rapidly shut. Rani felt panic rise within her. The voice intoned a comforting message that only further reinforced Rani’s fight-or-flight response. “In transit to Housing Level.” 
 
    “War Don?” Rani asked experimentally. There was no response. Evidently, the creature whatever, and wherever it had been, had gone. Unsure what might happen next, Rani fell to a fighting crouch. 
 
    The floor of the white, white room shuddered, and Rani partially lost her balance. The floor was rising, and it was picking up speed. She felt as though she weighed several hundred pounds more than her already substantial 850 pounds and it took her a moment to reorient. She sensed that the room was nearing its destination; it was slowing, and her feeling of additional weight was subsiding. 
 
    Abruptly, the room came to a stop. Rani’s weight returned to normal, and a long vertical crack appeared in the same wall through which she had originally entered. Rani prepared her weapons and watched as the doors slid smoothly open. This time, she was ready for anything. 
 
    Before he could stop himself, Mike was screaming, “It’s the Lamia! Defend yourselves!”  
 
    Mike dove for the grav-sled and his laser rifle, but the giant lizard was faster. He felt a sharp pain as the laser entered through the bicep of his right arm. It burned through the arm, his right lung, his heart, his left lung, and then exited through his left bicep, spent. Mike felt no pain at all as it exited, but instead fell on top of the grav-sled: stone, cold dead. A red stain spread rapidly over the equipment still stored on its duralloy deck. 
 
    Andy managed to bring his massive Protein Disruptor to bear and snapped off a shot, the recoil nearly knocking him down and the vibration/sound nearly deafening him. The shot missed, impacting a tree some 20’ behind the gigantic, hideous lizard. Several leaves fell to the ground, but there was no other visible effect. 
 
    Brenda sprinted for the grav-sled but recoiled in horror at the sight of Mike’s blood drenching its deck and dripping slowly to the ground beneath. She recovered moments later, heaving what remained of Mike from atop the equipment and grabbing her Protein Disruptor. 
 
    Rani flew into a rage at the site of the ravagers, and she realized now, without what must have been simply their gear disguising their forms, that these were obviously members of the Kroo tribe. She smiled with satisfaction as she pulled the small lever on the war club she had appropriated from their earlier encounter. He had mentioned the name of her tribe! The lesson was being learned. Her shot was true, and the closest of the Kroo tribe ravagers collapsed atop some strange form of a cart. Taking rapid aim, she sighted a second Kroo tribesman just he pointed a truly large war club in her direction. She rolled deftly to one side as the tree behind her recent position lost most of its leaves. She retargeted the tribesman and pulled the small lever once again. This time there was no effect! She did note that a slight humming came from the war club. What had she done wrong? 
 
    Andy rolled to his right to gain the cover of the grav-sled. Brenda was busily extracting her Protein Disruptor from beneath Mike, who had apparently been hammered. As she finished removing the weapon and rolled to a stop next to him, he nodded and asked. 
 
    “How’s Mike? Is that his blood all over you?” Andy asked in an excited tone. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s pooched,” Brenda replied. “Why did that thing stop shooting?” 
 
    “I think the laser rifle it has is recharging,” Andy replied, “it looks just like one of ours.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate for the lizard,” said Brenda rising to a standing position and deliberately aiming her disruptor. 
 
    Rani watched in horror as her first target ducked behind the strange cart, gaining the relative safety of its bulk as cover. The second Kroo tribesman, however, possibly flushed with the chaotic need to destroy they were all said to possess, stood upright and took careful aim at her, the hatred plain upon her face even at this distance. Now panicked, Rani retargeted the weapon at this new threat and pulled the small lever once more. 
 
    “Oh,” choked Brenda. “Boned.” She fell over without making another sound. 
 
    Mike looked over and saw the neat hole through Brenda’s center chest. It was all up to him. He sighted and depressed the trigger. Half of the lizard’s face simply melted, revealing bone, sinew, and cartilage beneath, as well as the jaw that supported a double-row of razor-sharp, 6”-long teeth. “Eat that!” he cried as he took aim for the second time. 
 
    Rani felt a terrible pain in her face, but again, the war club she had chosen was inoperative. She threw it to the ground in frustration and grabbed her spear from where it rested along her back in her harness. She heaved mightily, and the spear arced gracefully through the air. Her quarry saw it coming and turned to flee, but it pierced his thigh causing him to drop his war club as the spear continued its course, pinning him to the ground below. 
 
    “No, NO!” thought Andy as he tried desperately to reach his weapon. It lay on the ground only a few feet beyond the extent of his reach, but the demonic spear had impaled his left thigh, and he was unable to free himself. He glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the flash of a metal-edged war club arcing towards his neck. 
 
    Rani stood up, the pain in her face almost unbearable, and tried to pull forth her spear. It refused to budge. She would have to rest for a moment, regain her strength, and do something about the terrible pain emanating from the right side of her face. It felt as though her flesh had simply melted away. Probing the wound with her fingers, she discovered that, in fact, it had. She quickly applied some numbing agent and covered the wound with a large bandage. Now perhaps she could rest a moment. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Alex hollered as he approached the camp, “any special requests for breakfast?” The camp was eerily silent. “Guys?” Alex saw the hideous lizard at the same moment it saw him. He raised the pot he had been cleaning defensively as he charged forward to retrieve a true weapon. 
 
    Rani saw the last ravager at the edge of her vision, which was beginning to rapidly tunnel as she rested. He was shouting something she could not quite understand, and approaching with either the shortest war club she had yet seen or some cooking pot. Wearily she raised the strange war club that burned holes through things and aimed for the head of her advancing adversary. She pulled the small lever and with great relief felt it release its death energies towards the target. 
 
    The laser bolt pierced the cooking pot and continued through the front of Alex’s skull. There, its energy greatly depleted, it deposited the last of its heat within that skull, boiling the poor grounder’s brain. It expanded rapidly from the heat, and exploded upwards through the top of his skull, raining gore and bits of brain tissue in a perfectly-patterned 10-foot circle. Alex’s corpse fell to its knees before stretching its full length upon the ground. 
 
    Rani simply dropped the weapon and passed into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    Rani awakened many hours later. She was as yet not fully rested, but the returning pain in her face allowed no further respite. She quickly applied more numbing salve and re-bandaged the wound. She knew it was serious, perhaps fatal, and that if she wanted to survive, she would have to return to her village as rapidly as possible. Unfortunately, she had no idea where she was. The white room had completely disappeared. 
 
    “Loghon War Don,” she croaked. The dulcet tones she had now become used to answered her call. 
 
    “Welcome to the War Don automated response system. Please insert your wristband to activate the central elevator,” it said pleasantly. Rani could now see the slot for the wristband she still carried. She staggered to the Great Wall and inserted the band. 
 
    A slight hissing sound accompanied the expected appearance of the vertical crack. She might just have a chance. 
 
    “Welcome back Security Sergeant Sanchez,” the great War Don said in a loud but reassuring voice. “Do you have a destination or do you require information?”  
 
    “I need you to take me home,” Rani croaked, instantly realizing that to voice her base desire was likely a mistake. 
 
    “Your residence is on this level, Sergeant Sanchez,” the voice answered. 
 
    In the midst of her extreme distress, a plan began to form. “Wait!” pleaded Rani desperately. “I need to investigate something on the level I visited before coming here.” 
 
    “You wish to return to the Horticultural level?” the voice asked. 
 
    “I do,” agreed Rani, staggering towards the now-open doors to the white room. 
 
    As the doors closed, the voice returned. “What are you investigating?” the voice asked in a helpful voice. “Perhaps there is some information in my data files.” 
 
    Rani thought for a moment before replying. It was possible that this was the start of a war, or at least an invasion, by the members of the Kroo tribe. She’d have to acquire the information circumspectly, however, if she did not wish to alert the voice to the fact that she was not actually Sergeant Sanchez. “War Don, see what you have on the Lamya.” 
 
    “I do have an entry for Lamia,” the computer began. It then read to her its entire file. 
 
      
 
    Lamia 
 
    Once thought to be legend reports have surfaced that these demonic entities have managed to board the Warden in several areas. Thought to have traveled from a different dimensional reality, these hideous and violent creatures are known to have killed humans on several of the Warden’s decks. Known to be the killers of children, with a lust for human blood, these demons are to be avoided whenever possible and confronted only by well-armed, highly-trained security personnel.  Appearing as 7’-10’ reptilian humanoids with large, heavy tails and reptilian scales, these creatures are quintessentially evil. 
 
    The voice also had another of the translucent images that it now painted in the air as though the figure were floating. It was a mirror image of Rani. 
 
    Rani again felt sleep closing in with overwhelming force. Just before she was engulfed by the blackness, she thought, “…but we’re Protectors…?” 
 
    The End  
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Aboard the Starship Warden 
 
    A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™ 
 
    by Steve Peek 
 
      
 
    They told him he would not dream. 
 
    They were wrong. 
 
    Dreams came and went.  Bizarre, random bits and pieces of strangeness sometimes flickered in Travis’ never quite conscious mind. Often, they came and went quickly, other times they seemed to stretch into forever. 
 
    They told him there would be no sense of time. 
 
    Wrong again. 
 
    The awareness of time passing was not detailed, but rather an on-again-off-again billion year time-lapse images of colliding galaxies. 
 
    Fleeting memories of self-demonstrated how little the scientists knew about this process. 
 
    He remembered lying on a smooth, self-contouring osmotic-table as hissing gasses rose causing molecules to interact, bond and change to form a clear shell adhering to and encompassing his naked body until he resembled a vacuumed-packed naked man encased in transparent plastic. 
 
    His chemically suspended brain could not have registered any of these events as memory.  Somehow, it did. 
 
    Sometimes, he remembered. 
 
    Though drugged and imprisoned in an induced coma where blankness engulfed his eternity, where time, dreams and senses were not believed to exist, the veil of nothingness sometimes thinned enough and dreams came. 
 
    In these dreams, not quite lucid blinks of whatever great eye watched over him, he struggled to recall how he came to this cosmic purgatory, this suspension between life, or, more probably, lives, and death painted him with eternal, beautiful nothingness. 
 
    The catatonic state always overpowered the glimpse of consciousness and jerked him back into the emptiness where the blankness drowned awareness and embraced him like a comforting ocean of nothingness.  And there he stayed, no dreams, no time, only non-existence until the next time something triggered and he floated upward as fast as he could toward imagined light. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Travis, I swear honey, I don’t believe there has ever been a boy stupid as you.”  His mother said holding a halting palm toward the filthy child.  “You don’t move, not an inch ‘til I get back with a hose.  You hear me?”  The hand became a wagging, pointing a finger. 
 
    “Yes,” the boy replied ashamed and frightened, having no intention of moving from that spot. 
 
    The previous year, he failed the second grade at the warren’s basic community school.  It was his second failure of second grade.  Travis and other repeat failures transferred to the special annex building where less difficult subjects provided a more suiting academic challenge.  The annex classes taught language and reading but no advanced math or science.  Students learned how to operate manual tools.  When they became adept, students repaired robots and other broken machines not prioritized by a main-t-bot.  They also learned plumbing, wiring and basic construction for use in community warrens where the resident main-t-bot was employed elsewhere tending more critical work.  Annex graduates were never as good or as fast as main-t-bots but the humans provided low-level service to the people pressed into the mile-high public housing clusters cramming most of Earth’s dry land as well as its more placid, shallow seas. 
 
    The kids who graduated the warren’s public school system moved on to a two-year district college.  When completed, they could attend a warren regional university annex campus.  From there, most graduates filled lower level jobs provided by a corporate recruitment module.  Maybe one graduate out of a thousand continued matriculations at a corporate college then became middle-manager interns.  One in ten thousand advanced into the corporate science division’s education program where they learned and worked until they died or became medical pensioners. 
 
    Travis often remembered the happiness of welding in the special annex class.  Moving the PLASER beam across pieces of metal, watching them liquefy into hot beads, flowing together forming an unbreakable bond between the metal pieces was beautiful.  It was permanent. 
 
    Travis’ life, on the other hand, was anything but permanent.  His mother had been a tall, powerfully built woman of bronze color with green eyes so bright they almost shone.  She often repeated the description, imagined or not, of who might have been Travis’ father and what an important man he became.  Even so, the man was a complete unknown to Travis.  She stopped telling Travis tales after his incarceration for selling a variety of drugs without a license.  A third offense, so off she went to an unknown destination, never to be heard from again. 
 
    Travis’ newly assigned warren officer third class ushered him from his mother’s apartment and into the warren barracks for males ages thirteen to eighteen.  At first, he stayed in school, held captive by the magic of his end of day welding class where metal things joined and stayed together, permanently. 
 
    Nights in the barracks were long, dark assaults on dignity and sanity.  Those nights broke Travis.  Some nights the larger boys grabbed him in bed.  They flipped him face down and two boys, each stronger than Travis, stretched and held each limb while another older boy pressed his face into the mattress until breath became desperate, quick sips of air.  Then one or more of the boys humiliated him.  It was never going to end.  Travis did the only thing he knew.  He un-bonded.  He left. 
 
    He barely survived his first year living persona non-grata.  
 
    He was not alone.  There were others, outcasts, carving out the most meager existences in this state of non-existence.  The government no longer accepted them as living.  When they passed too close to public scanners their coded chips sounded alarms, and they fled, hiding before the authorities arrived with their bots and containment vehicles to scoop them up and take them God knew where.  Once taken, they never returned. 
 
    Non-grats stayed as far away from the clustered high-rise warrens as possible, but it was not easy.  The scant space between clusters were mostly parks and residential domes filled with artificially cleaned air and the gallerias of luxury apartments and special benefit shops for the Luxors, senior managers from surrounding warrens and corporate facilities. 
 
    Non-grats tended to congregate above the honeycombed mag-train tunnels with their intersections and spur routes making sure Luxors never need to expose themselves to inconvenience or dangers of the outside world. 
 
    Non-grats ate what they could find.  Digging through trash in the dark, dank, stinking basements beneath the mile-high buildings, they risked being discovered, caught and jailed.  Or, maybe worse, being in the container when the disposal vehicles sealed and compressed the contents before hauling the tight bundle of refuse to a recycling farm.  
 
    Sometimes non-grats crept into the recycling farms and mined the compressed garbage bails for food and other useful objects. 
 
    The Corporation’s technological advances made it progressively more difficult to gain access to these sustenance sources.  As the non-grats’ food war escalated, two drastic measures came into existence. Since robots could not harm humans, the Corporation began teaching security courses in the annex schools and then employed graduates to capture or kill outcasts raiding garbage locations.  Soon squads of human patrols hovered near trash sites waiting for ground, and air robots to send them to intercept a raiding party of non-grats.  Not too long after, the ever-growing number of human squads expanded their mission to pre-emptive attacks against any gathering of non-grats. 
 
    With sources of garbage out of reach, some non-grats began feeding on each other.  The gruesomeness made Travis gag and his always empty stomach heave.  It seemed eating another person would break all bonds with everything alive.  Travis did not understand why keeping outcasts out of the garbage could be so important as to murder so many harmless, unempowered people. 
 
    In a narrow escape from seeking something to eat, Travis saw security men taking saliva swabs from recently captured offenders then placing the swabs in computers strapped to their thighs.  If the computer beeped once, the prisoner moved to a security van.  When the vehicle filled, the doors locked and the vehicle quickly and quietly vanished. 
 
    If the computer beeped twice, which it did with much more regularity than beeping once, the captive was fitted with a brightly colored neck collar and told to follow the instructions coming from the collar. 
 
    The ‘two-beepers’ learned quickly.  If they did not obey the command spoken by the collar, they received an electric shock which increased in power every second the convict did not complete order.  Soon there was a line of ‘two-beepers’ marching toward an unknown destination.  A few miles away, one line of marchers would be joined by another, and so on, until a formation of ‘two-beepers’ moved with military precision to whatever waited at the end of their trek. 
 
    The number of outcasts diminished quickly.  Even when Travis came across another, individual or small group, he stayed away.  He discovered some plants in the parks with edible roots and a few trees with thin bark that stayed down if chewed enough. 
 
    Travis’ arrest came while stripping bark from a slender tree. 
 
    New collar synched to his personal implant, Travis’ swab caused the computer to emit a single beep.  The collar told him in which direction to walk.  Travis’ observance of men who did not follow the spoken instruction prevented him testing the one around his neck. 
 
    The security van held two other people.  Like Travis, they were so thin, filthy and unkempt it was difficult to discern if they were male or female. 
 
    The van’s door closed.  The collars instructed their wearers to secure their safety harnesses.  Seconds after the click of the harness buckles Travis thought he smelled something; felt light headed and woke up in a small, smoothed wall cell. 
 
    The room had no seams, no windows, doors or anything to mark where a floor or ceiling met a wall.  It was as if Travis woke up inside a pale cream colored egg. 
 
    Crossing his legs to sit, Travis became aware of a cream-colored jumpsuit covering a clean body.  As his hand explored his smooth, shaven face and head, he realized the collar no longer encircled his neck. 
 
    Travis sat on the floor for what seemed a very long time.  Eventually, even the curiosity of where he might be and what was next on the list of captivity trailed off into boredom then slumber. 
 
    When next he woke, everything remained as before except gnawing hunger accompanying growing rumbles from his intestines. 
 
    Part of the egg-shaped room’s wall slid silently outward.  A small table and single bench seat seemed to extrude from the wall.  The table top formed a food tray divided into three pockets each holding a rectangular slice of something supposedly edible.  One green, one brown and another yellow, Travis lifted the single spoon-like utensil and tested the slab of green. 
 
    Compared to tree bark it was marvelous.  Tasting the food, whatever it was, combined spiritual ecstasy with orgasmic release to Travis’s long deprived palate.   
 
    Travis greedily hunched over the tray, protecting and devoured everything on it.  In less than two minutes he relaxed, stomach full for the first time in years. 
 
    The tray spoke, “Replace the spoon, please.” 
 
    Travis complied, knowing something unpleasant would happen if he hesitated. 
 
    When the spoon sat in the correct pocket, the tray retracted into the again seamless wall leaving Travis on the bench in an otherwise empty egg shell. 
 
    A holographic screen appeared at eye level in the air in front of Travis. 
 
    An elderly man’s head and shoulders appeared in the screen’s ionized field. 
 
    “Hello.”  The voice sounded human, not robotic like the ones used in the collars or trays.  Those were very good emulations of human speech, but they were perfectly consistent with not enough inflection. 
 
    “My name is James Michaels.  I am your counselor.”  The soft, calm voice continued, “I’m sure you have many questions.  But first, please allow me to tell you a story that will help you understand and speed up the process of your circumstances.” 
 
    Travis sat on his bench, too numb to reply. 
 
    “Excellent, thank you.” The gentle looking man with white hair said, “We will begin.” 
 
    Travis could not remember the last time anyone said ‘thank you’ to him.  It somehow made him feel more important than he was.  “You are welcome,” Travis replied. 
 
    The man with the close-cropped white hair began.  As he spoke, Travis stared, mesmerized, by how perfectly alike each of the man’s hairs were.  They were in fact like a crop of genetically engineered corn he saw in a video from the planet Mars.  Mars, like Earth, became overpopulated and humans competed for space with the farms which produced food in the thin atmosphere. 
 
    As the man spoke, his fading image became a video of a compressed history of life on Earth, the exploration and colonization of the solar system and, most current, human attempts to boldly explore and establish settlements on planets thousands of light years away. 
 
    “Finally, all the science and technology is in place.  The ship is in the final stages before departure, and now we need volunteers to make the journey.”  James Michaels’ face returned to the screen.  His eyes made non-threatening eye contact with Travis. 
 
    “The volunteers travel in a state of suspension preventing aging.  When they wake, thousands of years after boarding, a new, clean Earth-like planet waits below their orbit. The section of awakened passengers and equipment descends to the surface, and the Starship Warden leaves for the next planet.” Michaels paused, studying Travis’ expression. 
 
    When Travis remained silent, the man continued, “Travis, if you volunteer, and pass a series of tests, your training can begin immediately.” 
 
    Travis hadn’t liked school, other than welding. “Training for what?” Travis asked then added, “I haven’t had much training.” 
 
    “Young man,” white hair smiled, “a very select group of passengers are needed to crew the ship.  Essentially, once you wake, your duty is to keep the ship maintained and the passengers safe.” 
 
    Travis pondered the unbelievable offer.  Maybe he would even get a chance to weld again.  “What happens to me if I don’t want to go?”  Travis asked wondering what happened to all the ‘two-beepers’ who vanished. 
 
    “Like many others whose lives on Earth are, should we say, unfulfilled, you would become an employee of a mining division on one of the outer planets.”  The elder man replaced his solemn look with a friendly smile.  “We believe choosing to become a crewman on the Star Ship Warden is the best, most enjoyable way to spend your life.” 
 
    “If I am part of the crew, does that mean I always stay with the ship?” Travis asked. 
 
    “It is your home forever.” White-hair smiled. 
 
    “And the crew?  How do you know we will like each other?” Travis queried. 
 
    “Some of the tests everyone must pass ensure compatibility among crew members.” Michaels’ paused then added, “That ‘liking’ each other is virtually guaranteed.” 
 
    “Would I be able to weld?” Travis wanted to know. 
 
    “I don’t see why not?” the friendly man said. 
 
    “When do I start?” asked Travis. 
 
    *** 
 
    After Travis successfully completed the screening process, he began training.  It was hard, like school but Michaels worked with him every day, helping every step. 
 
    Much of it pertained to psychology and being a good person who cared about others and the Corporation, but mostly about the Warden and its crew. One day Travis asked out of the blue, “Why is everything so automated here?  Why don’t people have more jobs and use fewer bots?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Michaels queried. 
 
    “I guess, well, it seems to me people are happier and more friendly when they are doing something. So why don’t more people, you know, down in the warrens work, like you said before, have a purpose in life?” Travis, unsure where this was going, looked at the face in the hologram. 
 
    Michaels raised eyebrows in thought then said, “Centuries ago there was a man named John Henry.  He hammered spikes on the railroad track.  It was very hard work, and only strong well-conditioned men could last all day swinging the heavy hammer.  Have you ever heard the story?” 
 
    Travis didn’t have to think, “No sir, I never knew about men swinging hammers to build railroads.  I saw this vid in one of my lessons about railroad trains in the ancient days.  They ran on steel tracks.  They were really loud and slow, and they polluted the air which was the beginning of our problems today.” 
 
    “Well,” Michaels said, “John Henry hammered the spikes into the holes through the steel track to keep the rails from moving when the train rode over them.  John Henry was the best at his job.  He loved his job. 
 
    “Then one day a man came to the railroad with a steam powered machine.  It was primitive, but the man wanted the railroad to buy them because each machine could do the work of three men, or so the man said. 
 
    “The railroad boss held a contest:  John Henry against the steam machine.  The man and machine competed all day long.  It was a hot day. John Henry didn’t want a machine to beat him.  He was the best.  At the end of the day, John Henry won.  He beat the machine by five spikes.” 
 
    “So, what happened to the machine after John Henry beat it?” Travis was excited to know. 
 
    “The railroad began buying the machines.” 
 
    “But why, if John Henry won?” Travis looked confused and injured. 
 
    “Because the machines did not need to be fed, or to sleep.  John Henry won the battle that day but lost the war.  He died in his sleep the night after the contest.” Michaels said tenderly aware of Travis’ state. 
 
    “Was that the beginning of people not working?” Travis asked. 
 
    “People still work, Travis,” Michaels said, “just not at many physical jobs.  Machines do them better, and it costs more money to have a person do less work than machines.” 
 
    Travis thought a minute then asked, “Is that what is going to happen to me on the Warden?” 
 
    Michaels smiled. “Far from it, my friend.  Whatever your job is on the Warden, rest assured you will perform it better than any machine.” 
 
    “Good,” Travis replied.  “That’s what I want, to work with others and be better than any machine.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Two years later, Travis, proudly wearing his crew uniform, followed a line of people into a part of the crew’s suspension chambers. 
 
    After reaching his table, he stretched out on it and marveled at how the self-contouring material formed perfectly to his body.  He nodded off.  Finally, the medical team reached him.  They pushed carts and tanks with all sorts of things on them. 
 
    One scanned Travis’ implanted chip.  “Prepare a full dose of CRISPR/cas9 dot for the nomenclature just scanned.”  The head medical person was in a hurry.  There was a deadline to meet. 
 
    CRISPR/cas9 was invented in the twenty-first century when there were still nations and governments.  The inventor was Chinese.  His invention was the first successful way to manipulate the mammalian genome.  Using the CRISPR technique, scientists could add, block or remove sections of RNA and DNA causing the genes to mutate.  These mutations could make the blind see, the lame walk, a good heart out of a bad heart.  It was a miracle – eventually.  In the beginning, once the patient’s natural genome began to mutate, it often did not stop when the scientists wanted it to, and some rather bizarre things happened to the mutated people.  But over the years, like everything in science, the wrinkles were ironed out, and the mutations became so precise a single human brain base stem cell could be mutated to grow into the eyes of eagles.  It was a miracle. 
 
    The Corporation, of course, wanted no part of engineering humans to be better at doing tasks than bots.  A dependent population was a docile population. 
 
    The medical team stood by as hissing gasses rose making molecules interact, bond and form a plastic shell over Travis, the first steps of mutations caused by the nano-bots injected into Travis’ blood hurriedly began cutting and pasting specific genes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Travis came out of suspension in full awareness.  He even felt good.  The plastic shell that covered him no longer existed.  He tried to rise and sit up but instead slowly slid from the table. 
 
    He realized he no longer saw in the traditional human way.  His eyes processed a broader spectrum of light as well as radiation. 
 
    For a fleeting instant, he could not feel his legs.  His instincts took over, and he crawled toward the door to the crews’ chamber.   
 
    He knew he was the only one awake.  The others slumbered in their vacuum packages. 
 
    The door opened automatically before he reached it then closed behind. 
 
    He waited, not knowing what to do next. 
 
    Then he knew.  
 
    He moved along a series of corridors.  Travis sensed something wrong as he advanced, quickening his pace. 
 
    He reached a series of zero-gravity service tunnels where bots and supplies stood motionless, strapped to the walls and ceiling. 
 
    Travis began to drift in the zero gravity.  Nearly instantly he became disoriented.  He didn’t know who he was.  He didn’t know where or why he was here. 
 
    His vector caused him to drift so he brushed the passage wall and all was well.  So long as he stayed in contact with the ship, he would be fine.  He knew precisely what to do next. 
 
    He reached the outer hull.  Constructed of three-foot triangular sections of duralloy, the most durable material known to man at the time of the ship’s construction, Travis settled and pressed what he thought was his belly on one triangular piece at a time, then moved to the next section. 
 
    At the fifth section, his reflexes pressed his belly hard against the metal. 
 
    There, he felt it.  It was an infinitely small breach in the hull. 
 
      Luckily, whatever caused it entered the panel he pressed and exited through a panel on the opposite wall. 
 
    Whatever directed him informed him this hole occurred a long time ago and what had been an invisible penetration of the duralloy had caused the metal to corrode and gradually made the opening large enough for the ship’s sensors to notice. 
 
    As he pressed even harder against the damaged triangle, his pores exuded what was originally the oil found in every human body. 
 
    About the same time as the CRISPR/cas 9 appeared on the medical science stage, another man invented a way to produce a graphene material from used cooking oil.  At first, scientists could produce only very small amounts, but the result was a transparent sheet thinner than half the diameter of a human hair. The film was stronger than any metal known at the time and harder than a diamond.  Over the centuries, the manufacturing and perfection of this material gave the world what is known as plasteel – the stuff Travis’ pores oozed onto the metal surface.  
 
      At first, the minute amount of liquid streamed through the hole into the vacuum of space.  The instant drying graphene was relentless.  While the center of the hole claimed a fraction of the excretion, the outer edges of the liquid instantly bonded to the ship.  The process took less than a minute before the plasteel bridged the diameter of the hole and sealed the ship's panel with a new material stronger than the original. 
 
    Travis carefully kept touch with the ship as he moved to the opposite panel and repaired the exit hole. 
 
    Great satisfaction accompanied Travis as he maneuvered back to the crew’s chamber.  He did not know what had managed to breach the supposedly impenetrable hull plate.  He didn’t think about it because he didn’t care.  He had fixed it.  He had, in a fashion, welded the opening closed. 
 
    Travis felt great.  He realized he and the Warden were more than bonded.  He was the ship, and the ship was he. 
 
    Travis knew there was no need to reenter suspension.  He simply placed his considerable bulk on the metal floor and let the ship provide entertainment and sustenance. 
 
    A few minutes later, Travis realized another crew member’s plastic encasement was dissolving.  He would soon have a friend.  
 
      
 
    The End  
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Mission: Recovery 
 
    A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™ 
Aboard the Warden – Deck 11
by Craig Martelle 
 
      
 
    STATUS: Command Band Activated. Last activation, 304.7 years ago 
 
    Two humans in jumpsuits stood at the terminal as the information scrolled past. The alarm chirped incessantly. One man tapped a button and turned the noise off.  
 
    “That’s it then. A command band dug up by a bunch of mutants,” the taller of the two said.  
 
     “I’ll flip you for it. Loser goes after the band,” the shorter but wider man suggested.  
 
    “You know I always win the toss!” the tall man exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, then winner goes after it. Let me see the coin,” the other insisted. The tall man produced a flat circle of platinum. On one side was the face of someone who died long before. On the other was the symbol of the Warden.  
 
    “Heads,” the shorter man called as the coin flipped from his hand, rotating until the tall man snatched it from the air and slapped it onto his forearm. When he pulled his hand away, he looked surprised.  
 
    “Would you look at that?” he said, grinning down at the other man. “Winner means you go. Suit up and don’t make a lot of noise when you come back in. I feel a nap coming on.”  
 
    The tall man dismissed the other with a wave of his hand.  
 
    “Sometimes, Willie, you can be such a jerk,” he said as he walked away.  
 
    “Same to you Jimmy boy, and how many times do I have to tell you to call me William!” Willie laughed. They were the two on a ten-year shift, before waking up their relief from cryo-sleep. With forty different technicians, they stood watch at roughly two-hundred-year intervals. This was their fifth time standing watch since the Warden left space dock.  
 
    In space, they found that they were only aging one year in every five, so a ten-year shift wasn’t hard on their bodies. They appeared to be in their mid-thirties and healthy. 
 
    It was nice when something broke up the monotony. Jimmy liked the action while Willie was capable of spending the entire ten years with his feet up and kicked back. He said his goal was to watch every movie in the ship’s library which was rather extensive having over a million titles.  
 
    Jimmy could not care less about watching movies. He thought that the progression of the various species on board the Warden warranted a full-time study. That’s what he did, expecting that someday, anthropologists would confer a doctorate upon him and his work would be required reading at whatever new academies were established on their colony planet.  
 
    He thought they were supposed to be there by now, but his was not to question why. Their area of responsibility did not overlap with the command deck. They didn’t interact with the command personnel in any way, but Jimmy thought he’d make an exception and return the command band to the bridge directly.  
 
    He nodded to himself. And then he’d strike up a conversation and learn more about the ship, their destination, and when they’d arrive home.  
 
    But first, he had to recover that command access band. He’d take care of that post haste and then do what he wanted to do which was talk with the command personnel.  
 
    The locker room was plain, as were most spaces in the maintenance area. They didn’t allow individual decorations, whoever “they” were. He read it in the regulations. He still posted pictures of his home back on Earth and of the maintenance group in the shipyard where the Warden was constructed.  
 
    Jimmy stripped out of his jumpsuit, spending the time to take a full sonic shower before gearing up. He knew that he would be sweaty soon enough, but he always vowed not to start that way. 
 
    He thought about the mission but didn’t waste too much time planning. It was a routine smash and grab. He’d done it a hundred times before. The natives obtained something they shouldn’t have and either he or Willie would have to retrieve it. 
 
    He shook his head thinking about the time the Rabbitoids built a small village around a ruptured power conduit because it was so warm. He’d gone in under cover of darkness and repaired the conduit, then disappeared back into the night.  
 
    He had seen that the Rabbitoids were still living there. He’d made that run two sleeps ago. Hundreds of years had passed. They probably had no idea why the village was situated as it was. Jimmy laughed to himself. He was a happy person and always looked for the funny in the mundane.  
 
    It was always there, like that stupid rigged coin that Willie carried. Jimmy had an identical one that wasn’t weighted, and he intended to switch them, but didn’t have to when Willie changed the rules.  
 
    They’d both been surprised by the toss. Jimmy didn’t care either way. Going out and doing the job or staying in and doing the job. As long as he had something to do with his hands, he was happy. 
 
    Jimmy finished his shower and started to gear up, carefully, layer after layer to make himself nearly invulnerable to the natives’ weapons. He checked his ammunition and gear, most of it non-lethal. They were on a colony ship heading to a new planet. Killing the colonists would be considered bad form, even though those living in the open areas of the main decks were far different than the crew. 
 
    Jimmy wondered about this, too. No one ever explained why or how that happened. He only knew that he was a maintenance technician and no one told a main tech anything besides, “Fix this.”  
 
    The powered armor created a faint energy shield that prevented bugs from getting too close. They’d grown lethal over the years. He had read a report that one of the other shifts lost both their main techs to a bee swarm. Jimmy carried a bandolier of extra power cells, shot shells that fired small nets, a machete to hack down the vigorously growing weeds, and a power toolkit.  
 
    He wore all the regulation gear except for his boots and gloves. Those were a gift four sleeps back when the main techs could still be seen by the natives. They were made specifically for him, so they fit like a second skin, and after over forty years of active use, he couldn’t imagine wearing anything else.  
 
    He slapped the first power pack into his slug thrower, loaded a net round in one chamber and a rubber bullet round in the other, and then slung it combat style, under his arm, barrel forward, and ready to fire.  
 
    He dipped and twisted as he flexed his muscles and made sure that his armor moved with him in sync, augmenting his strength. He whirled and kicked at the air. He jumped to the ceiling, slapped his free hand against it and dropped back to the floor, landing softly as his the armor absorbed most of the deceleration force. 
 
    He worked his shoulders, tightened his jaw, licked his lips, and growled as he forced his adrenaline to flow. He started rocking as he prepared to enter the colonists’ world.  
 
    “Jimmy six five, comm check,” he said softly.  
 
    “Jimmy six five, aye,” the computer’s female voice responded.  
 
    “Why are you female but the one who relays our orders is male?” Jimmy wondered aloud. 
 
    “Because one is from the reporting and documentation section. The programmers felt that you’d be more open and honest with a female stenographer, and more likely to comply with a male supervisor,” the voice in his ears responded pleasantly. 
 
    “But you’re not a female. You’re a computer,” Jimmy replied, stopping his rocking to think about what she was saying. “That’s so last millennium thinking.” 
 
    “It is, but who am I to argue with the programmers. All hail the mighty programmers!” 
 
    “Is that a joke? If so, it’s a pretty good one. If not, then it’s even better!” Jimmy started to laugh. “Enough of that, computer. Jimmy six five, transiting to entry point…Let me see; here it is, entry point three five alpha niner one.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Jimmy jogged from the locker room, turned into a wide corridor, picking up his pace as he went. It took him ten minutes to run the three-mile long main service corridor before he reached the three five transverse maintenance corridor.   
 
    He waved his arm wearing the steel-gray engineering band in front of the access pad. The door slid aside with a faint whirr of the servos. Jimmy entered, taking care to not bump into the variety of equipment, conduits, and pumping that lined the walls. Heavy access hatches stood at regular intervals.  
 
    Jimmy counted down as he ran.  
 
    Eight eight. Eight niner. Niner zero. 
 
    He slowed to a walk, stopping before the hatch labeled “91.”  
 
    “Jimmy six five, requesting permission to access entry point three five alpha niner one.” Jimmy waited. Maintenance access was granted by the computer with a secondary verification of the engineering access band. It took both forms for the hatch to open. 
 
    “Access will be granted in ten minutes when the deck goes dark,” the female voice responded. 
 
    “Standing by,” Jimmy reported. He checked the computer interface on his forearm. A series of small maintenance tasks scrolled across the screen. He’d be busy when he returned. Just as well. It made his ten-year shift go more quickly.  
 
    He couldn’t wait to talk with the bridge crew, the command staff and find out how many more sleeps before they’d get to their new home. Sometimes, even a minion like him needed to know lofty things.  
 
    He only wanted to know what was next. Didn’t most people?  
 
    He furled his brow as he thought about how much he didn’t know. The ship’s overseers used to share so much more, but after the first sleep, everything changed. He didn’t know who was in charge anymore. The only information he ever saw was on computer printouts, like those scrolling across his sleeve.  
 
    There had to be a reason that made sense. The ship was running well. He had plenty to eat and lived comfortably. Even though Willie could be a jerk, he was a good man at heart.  
 
    “One minute to access,” the computer voice projected through his earpieces.  
 
    Time to get some, Jimmy! he told himself, feeling the familiar surge of energy as his body responded. He flipped his goggles down. 
 
    The corridor lights switched to red, and they faded with the countdown. The corridor had turned pitch black an instant before the hatch slid open.  
 
    Jimmy was out of the blocks and running, letting the armor drive his legs faster than any human should have been capable of. Ten steps into Deck 11, a branch swung out of nowhere and hit him in the chest. He stumbled, bending over backward to get under the branch, but a second one came from behind and swept his legs out from under him. 
 
    He rolled to the side, away from where he thought the strikes came from, then smoothly regained his feet, crouching in a fighter’s pose. He let his slug thrower clatter to his side as he pulled his stun gun, aiming it into the forest’s trees.  
 
    Jimmy watched the tree as it tucked its branches in and resumed looking like a normal tree. Jimmy made a half circle to be certain that a tribe of mutants wasn’t hiding behind it, before continuing on his mission. 
 
    “Log, encounter with a mutant tree. Swinging branches as a tripping hazard,” Jimmy said softly, knowing that the microphone picked up his voice and the computer would add the location, timestamp, and equipment status. Jimmy hadn’t taken any damage besides his pride at getting knocked down by a tree. He wondered what else it would have done had he not rolled out of its reach. 
 
    That didn’t matter as it wasn’t his mission to assess the mutant life on the deck, only mark its location and address the issue that he was tasked with.  
 
    Period. 
 
    Mountains stood in the distance. Even in the darkness, they looked majestic. Jimmy marveled at those who designed such a ship. He knew that they were only partially mountains, and mostly simply artistic tricks with depth and shading.  
 
    The ship’s hull was just beyond the forest. No matter what it looked like, there were no mountains on Deck 11. 
 
    Jimmy shifted left and right as he ran through the forest, keeping a wary eye on the trees as he passed them. He started to lose confidence in what he thought he had seen. A living tree?  
 
    Maybe his lunch was doing something to his insides.  
 
    He dismissed it all as irrelevant to the mission when warm bodies showed up on his infrared. He slowed as he tried to angle away from them, but they spread out in front of him.  
 
    Jimmy stopped and ducked behind a tree. He checked his slug thrower.  
 
    Full power. Rubber bullets and net rounds. The creatures ahead were already stalking him.  
 
    That meant they could see in the dark, but so could he and he assumed that he could see better than them because he had the best technology the Warden had to offer.  
 
    “Preparing to engage a band of monkeys,” he whispered.  
 
    He pushed off the tree and ran at the biggest group. As he closed, he realized that they weren’t on the ground. He should have known that such creatures made their homes in the trees. He ran through his memories of monkeys, and that made him change his approach.  
 
    He needed to run away from the largest group because what they would throw at him would not be mud. It would take the sonic shower a week to get the smell out, and he didn’t have that kind of time.  
 
    Jimmy zeroed in on the monkeys, using his infrared targeting scanner. He slowed, aimed, and fired the net round at the branch where two of the brazen little beasts hopped up and down.  
 
    His net flew in a nearly straight line, but as it got close, it burst into flames and disintegrated, showering the monkeys with ash. They chittered angrily. He felt the temperature in his suit rising rapidly. 
 
    That’s damn inconvenient, he thought, believing that his suit was malfunctioning.  
 
    Sweat rolled from his forehead, stinging his eyes. “I need to find water, computer, vector me, please!” he told his computer companion.  
 
    “Bearing one one zero, eighty meters,” she replied. Jimmy ran, ignoring the group that raged in the branches. The noise was deafening. His cover was blown. He’d been both seen and engaged by the natives.  
 
    They chased him as he headed toward the stream. Using his eyes to activate defensive systems, he brought up the suit’s sonic defense weapon and aimed it in a one-hundred-eighty-degree arc behind him.  
 
    It was in a range that he couldn’t hear, but knew it was active when the monkeys lost their minds.  
 
    You’d think I was flaying them alive, Jimmy thought as he ran a few more steps and jumped into a shallow stream meandering through the area.  
 
    He had to lay down in the water to cool his system enough that he could breathe again. Steam rose from his armor as he crawled forward to keep moving away from the monkeys.  
 
    They’d stopped their screaming as soon as he’d gone underwater. When he lifted his head up and reactivated his system, infrared showed the creatures were moving away. 
 
    “Log encounter with a band of forty-seven monkeys. Nothing unusual noted. Suit malfunctioned and overheated, please verify,” Jimmy whispered in the darkness. 
 
    “Suit did not malfunction,” the voice replied. 
 
    Jimmy knew that it had, but he wasn’t going to argue in the middle of the open deck. “Just log it,” he told the computer. 
 
    Jimmy highlighted the command band on his map. Despite the distractions, he was making progress. He stood, and still dripping, he headed back into the forest. 
 
    He’d only taken twenty steps when another creature appeared before him. He turned to avoid it, but it sped up to get back in front of him.  
 
    By all that’s holy, would you leave me alone? I’ve got a job to do, Jimmy thought to himself. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’s not in my nature to leave the interesting alone. I have to explore and learn and discover!” a voice said, seemingly coming from all around. 
 
    “Who said that?” Jimmy asked, confirming on infrared that no warm bodies were close and using his eyes to see that he was alone.  
 
    “Why, it is only I, Meles Meles or as I prefer, Badgerus Maximus at your service!” the voice offered. 
 
    “I still don’t see you,” Jimmy replied. “My name is Jimmy, and I’m on an important mission. It’s nice to meet you, but if it’s not too inconvenient, I’ll be on my way now.”  
 
     “I know all about your mission, Jimmy, to get the band so you can go to the bridge and find out when we’re going to get to our new home,” the voice said all-knowingly.  
 
    Jimmy hadn’t even shared his real motivations with the computer.  
 
    Jimmy started to walk away. The creature he was trying to avoid closed the distance quickly by dropping to all fours and running. When it stepped out from behind one of the many forest trees, it was standing on two feet.  
 
    “You’re a Badger,” Jimmy blurted.  
 
    “Of course, I’m a Badger. What do you think meles meles means? My word! You’ve had hundreds of years and never bothered to learn the species that inhabit our world? Humans…” Meles lamented. 
 
     “I don’t see your lips moving,” Jimmy observed.  
 
    “My gods, you really don’t get it, do you? Telepathy? Does that ring a bell anywhere in that Cro-Magnon mind of yours?” Meles taunted. 
 
    “Telepathy?” Jimmy exclaimed. “Whatever. You could be a ventriloquist’s dummy for all I know.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you because clearly, you need a chaperone to protect you from yourself.” Meles moved close and turned to face in the same direction as Jimmy. 
 
    “I work alone,” Jimmy said flatly, squinting his eyes at the creature next to him. 
 
    “Of course, you do. Lead onward, human,” Meles told him. 
 
    “If I’m leading, doesn’t that suggest someone is following?” Jimmy claimed. 
 
    “You need to lead your own way in life,” Meles said philosophically. “So, no, you’re not leading anyone. I just happen to be going in that direction, so we’ll be traveling together, that’s all, out of serendipity, mind you.” 
 
    “As you wish, Badger,” Jimmy said, chuckling at his joke since he was feeling badgered. The creature had been inside his head, and he was sure that he didn’t like that, either. “And stay out of my mind!” 
 
    “As you wish, stupid human,” Meles said directly into his mind. 
 
    The two walked in silence, but Jimmy felt like he was behind schedule. “I’m going to run now to make up for lost time. It’s been real, your fuzziness.” 
 
    “Don’t walk on my account,” Meles answered. 
 
    Jimmy started to run, and the Badger easily kept pace. Jimmy ran faster and faster until the suit would give him no more.  
 
    The infrared showed no contacts. He was free all the way to the encampment where the mutants had the command band.  
 
    Meles was keeping pace and at one point, passed Jimmy to show him that a human in a powered augmentation suit wasn’t the fastest creature around.  
 
    Jimmy slowed. Even with the boost that the suit gave him, it was a workout to run like that. He panted, putting his hands on top of his head to expand his chest and drag in more air.  
 
    The Badger stopped next to him and stood up. He was breathing a little harder than normal, but that was it. Jimmy shook his head and looked toward the encampment. A small group of Wolfoids. 
 
    “Very nasty, that bunch,” Meles informed him.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Jimmy whispered while cycling through the various observation devices at his command—infrared, ultraviolet, and directional microphones.   
 
    “Because I know of them. I avoid them, because, only the mountain lion is faster than a Badger and that’s only in most cases,” Meles said proudly. 
 
    “I’ll be,” Jimmy said, conceding the fact that the Badger had made itself his partner. “Here’s the plan. I sneak in there, take the band, and sneak out. Then I go on my merry way, savvy?” 
 
    “You’re not going to sneak anywhere. I suspect they already know you’re here. You don’t shield your mind very well. You don’t shield at all. I will be surprised if you survive this and have absolutely no hope that you’ll wrest that band from their grimy paws.” 
 
    “You misunderguesstimate me, my friendly Badger. Now, if you’ll step aside, the men need to go to work.” Jimmy shoved Meles aside as he walked boldly away, dodging around a tree as soon as he could.  
 
    He checked his slug thrower, switching to rubber bullets. He loosed the stun gun in its holster, brought up the sonic defense to activate it with one thought, and then reverified the Wolfoids’ locations. Six of them scattered as if sleeping. 
 
    They already know I’m here. Right, Jimmy thought sarcastically. 
 
    He made a beeline for his target.  
 
    Two steps into the clearing where he thought the Wolfoids had been sleeping, an alarm went off, a flare shot into the air and Jimmy stood there in his suit, highlighted for the whole universe to see.  
 
    “Damn!” he yelled and flipped up his night vision as he started to run. “Activate sonic defense!” 
 
    A Wolfoid near him started to howl.  
 
    Gotcha, Jimmy thought.  
 
    Two Wolfoids up ahead were lying in wait. He could see them hiding behind a stump and small mound of dirt. Jimmy ran at the mound and leaped high when he hit the top. 
 
    The Wolfoid thrust its spear at him. He pulled and fired the stun gun as he passed overhead. Jimmy felt the power of the adrenaline surge, impressing himself with his newfound speed.  
 
    He angled back toward the command band. Now that he was this close, he realized that the creature was wearing it. That would create a problem, but nothing that couldn’t be resolved by the use of superior firepower. 
 
    Jimmy dove and rolled. The Wolfoid behind the trunk had left his cover and was chasing him. Jimmy pumped two rubber bullets into the creature’s chest, sending him flying backward. Jimmy jumped up and ran. 
 
    “Deactivate sonic defense,” Jimmy ordered his suit when he couldn’t take the pitiful Wolfoid howling any longer. 
 
    When he reached the Wolfoid with the command band, he hesitated. The creature looked ancient, and Jimmy wondered if he’d survive getting stunned.  
 
    “Give me the band,” he commanded in the human tongue, holding out his hand.  
 
    The Wolfoid shook its head.  
 
    “Sorry about this,” Jimmy apologized as he aimed the stun gun at the old Wolfoid. A thin paw pulled his arm down as Meles appeared at his side.  
 
    “I’m simply amazed at what you accomplished, stupid human. Bravo!” Meles said. “He’s not going to give it to you, but he may be willing to trade.”  
 
    “I don’t have anything to trade,” Jimmy argued. He gently removed the Badger’s paw from his arm so he could take aim.  
 
    “Trade, stupid human!” Meles said more urgently.  
 
    “No, stupid Badger!” Jimmy replied, yanking his arm free.  
 
    Jimmy aimed, and his head exploded as if someone hit him with a water pipe. He staggered and stumbled, finally falling to one knee.  
 
    “Give him your slug thrower,” Jimmy heard Meles say when the stars stopped shooting through his eyes.  
 
    “I can’t give him my slug thrower. I signed for it!” Jimmy replied. His head exploded again, and he lost all feeling in his arms. His slugthrower fell free from his fingers. A Badger’s paws slipped the sling from his arm and delivered the slug thrower to the old Wolfoid.  
 
    Jimmy’s head cleared almost instantly. He looked up to see the Wolfoid studying the slug thrower, while Meles was holding up the command band. Jimmy took it in his gloved hand, nodded to the Wolfoid, and walked away. 
 
    “How easy was that?” Meles badgered Jimmy, reappearing at his side after they left the camp. Jimmy looked angrily at the Badger. 
 
    “I don’t know what you did, but you’re on their side!” Jimmy accused.  
 
    “I’m a Badger,” Meles started to explain. “The only side I’m on is my own, but you are kind of interesting, and more importantly, you do interesting things, and I find that to be… well, I find that to be interesting.”  
 
    “You are an odd one,” Jimmy said, checking his infrared and other sensors. He saw that the Wolfoids were gathered around their elder.  
 
    “You would have had to hurt them, and I just couldn’t have that,” Meles said candidly. 
 
    “I didn’t want that, either,” Jimmy said. “Oh well. We’ll just have to see what comes from that.”  
 
    Jimmy put the command band around his wrist and looked at its alternating red and blue color. His was steel gray. He liked the look of the command band on his wrist. He smiled as he made his report. 
 
    “Log mission recovery complete. Return via command elevator x-ray four. Log encounter. Six Wolfoids. One electronically stunned, one stunned by use of rubber bullets, four incapacitated by use of sonic defense. Slugthrower lost during the engagement. Mark for a later recovery mission.” 
 
    The computer blinked a response. When main techs were on deck, the computer limited its engagement so the humans wouldn’t be distracted. 
 
    Maybe humans are stupid? He thought. Nah! That’s crazy Badger talk. 
 
    Jimmy extended the reach of his sensors and chose a route toward the command elevator near the ramp that led to Deck 12, and he started to run. Jimmy maintained a pace that was far less than his maximum speed, but he knew that it wouldn’t wear him down.  
 
    He didn’t want to be huffing and puffing when he talked with the bridge crew.  
 
    Jimmy and Meles reached the elevator without another encounter. They stood before a wide, vine-covered column, the elevator doors concealed from view. The access pad was also hidden.  
 
    “What are you waiting for,” the badger asked impatiently. 
 
    “It’s just that I’ve been thinking about this for years and in moments, I’m going to go where I’ve never been and talk with people well above my station, although we’re all supposed to be equal, we know that’s not true. I don’t know. Maybe my expectations are too high?” Jimmy wondered. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll just go and find out. And no, you can’t stop me from coming, because this is really interesting!” Meles said, excitement creeping into his telepathic voice. 
 
    Jimmy had no comeback. He waved his arm, and the elevator doors ripped at foliage and pulled apart, revealing what seemed to be an unused elevator. Jimmy pulled a vine out of the way, holding it for Meles to get past. 
 
    Once on the elevator, Jimmy spoke confidently, smiling. “Command Deck, please, Deck 10.”  
 
    The elevator took twenty seconds to transit from Deck 11, slowing to a stop. The doors opened with less trouble than they had on the previous deck. Jimmy looked out, standing in the doorway so the crew wouldn’t see the badger before he had a chance to explain. 
 
    Meles coughed behind him.  
 
    Jimmy noticed it, too. The air smelled stale. It wasn’t anything like the clean air of the forest on Deck 11 or even the recycled air flowing through the maintenance corridors winding their way throughout the ship.  
 
    Lights flashed from consoles throughout. Numerous positions seemed active, but there were no people. Jimmy walked slowly from the elevator, not noticing that the doors closed when he and Meles were clear.  
 
    The badger was unusually quiet, but Jimmy didn’t notice that either. He saw the raised platform and the commanding chair where the captain would sit. He approached it from behind, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw the helmeted figure.  
 
    “I’m sorry sir, why are you in a spacesuit?” Jimmy asked, looking around quickly to make sure he hadn’t entered a hazard zone.  
 
    He moved around the front, Meles walking around the other side. Together they stood as they saw the cracked faceplate and the skeleton within.  
 
    Jimmy looked around in shock, seeing a few more figures who had died at their posts.  
 
    “Who knows when we’re going to get to our new home?” Jimmy asked, his voice sounding small in the large space.  
 
    “Maybe you are home,” Meles replied. 
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    The End 
 
      
 
    Keep reading! There are some cool author notes at the end where you get insight into little things like how we think! And, there is a great picture back there, too. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




The Free Trader Series 
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    The Free Trader series is currently six books, soon to be nine of prequel adventure where you get to meet each of the species mentioned in the Cygnus Space Opera.  
 
    A ‘cat and his human minions fight to bring peace to humanity. Compared to Andre Norton, David Gemmell, and Larry Niven, the Free Trader series takes you to a colonized world across the galaxy where engineered animals help the people survive and become masters of the planet. After a devastating civil war, humanity and its creations rise again. The Free Trader finds himself at a crossroads: can he and his ‘cat prevent a repeat of past mistakes as they rebuild civilization?  
 
    Here’s what some reviewers had to say about the Free Trader… 
 
    “Most authors can't make an animal character believable. This one does. Craig Martelle has a great imagination and can put it down on paper for you to enjoy also, just like the great writers of the golden age. His writing is very reminiscent of their work.” 
 
    “very good read. reminds me of Andre Norton.” 
 
    “This series is excellent. The characters are well developed and the story line is compelling. As a long time fan of Post Apocalyptic books by Larry Niven and others as well as PA games, I would encourage anyone who enjoys Apocalyptic, Survival, and high adventure books to read this series.” 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01G19OHTS/ref=series_rw_dp_sw 
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    By Michael-Scott Earle 
 
    Looking for another novel with game elements? You’ll absolutely love Lion's Quest. It has tons of great fantasy elements combined with video game culture (safety tip – it also has sex & violence).  
 
      
 
    Leo "The Lion" Lennox is the 10 year world champion of Astafar Unlimited, the best virtual reality game of all time. However, Leo has become bored with his success, and wonders where his next challenge will lie. 
 
      
 
    Then he meets the mysterious Zarra, and she tempts the champ to try her cutting edge game. Leo soon discovers a virtual world that is beyond fantastic. Can he resist the lure of this amazing game and the beautiful woman that has asked him to quest on her behalf? 
 
      
 
    Get it here: 
 
    Amazon USA 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MU9SE9T 
 
    Amazon UK 
 
    http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B01MU9SE9T 
 
    Amazon Canada 
 
    http://www.amazon.ca/dp/B01MU9SE9T 
 
    Amazon Australia 
 
    http://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B01MU9SE9T 
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    https://www.amazon.com/J.A.-Cipriano/e/B00NO1VHJ0/ 
 
    Postscript 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this anthology!  
 
    If you like to see the series continue, please join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.  
 
    If you liked the stories, please write a short review for us on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.   
 
    Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle
Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle
My web page – www.craigmartelle.com
Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Author Notes 
 
    [image: ]This was a great project that we had been thinking about for quite some time. The author business has been kind, so when I approached Jim with the idea, he was all for it. We set it up so everyone could win.  
 
    And with the latest medical issues, I’ve set this up so 100% of the profit on this book goes to James M. Ward. So thank you for your purchase or if you are in Kindle Unlimited, thank you for reading to this point. Your page reads are going to a good cause. 
 
    What are your best memories of Metamorphosis Alpha? For me, it’s dragging the 1976 original rule book all over the world. It was the one constant in my entire Marine Corps career. It’s been in 20 different countries, in times of war and peace. It was always there to read through and jot notes about, but mostly to daydream of adventures on the Starship Warden.  
 
    When I finally really retired, I decided it was time to write the stories down. My first book was a survival piece based on the fact that we live in Alaska. My second and third books were Gamma World inspired – my Free Trader series. And then the third book in that series is where I take the Free Trader and his group to the colony ship orbiting the planet Cygnus VII. It was great fun.  
 
    I wrote three more in that series and this summer I’ll write three more and finish the series with Free Trader 9, Return to the Traveler. They need one more grand adventure on board the old colony ship.  
 
    With that, I wish you a fond adieu from the sub-Arctic. There are so many more stories to write, so I’m back at the computer typing madly away.  
 
    Peace, fellow humans.  
 
    And now, as promised, a picture (next page, actually). 
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    Craig Martelle at GaryCon IX, contemplating GaryCon X (I already have my room reserved). See you there, fellow gamers. 
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