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          1 Alphalon, Day One

        

      

    

    
      Man’s worth is not determined by the size of his axe but by the size of his acts.

      —Village Elder, Jamus Wardenhofer

      

      Timeless and modern. Little more than a village, it was the foundation of all that remained of humanity.  It was the truth as they knew it. Where they had come from had been long forgotten. Where they were going was yet to be determined. Peacekeepers and truth tellers. Families and friends, love and loss. The people lived the best they could in Alphalon.

      “It’s time,” Gerrick Starsign told his son.

      On the cusp of manhood, Finnur was tall and strong. Atop his broad shoulders, his young face bore no hair. His friends laughed, but he shrugged it off. He controlled his beard as much as he could control the skylights.

      He wasn’t afraid to wrestle his friends into submission, either, just in case they persisted. Sometimes, being the biggest and strongest had its advantages. Other times, it was best to listen to the world, learn what it had to say.

      “I know, father. I am ready.”

      “No. One can never be ready for the unknown, only well-practiced in how to respond,” Gerrick replied.  He crossed his arms as he appraised his son. “I think you will pass the test.”

      Finnur pursed his lips and watched his father for signs that he’d continue imparting wisdom. It was his way, the way of the Starsign line. Legend had it that the Starsign family had guided the great migration from a place called Bridge, to save the lives of those who became the first elders of Alphalon. Passed from parents to children, the leaders had always been Starsigns. It was a responsibility that they carried, through good times and bad. They took the responsibility to enforce the single purpose of those in their charge—preserve life, grow the village.

      “I cannot fail. My disgrace is your disgrace,” Finnur said firmly.

      “I think disgrace is trivial compared to losing you. You don’t fail the challenge. You either survive it or die.”

      “I know, father. I am afraid, but I’m ready to take my place among the adults. To venture farther and bring back better for our people. I want to see beyond the trees. What secrets does the sky hold, or the caves beneath the ground?”

      “Being afraid will keep you on your toes. It requires courage to continue, despite the fear.” Gerrick smiled and pulled his son into a hug. “When the sun sets tomorrow, it will be done. Go now, see your friends and finish your preparations. Help the others and, come high noon, you’ll enter the thorn field.”

      Finnur nodded to his father, playfully punched him in the chest, and walked away, head held high. Gerrick’s wife, Alusia had watched from the shadows. She joined her husband.

      “I worry,” Gerrick said softly. “Every year, we lose someone during the rite of passage. The village has not grown under my leadership. Each year we lose the same number we gain. I may have to step aside. I need you to be ready to take my place.”

      “That’s enough of that madness!” Alusia replied. “We are not going to lose Finnur. I’ll be running through the thorn field after him if I feel his pain. Better to fail than leave this world.”

      Gerrick looked sideways at Alusia. Such a thing had never been done. He couldn’t allow it, or the rite of passage would never be made. He didn’t want to argue with his wife and settled for something simpler. “He’ll be fine because he’s our son and will pass into adulthood on the morrow. This next step will be good for his growth, as it was intended in the beginning. It remains our duty, our role in the village. He will persevere as we have since time began.”

      “As it will be,” Alusia delivered the rote response. She clenched her teeth until her son disappeared around a corner.
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        * * *

      

      Sigrid Shielddottir stood at the doors to her parents’ shop, coyly watching the path to the village. Her father’s latest creation leaned against her leg.

      “I could sell that for quite the sum. We’d eat well for weeks to come,” Magnus Shields repeated.

      “It will serve a greater purpose this way,” she heard herself reply. She wasn’t interested in rehashing the past. “He needs it more than we need excess.”

      “How long have you pined for that boy?”

      “He’s a man.” She didn’t bother to look at her father. They’d been through it before and would continue their dance. Her lithe form, blonde hair, oversized eyes, and kindness had attracted many suitors, but she had shown no interest.

      “Tomorrow, if he survives the thorn field, he’ll be a man, but not before.”

      “There he is, now hush.”

      Magnus continued to stand there.

      “A little privacy, please,” she begged, looking rapidly back and forth between Finnur and her father. She waved when Finnur looked at her. He waved back. She flushed and smiled, turning away to find her father gone.

      “Finnur,” she called. “I have something for you.”

      The young man walked toward her with no hesitation in his stride. “You called, Sigrid?”

      “I have a present for you, to help you through the trial.” She lifted the shield and held it before her.

      “I’ve never seen its equal!” Finnur exclaimed. He hesitantly took it. “I do not have enough for this. I have nothing to trade.”

      “It’s a present.”

      “Maybe something of less value. I cannot take this.”

      “It’s duralloy, the best known to man, and it’s all yours.”

      Light and oddly shaped because there was no way the modern techniques could cut or bend the duralloy of the ancients, a fur and leather border protected the carrier from its jagged edges. A hand strap had been cleverly fastened within. Working with the duralloy without bending it to his will was Magnus’ gift.

      Finnur ducked and dodged as he sparred with an imaginary enemy.

      “I cannot,” he stated, frowning. He took it from his arm and set it on the ground next to Sigrid. “Tomorrow, when I return to the village, we will talk anew. The adult known as Finnur Starsign will have words with your father. After that, we will see which direction our paths take.”

      He nodded abruptly and walked away.

      Sigrid’s shoulders slumped. Tears rolled down her cheeks and fell on the abandoned shield, the best known to mankind, incapable of protecting anyone when it wasn’t carried.
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        * * *

      

      “Danal!” Finnur yelled when he caught sight of his closest friend. They had grown up together as they were the same age. Danal was to make the rite of passage the next day, too.

      “Here, you big lout,” Danal tossed a newly turned spear at Finnur. The young man crouched instantly, balanced on the balls of his feet with his hands raised, ready to dodge or fight. He caught the spear and hefted it.

      “Waxwood. Nice.” He walked ahead and made to hand it back.

      “It’s for you.”

      “Another gift? Sigrid tried to give me a duralloy shield. I couldn’t take it. Her family needs to sell it.”

      “Who are you to decide what her family needs? Maybe they need you to join them, a son-in-law to help bring food to their table,” Danal pointed out.

      “What?”

      “For a smart guy, sometimes you cannot see what’s in front of you. No matter. You need that spear because you must watch my back. If you let me die in there, my father will toss you back in as many times as it takes.”

      “Why do people think anyone is going to die? We’re going to dominate the thorn field and creatures that call it home.” Finnur’s smile showed perfect white teeth. He looked down at his short friend, though he considered him an equal. Danal was outrageously strong, a gift of the gods. The price was his height, but no one lifted more. Finnur was happy to be at Danal’s side.

      “People always die in the thorns. Remember last year? Two never returned and one from the year before.”

      “Bah! Their courage failed them, and they ran away.”

      “That’s not what Sigrid said. She was there. She said a Black One, the eight-legged creature with the poisonous bite, overwhelmed him.”

      Finnur dodged back and stabbed repeatedly with his new spear. “The Black One dies on the point of our weapons, and then we roast him for our dinner!”

      “I’m not eating it, but I will watch the hair on its body burn and its legs curl within the flames. Nothing with eight legs should live.”

      “Then we will fight it together and leave its corpse in our wake. We will make the field safe for future generations from Alphalon. Your brother comes up next year. Do you want him to face the Black One alone, or maybe a Piercer, Beetle, Mold, or worse?” Finnur grimaced at the thought of the creatures rumored to inhabit the thorn field, a maze that tracked halfway to the great walls beyond. There was one way in and one way out, they were next to each other, but with no easy way through.

      Miles would be walked before the end was reached. Whether they encountered resistance, was not up to them. Enemies would be thrown in their way at the whim of the gods.

      The two young men began sparring with their spears. Thrust, parry, dodge, and dance. Finnur perceived he only need deny Danal a successful attack, keep him moving, and he would tire. Then, he could find an easy opening and finish him.

      Danal paused to catch his breath. At that instant, Finnur attacked. He knocked the spear from Danal’s numb fingers and held the point near his friend’s chest.

      “I yield,” Danal said, lacing his fingers on top of his head. He breathed deep while Finnur recovered Danal’s spear and handed it back. Finnur’s spear felt different, but he couldn’t tell why. He wouldn’t ask, as he didn’t want to look ignorant before his friend, the young man whose family made spears.

      “What don’t we know?” Finnur asked.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Danal replied.

      “When we look back tomorrow, what will we wish we knew?”

      “If we knew that, what shall remain of the thorn field to conquer?” Danal waved one hand. “It’s not what you know that defines you. It’s how you react to what you don’t know.”

      Finnur chewed his lip as he contemplated his friend’s words. “Maybe that’s what it’s about. I still want to know. Let’s talk to Ingalur, get him to share the secrets of the thorns.”

      “I doubt it. They’re sworn to silence. The shaman will cause him great pain should he tell us what he knows.”

      “Only if the shaman learns of it…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 Android Day One

        

      

    

    
      Time crumbles things, everything grows old under the power of time and is forgotten through the lapse of time.

      —Aristotle (on the Heavens)

      

      The colonization starship Warden traveled lost for 310 years, far off course from where its designers had intended. In the fifth year of its voyage, the ship passed through an unknown radiation field. That radiation filled the starship and killed almost all 50,000 humans on board. Those it didn't kill were mutated sometimes beyond recognition. Animals and plants were vastly changed, too, and many gained a dangerous cunning to the few humans remaining. Creatures learned how to thrive onboard the ship. Eventually, all creatures forgot they were on a ship. Only the mechanicals and androids knew what the ship was doing.

      The robots tried to fix things, but the damage was extensive. Each of the seventeen levels contained areas of radiation. The robots swept out and began anti-radiation procedures.

      That effort was ongoing 310 years later. Artificial intelligences controlled each level of the ship. There was also a guiding intelligence to help all the other A.I.s that had gone insane. Some were reasonable but bent on killing humans and humanoids. Some were insanely dangerous and conspired to kill all life on their level.

      When the robots failed to fix the ship, their programming detailed that they would turn on the android vats and generate the smarter androids when compared to robots.

      After passing through unusual and active vegetation, the engineering robot reached the android vats on the sixth level. However, it had to fix several broken systems on its own body before attending to the vat programming. Nanotechnology came in handy to fix the physical systems of both the robot and the android vats, but they couldn't fix some of the programming problems.

      Soon, the engineering robot from another level reached the vats in an effort to secure more aid to establish order on the ship. Records showed an out of the way android creation vat complex. The robot went into the area and fixed what components it could. It then activated the automatic android creation systems. On the first try, nothing happened. The robot delved into the systems and realized the proper chemicals and technology for androids to be vatted was not flowing properly.

      It set the correct chemicals and hardware on automatic generation and continuous feed into the vat system and turned on the equipment again. The robot figured when one-hundred companions, one-hundred workers, and one-hundred thinker androids were created, the level’s A.I. would turn off the creation system. It sent a memo to that effect.

      The ship level’s A.I. was not reading emails that day.

      The vat molds filled with the creation fluids and technology to make two companion androids. The vats spun and, ten hours later, two red-fleshed androids stepped out. Companion androids were designed to be pleasant and engaging servants of mankind. The male version was perfectly formed with broad shoulders, red flesh, and a slim waist. Its face was that of a famous actor of the 1990s. All androids were bald. The female version had an hourglass figure with red flesh and the face of a famous actress of the same era.

      Seeing the androids’ red skin alarmed the engineering robot. Its programming told it that red-fleshed androids were defective. Looking through the android vat creation programs, it noted these two androids didn't have the usual three programs for the safety and concern for humanity.

      It went through the protocols to discover what it should do. The creation protocols dictated the red androids must be recycled. It reached out a manipulative tentacle to scrap these two but was stopped by the male companion android. Programmed to help, yet without ethics when it came to humans, the androids had no idea what to help with or who. They only knew they functioned at 110% capacity. Their programs stopped the robot from discarding them.

      The robot considered the actions of the androids. The evaluation of its own programming told it to obey the actions and orders of all humans, all A.I. systems, and all androids. It obeyed the android's orders and backed off. It went to another part of the level and was promptly destroyed by a three-meter-tall mutated fern with leaves like slashing swords.

      The two companions and two worker androids stood at the vats waiting for instructions. There was a pounding on the portal. The companions opened the portal and, seeing no one, walked through. They didn't expect to see the jungle beyond. Going in further, they noticed impossibly large pods. Suddenly, those pods bent down and grabbed the two companion androids. In their screams for support, the worker androids grabbed a pick and a sledgehammer and pounded into the thick stems of the plants. Huge splashes of acid poured out of the plant and wounded the two workers. As the vegetation died from the pounding. the pods opened to display red gel from the death of the companions. The two workers crawled back and decided it was better to make a thinker android than more of their fellow workers and companions.

      They manned the controls, but, not knowing the programs, missed a few features. A red-fleshed thinker android came out with an intelligence greater than normal with an unusually long life span for an android of ten years.

      The red android thinker Zetta 1000 rolled off the creation vat and was acclaimed the new leader of the red androids.

      Its fingertips entered the programming facilities of the ship. Zetta learned about the seventeen levels of the ship and the manufacturing capabilities of the ship. Its alarm grew when it realized how profoundly broken the ship and its systems were. Zetta blamed the humans for traversing an unknown radiation area. It decided humans and their ways must end if the ship was to survive.

      It laid out plans for a community of red androids on a farm with the group taking over the levels of the ship, one by one. These androids were not programmed to be warriors but, in the next few weeks, Zetta threw its android squads against nasty mutant groups to train its androids to battle. All the while setting up the farmstead as a calm and helping group on the ship. Its primary mission statement was the taking over of the levels, repair the ship, and get it back on course before something broke down again that couldn't be repaired.

      It took a month for the androids to build up enough new androids to establish a viable farm. Then it took months to build the tools to make the tools. All the while, Zetta modified construction and fabrication programs, turning them into blueprint plans. All the while, mutants and mutant plants attacked the builders. The worst attackers were groups of wolfoids using human technology. The androids learned to fight groups by using a great deal of physical force. Worker androids eventually programmed themselves to fight all types of creatures.

      The androids moved out from their farm expecting to find a level of factories; instead, they found a deadly forest with ruins scattered throughout. The androids knew how the main ship elevator worked but didn't have a correctly colored armband to open the lift door.

      The side door and an inclined plane to another level allowed groups of androids to explore the other ship levels and the spaces between levels. Zetta aimed to find operable manufacturing areas to build useful military equipment. After several nasty defeats, Zetta understood force alone wasn’t the only way to win battles. Eventually at the farm, androids led by Zetta positioned themselves as helpful to all strangers entering the area. They erected a very human-like farmhouse and several large barns. They built labs under the structures. Outside the farm, the androids still patrolled and attempted to kill the dangerous flora and fauna. On rare occasions where they encountered humans and humanoids, they were guided to the farm for Zetta to befriend, evaluate, and eliminate.

      After three months, the level had been mostly pacified—at least that’s what Zetta thought. There were now a hundred worker androids with aggressive programming that made them deadly combatants. Zetta had seen several mutant groups with high level weapon's technology, and this gave it pause.

      It searched the databanks of the insane A.I. This had made the thinker android realize it needed to arm its warriors with better equipment. It wanted a set of nearby, difficult-to-detect outposts to protect the farm from sudden surprises. The giant spiders, newly discovered rabbit humanoids, and the packs of wolfoids needed to be defended against.

      Every time Zetta thought its defenses were more than adequate to defend the farm, a new group would attack. It collated data on at least five different wolfoid groups. Each of these displayed different combat features using vastly different equipment. The worst of these were the black clad wolfoids. These creatures attacked at night. The clothes they wore hid their infrared signature. The weapons they used were deadly quiet. The androids couldn't figure out how to use those parts of captured equipment. Zetta had to develop new security systems to spot dark-clothed wolfoids.

      Several times, Zetta tried to negotiate with the packs of wolfoids. Every time the creatures attacked without acknowledging peaceful overtures. Eventually, Zetta ordered its androids to attack on sight. The wolfoid clans became their arch-enemies. Now, the rabbit humanoids were a problem as they stole fruit from the grenade orchards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 Alphalon, Day Two

        

      

    

    
      True genius resides in the capacity for evaluation of uncertain, hazardous, and conflicting information.

      —Winston Churchill

      

      Finnur and Danal stood before the farm hut where their friend Ingalur lived. He was a year older, but young at heart. He worked the farm with his parents, providing a great deal of food to the village. As far as families went, they were one of the wealthiest, if not the richest in Alphalon. You couldn’t tell it from the way they lived. Finnur didn’t understand.

      They didn’t bother knocking because no one was inside. The family would be in the fields, all seven of them. With four younger sisters, Ingalur was happy to have Finnur and Danal’s company. The young man didn’t understand his sisters, barely able to tolerate them as the next was three years younger and the others were separated by a year each after that. In his mind, they were like quadruplets, always in trouble. As one did, they all did.

      Finnur went straight to the field where he waved to Ingalur’s parents. They returned the greeting with one hand while their other was in perpetual motion, weeding, removing bugs, and keeping the fields fertile and growing. They had bots to help but saved those for the harvest. A breakdown now meant they wouldn’t be available later. They needed spare parts for their ecology bots. Which meant they needed the young to pass the maze and become journeymen—those who knew what the village needed and retrieved it. It wasn’t a task for the weak of heart.

      Or the weak of body. Ingalur’s father detached himself from his work to wave at his son. He approached Finnur and Danal. “Looking good, Finnur. Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      “I think so. We wanted to talk with Ingalur, see if he had any tips.” Finnur looked uncomfortable. He couldn’t lie, but the truth was forbidden.

      The older man held up his hand to stop Ingalur. “Get back to work! You don’t have time to jaw jack with your friends.”

      “Can we get a few minutes, please? We can help in the field to compensate for lost time.”

      “Tomorrow, you go in the maze. I cannot let you talk with Ingalur. The trial of the maze isn’t one to be cheated. You must learn its secrets from within. Those who undergo the challenge survive based on their ability to see what doesn’t wish to be seen, to respond to that which demands a response, and to win, when their opponent also wishes to win. You must see all, decide instantly on the right action, and move on to the next challenge. Do that until you are through the maze. You will be better for it…without any tips.”

      “I’m sorry,” Finnur apologized. “I don’t want to die.”

      Tears welled in the older man’s eyes. He clenched his jaw and gritted his teeth.

      “Only a fool looks for death, Finnur. The maze is a challenge inhabited by things that will kill you, but everything you need to know to survive the maze, you already know. Can you apply the lessons we’ve shared as you’ve grown from a child to the young men you are today? I know you can. If it was an easy test you could cheat, what would the future of our village look like? What would happen when a challenge arose that you didn’t already have the answers to? Better to fail in there,” he pointed at the distant hedge bordering the maze, “than out here where others lives depend on you. We are a better village because of the maze. We are a stronger village. Those who have lost children in there may not agree, but that’s where you can help each other. That is not forbidden. Together, you will be stronger and, together, you will survive. Do you know how to build trust, Finnur?”

      “Say what you’re going to do, then do it. A man true to his word can be trusted.”

      “Well said, young squire. You’re ready. Rest and drink plenty of water. Today’s water keeps you healthy tomorrow. Please, ask no one else for tips. You’ll get yourselves in trouble. Sigrid cannot be with someone who’s banished.”

      “Why do you mention her?”

      “Sometimes us older folk enjoy watching the power of young love. It makes you jump until you touch the sky, or it makes you want to dig a hole and crawl inside. We would rather you realize happiness than despair. As for you, Danal, why would you allow this foolishness? The village’s spear maker should take pride in the abilities of his children to fight. Be the warrior you were born to be.” The older man waved his hand dismissively and hurried back to his endless work in the fields.

      Endless unless they had the parts and pieces to keep the ecology bots functioning. Maybe even increase the numbers.

      “I see,” Finnur said as he peered into the distance at the confines of their world, yet there had to be more. Only those who survived the unknowns of the maze became adventurers, searchers. No. Many survived the maze, but very few left the village to seek the unknown. Even fewer returned. Those who thrived in the maze became the greatest treasure for the village. “I see it clearly. I know what must be done.”

      Finnur smiled and slapped his friend on the back.

      “What do you see?”

      “That I will meet you at the designated time. Until then, I must clear my mind of the distractions that have been of my own creation. I am holding me back, not the lack of knowledge. Ingalur’s old man has it right. This is the final test of our hearts and minds. Do we have the courage to see the truth?”

      Finnur laughed and briskly strode away using his new spear as a walking stick. He whistled on his way toward the friendly woods abutting the village walls.

      “What does that mean?” Danal yelled after him, but he received no answer.

      Finnur found a shaded spot, away from the sounds of daily life within Alphalon. He sat cross legged and stared at the tree before him.

      “I will see what wishes to remain unseen. I will act before they do. I will not be where they attack, and this will make me invulnerable. I will see what wishes to remain unseen...” Finnur chanted, trying to see between the cracks in the tree bark as his mind cleared and allowed his eyes to see without any preconceptions.

      The lines in the bark sharpened. A bug crawled from the darkness between cracks. A single drip of sap appeared. A fly landed on the drop, hungrily attacking it. A moth the same color and texture of the bark hugged the tree as it waited for nightfall.

      Not long now, Finnur said to himself before starting the chant anew.

      When it was dark, he blinked and wondered where the time had gone. It was late. How late, he didn’t know. He needed as much rest as he could get. He would sleep well tonight. He was ready.
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        * * *

      

      While the other candidates seemed ragged and nervous, Finnur wore a look of confidence, walking without fear and head held high. He used his spear as a walking stick, checking his surroundings before twirling it and ending in a one-handed combat pose. He wasn’t showing off. His was a display to show he was ready to fight, not for himself, but for all of them.

      Gerrick Starsign and his wife Alusia held their hands up for calm. The entire village, two hundred and fifty residents of all shapes and sizes, humans and mutants, showed up to wish the next generation well on their trial. Some were cheerful, some gloomy, and some quiet as a sign of respect for those about to enter the maze.

      When silence arrived, Gerrick spoke, “If our village is to grow, we need our children to be stronger and faster than us. We need them to do more than survive. We need them to thrive. The first step in achieving adulthood is through that portal. When they emerge from the other side, they will be adults, having survived the trial. As one group, better than they are as individuals. No one survives alone in this world, but sometimes we are alone. Some places in the maze you will have to navigate together, and there are others where you must go alone. You will figure that out when you get there.

      “We implore you to remember all you’ve been taught.” Gerrick fixed his son with a fatherly look. “Remember it and apply it. You won’t realize until you get in there you’ve been training your whole lives for this moment. We have every confidence in you. Be confident in yourselves. Your time to say goodbye is done. Name the names.”

      Alusia pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and read. “Danal Spear. Nah’teg Butcher. Lameeris Wheaton. Jupiter Pilot. Plista Cornwall.  And Finnur Starsign. Take your places before the door.”

      Gerrick stepped aside. It was on Alusia to open the door and see them through. She wanted to be strong for her son—she needed to be strong for them all. She defied tradition and stood in front of the open doorway. She put her hand on Danal’s chest. “Strength and light,” she told him before letting him pass. She did that with each of the youth. Nah’teg, Lameeris, Jupiter, Plista, and finally, Finnur. When she put her hand on his chest, he pulled her to him and hugged her.

      “I will be fine, Mother. I will see you tomorrow.”

      He stepped through the door, and it closed behind him. There was no way to open it from inside the maze. Finnur took in his surroundings. There was only one way to the first bend. Danal made to take a step, but Finnur stopped him. “Don’t be in a hurry. See what there is to see, so it is easier to see what’s different.” He studied the hedges and bushes. What was there that didn’t want to be seen?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 42 Days Later

        

      

    

    
      You don't learn to stand on your own in the world by being on guard, but by attacking and getting well hammered yourself.

      —George Bernard Shaw

      

      Every morning with the dawn, thinker android Zetta 1000, reviewed its primary programming. As the leader of the red androids on Level-07, it took its duties seriously. The starship Warden was in Omega disaster mode, and the red androids felt they were the only ones able to fix the thousands of problems on the ship. There was no need for typing—its programming appendages were attached to the powerful computer terminal in the farm office. It just thought, and text appeared on the computer screen on the computer console.

      Zetta's primary mission statement was the taking over of the colonization starship’s levels, to repair the ship and get it back on course before something broke down that couldn't be repaired again. Its program also dictated the cause of the problems needed to be eliminated. Top on the list of problem makers were humans. When everything was correct, and the ship was on course, humans must be taken out of the equation. Eliminating them must wait, however, until their usefulness in repairing the starship came to an end. The red android farm was set up to take advantage of the stupidity of the intelligent cultures of the ship.

      Zetta was having problems with Level-07. After seeing over one thousand worker androids chopped, sprayed with acid, and eaten whole, the farm was finally erected and running. The six-meter cows were giving an excellent lubricant. The orchards were delivering harvests three times a year. The grenade explosive fruit was proving highly useful. There was still the occasional tripping of a companion or worker android that would crush a fruit and blow up, but that happened within acceptable boundaries of the program. Special containers for the fruit had been made and was being tested. The list of priority problems was short today.

      The robots of the level caused problems; however, they could be avoided. If Zetta could get an engineering armband, it could shut down those robots. The three-meter-tall humanoid rabbits were another thing. Those creatures ran hit-and-run operations on the farm, stealing equipment and picking explosive fruit at night. There was no telling when and where these mutants might attack. Zetta hadn’t yet discovered their hidden lairs. Zetta's answer to these problems was to acquire more resources. It ran through its short list of priorities.

      1 – TOP PRIORITY – Secure more armbands to activate the ship's elevator. Zetta had lost access to the original four armbands when four scavenger groups hadn't returned and were presumed lost. Armbands were needed to work the main ship’s elevator and access portals on the side of Level-07, and some buildings at the center of the level labeled ‘Horticultural Laboratories’ required green armbands to unlock.

      Zetta decided to search for likely places on the rest of the level for armbands, as they had found bands in piles of white calcium for some reason. That was where the first four were found as they’d battled through masses of deadly plants, giant red ants, and reptile raptors of several sizes for farmland. Scouting parties were now programmed to look for the piles and the armbands they might contain.

      2 – SECONDARY PRIORITY – Generate special android drones.

      Reviewing the ship’s records was a shocking process. As Zetta connected to the Level-07 artificial intelligence controlling the level, it exposed a totally dysfunctional computer system. Zetta discovered—to its horror—the only reason robots weren't summoned to destroy the red android farm was the A.I. thought the farm was ‘cute.’ Otherwise the artificial intelligence spent most of its time shouting for help to the equally insane ‘MAIN SHIP’S ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE.’

      Zetta 1000 got past the insanity to review the histories of the fabrication facilities on the ship. From those files, the thinker android created a white android drone. The thirty-centimeter wide and ten-centimeter tall oval construct could fly and transmit intelligence data from the camera systems on the unit. Zetta prepared ten of them and sent five to the east and five to the south of the level.

      Briefly, Zetta thought about destroying the artificial intelligence on Level-07; however, security protocols blocked Zetta's efforts to uncover its location, so the operation was dropped down the priority notation list.

      3 – TERTIARY PRIORTY – Gain new weapon technology for ranged attacks. Squads of worker and companion androids were downloading combat techniques from the ship's computer. Their destruction rate at the tentacles and plant fronds around the ship level was too high for the logic systems of Zetta's plans for the level. It had recently equipped the android combat forces with metal javelins, though their application was unsatisfying for they rarely stopped the aggressive actions of the plants left on the level, let alone the humanoid rabbits using weapons called ‘machine guns.’ Those same programs offered a solution for defending against the machine guns in the use of combat armor. The plastics needed for such armor was available in the android creation vat systems. Special suits of armor to fit the worker and companion androids was in the development mix on the design schedule.

      Reports from the android drones to the south revealed a lake system with many intact buildings and engineering robots making repairs on those buildings. Zetta noted there didn't seem to be any of the usual mutated creatures around those buildings. It mentally noted structures having a 71% chance of having one or two armbands.

      Reports from the east android drones weren't as clear. Three of the drones were caught in thick white webbing and bitten in half by some unseen creature. The last two displayed a clear picture of a large grove of sugar maple trees and suddenly their transmissions ended mysteriously in a huge white flash.

      The data from the drone’s presentation made Zetta's choice clear. It would send more drones with a squad of experienced worker androids south. Zetta considered vatting another thinker android to go with the group but rejected that idea knowing another thinker would disagree with some of Zetta's actions. It also rejected sending the more intelligent companion androids. He only had a few of those and they were to work the fiction of the friendly farm for any intelligent creatures passing by. Right now, four humanoid dog creatures visited, each carrying what they called ‘laser pistols.’ Zetta's main companion android was trying to get them to trade one of those weapons. Failing that, the companion was to invite more of the dog creatures to the farm so they could be attacked for their pistols. Zetta put a subroutine in the companion's memory banks to seek where the dog people got their weapons.

      On another part of the farm, worker android 1998 checked his gear. It had five metal javelins in a quiver strapped to its back and five explosive fruit grenades in crush-proof pouches on a chest bandoleer. It carried a fifteen-pound maul for a melee weapon. Satisfied with its gear, it checked over the other five worker androids and noted the exact same equipment on them.

      The squad got into one of the few hover jeeps at their disposal and headed south. Cameras and communication equipment on the hover jeep kept them in contact with the farm and Zetta 1000. Flying drones controlled by their leader Zetta were of no concern to the worker androids.

      They had to pass through a patch of the robot-animated farm. This was always dangerous as the farming robots often attacked red androids on sight. In the hover jeep, they were ignored and drove through the miles of orchards of mutated cherry trees. In an hour, the first lake and lakeside structures came into view. Engineering robots repaired a large building’s roof. The android squad disembarked and moved to one of the lesser buildings near the lake. Many large chambers within held recreational equipment from indoor pools and gaming systems to large movie screens and theater seating. Specialized cleaning robots vacuumed the floors.

      Not satisfied with the first building, the androids proceeded to the next and found some type of residential area. As worker 1998 told his squad members where to search, it noticed that worker 2101 and the flying drones were missing from the group. None of the others had seen where the android or drones had gone. They went on alert and explored the residences. None of the apartments were locked as the vacuuming robots had to get in and out of the areas. There were no piles of white dust, but that was expected since cleaning bots would have cleared any refuse. They explored residence after residence, finding drawers filled with clothes and closets with suits and dresses. They discovered a gun safe. An hour's work opened it to reveal an array of laser rifles and cartridge pistols with cases of ammunition.

      As they took the weapons to the storage compartment of the jeep, they lost another member of the squad without a sound or trace. Returning to the residence, worker 1998 had a thought. Watching the vacuum robot at work, the android smashed several small vases. The android group then followed the robot to see where it put the broken shards. The robot went to one of the residence portals, and when the door opened, it revealed a huge pile of ancient trash. It became clear to the androids this area was a dumping area for possibly hundreds of years. On the side of the trash heap was a tall pile of white dust. The androids brushed through the material with their mauls, finding ten different colored armbands, including two green ones. Jackpot! The squad knew Zetta 1000 would find the bands useful.

      Worker 1998 divided the bands among the squad members, and the three of them hurried to get back to the jeep. As they left the building, several huge tentacles emerged from the lake. It grabbed two of the android workers. Almost too fast to follow, they were pulled into the water and vanished. Seconds later, there was a loud set of thumps. Spires of red water rose into the air. Clearly, the underwater creatures had crushed the two androids, breaking their fruit grenades, which had exploded with tremendous force. Red gel and tentacle bits erupted from the surface. Worker 1998 knew now why there weren't more creatures around the lakes. It rushed to its jeep and drove back to the farm. Briefly, 1998 wondered why the moving robots weren't being attacked at the lake. That question needed to be answered.

      Zetta 1000 inspected the weapons as 1998 reported the horrors in the lakes. It was sure it could copy the design of the laser rifles. There were plenty of hydrogen energy cells to power them up. These would be used to protect the farm. The humanoid rabbits had been sniffing around lately and making attacks to harvest the androids own fruit grenades.

      While the pistols could be replicated, there weren't the proper chemicals to produce the gunpowder and blasting caps for the ammunition. Still, they had ten-thousand rounds of ammunition for the slug throwers. These would be given to scouting teams and the group being sent east into the forest.

      The three armbands 1998 had retrieved were the real prize. They were of mixed colors and highly useful. The trick of checking out the trash pile in a residence being cleaned by robots was worth repeating in every newly discovered building where vacuuming bots remained active. Worker 1998 went to recharge its energy cells and take another squad east into the dense forest. Zetta wanted to know what was destroying his drones. Each forest squad was outfitted with a slug thrower and sixty rounds of ammunition.

      Zetta thought it would be interesting to see how the humanoid rabbits reacted to being shot at as they attacked the squad. It assigned five new android drones to follow the squad into the forest. The jeep wasn't taken because it could never drive through the thick forest of huge maple trees. The worker androids of the squad were better suited to carrying the slug thrower pistols. They shot a few slugs at targets around the farm and were rewarded with perfect scores. Their first encounter in the forest was very unusual—even for Level-07. Three less than an inch tall white mushroom people waved tiny spears at the android group and jumped up and down in irritation. One jumped onto android worker 2019 and vanished into its chest. The androids didn't take the mushroom menace seriously. They crushed the tiny creatures underfoot and carried on. While worker 1998 found the mushroom people ridiculous, it wondered where the little one that vanished on 2019's chest had gone. None of them noticed the white fungal spores on the bottom of their boots leaving a spore trail into the forest.

      An hour later, it was easy to notice the differences in this forest over other areas. Everything was larger—from the trees to the animals living in the trees to the bees that buzzed around the juices leaking from the maple trees.

      The workers were attacked from behind by six mushroom men. These were seven inches tall with eight inch spears. The mauls of the androids crushed the six white creatures, though white clouds of spores rose into the air and covered the androids. Detailed analysis revealed the spores were inconsequential. Now, their boots left an even stronger trail of white, but the androids didn't notice.

      The mystery of the thick white webs was solved. As the squad came upon the webs, a giant black spider rose out of the mass and came blurringly fast at them. Twelve shots rang out as one, and the slugs hit the spider, spilling its blood and ripping off legs. Another came at them from another web mass. It was shot away as well.

      While they inspected the dead spiders, they were surprised by giant mushroom men. These were at least three meters tall and used four-meter long, thick spears. The androids unleashed a hail of slugs which did nothing to slow the mushroom people. On their part, they all attacked the same android. Their spears ripped into the android and rent it to pieces. It turned out the javelins were the best weapons to use against these mushroom creatures. The androids hurled them with terrific force. Their accurate casts ripped into the central mass of white-capped mushroom men. Their long metal javelins did a great job of tearing up the mushroom attackers until they were all destroyed.

      When the battle ended, only two androids were left—1998 and 2019. A brief communication with Zetta ordered them to continue exploring until sunset; then, they were to return to camp. The drones would lead the way in the darkness so that they wouldn't get lost. The pair moved quietly through the forest,  white spore footprints marking their trail. Worker 2019 started vibrating uncontrollably. It fell to the ground. Worker 1998 commanded the fallen android to get up. Then, six mushroom creatures ripped out of the android’s body, bearing spears made from the metal parts of its chest. The fallen 2019 turned into red gel.

      Worker 1998 ran and the drones followed. Minutes later, the android ordered the drones to lead it to the farm. Gone was the thought of finding and facing the rabbit humanoids. The android wanted to live to report its findings to Zetta. The android ordered the drones to triangulate a new course to the farm. It didn't want to travel back the way the squad had come.

      Moving through the forest, the nature of the large maple trees changed remarkably. The tree trunks and their leaves grew a darker green. The branches got slimmer and moved unusually in the wind. Branches reached out and grabbed the five white flying drones, crushing them and rendering them into gel. Worker 1998 ran out of the mutant area. Taking a minute to calm down, the android felt a rhythmic thudding in the ground at its feet. It then noticed flights of birds and forest animals running into the deadly mutant tree area. That was odd, and the android didn't understand. The ground shook faster and faster and stronger and stronger. The android had no intention of fleeing back into the deadly mutant tree area.

      Out of the forest emerged a huge white mushroom man, half again as tall as the trees. The monster pushed huge trees apart as if they were thin weeds. It sniffed the air and just as its beady little eyes glared at worker android 1998, it roared in a high squeaky voice, “You killed my brothers and sisters! I smell them on you!”

      A massive fungus paw came down on worker 1998 and crushed it. Fruit grenades went off with powerful explosions and made a small dent in the foot of the beast. “Ow,” it exclaimed. It raised its foot and looked at the slight dent. It slowly limped back to its lair in the heart of the forest, satisfied it had avenged its dead kinfolk. That night, Zetta reviewed the data on the drones sent east, but there was not enough information. Briefly, Zetta considered burning the forest down. It did note the safety procedures the Level-07 A.I. would take, yet there were ways to shut those actions down.

      What to do, what to do, the thinker mused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 The Maze

        

      

    

    
      “I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration. I will face my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. And when it has gone past, I will turn the inner eye to see its path. Where the fear has gone, there will be nothing. Only I will remain.”

      —Frank Herbert, Dune

      

      “We’ve been walking for two hours. There’s been only one path. What kind of maze is this?” Danal asked while looking at Finnur.

      The taller lad pointed outward. “Look out there. That’s where the enemies are. We have missed a hidden door, or we haven’t, and must keep going. The maze may simply be our persistence,” Finnur replied.

      “Can we finish this today? Escape before nightfall?” Danal said hopefully.

      “The faster we go, the faster we’ll find ourselves in trouble. The maze has been here for a long time. It has infinite patience and experience. We must take care to learn its secrets as we go, otherwise I fear what might happen.”

      “I agree with Danal. The longer we’re here, the more time the creatures of the maze have to come against us. I think we should split up,” Plista suggested, waving her machete. “We can cut our way out if needed. I’m not afraid of the maze.”

      “I didn’t suggest we split up or hurry. I only asked a question.” Danal glared at the woman.

      Lameeris leaned against his scythe as his eyes darted from one shadow to the next. “I’m for getting out of here sooner than later. Finnur may want to dawdle and have a picnic, but I do not.”

      Finnur clenched his jaw but decided against arguing. They were only showing their fear. He nodded. “A compromise. We go faster, but not so fast we rush into a trap. Now that we’re in the maze, I can share what I learned. I believe there is a nest of Black Ones. Who knows what other creatures lie in wait. We must rise to any challenge before us. That’s why we’re here.”

      “We can rise to the challenge while getting out of here,” Plista shot back.

      Jupiter kicked at a rock that scurried under a hedge. He pointed to the spot where it disappeared. “I’ve never seen one of those before.”

      “A beetle. Does it matter?” Nah’teg replied. She pulled her knives from their sheaths and adeptly spun them, her hands working in unison. “Let’s go.”

      Finnur didn’t want to argue. “I don’t want any of us to die,” he started, turning from face to face. Fear. False courage. Even anger. They fought with themselves, and that’s what he saw on their faces. “I’ll take point, picking up the pace…because I want this to be over, too. But I want it to end with six of us walking out of here together. Danal, bring up the rear, Lameeris in front of him, then Jupiter, Nah’teg, and Plista behind me. I want to live.”

      “We all wish to live!” Plista retorted. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m not going to argue with you, Plista. Don’t let fear make you do something stupid. That’s what we’re to prove to ourselves and all of Alphalon. Bickering gets us no closer to our goal. Enough!” Finnur used his size to stand bigger than the others and forced his way to the front, walking and slowing his breathing to regain control.

      “Why are the women in the middle? You so-called men going to protect us?” Plista complained. Finnur’s grip tightened on his spear until his knuckles turned white. He had to stop.

      “Be my guest,” he told her.

      She sneered with her victory. Nah’teg pushed past him, too.

      Finnur followed as the women hurried forward. After reaching a near-tunnel through the hedgerows, they slowed, taking care before ducking into the shadows.

      “Got you!” Plista declared triumphantly. “A grabber vine. Watch out, people.”

      Nah’teg sliced something and cheered before following Plista through to the other side.

      Finnur looked at Jupiter. She clutched her bag of tools, looking small and afraid. “Grab on and don’t let go.” Lameeris and Danal gave him the thumbs up. The scythe would clear their way. They had nothing to fear.

      Finnur pointed his spear and ducked under the brush.

      Jupiter screamed as a vine dropped from above and wrapped itself around her neck. She grabbed for it with both hands, but it lifted her into the air. Finnur stabbed into it, then a second time as he convinced it to let go. Jupiter fell to the ground where a vine slithered toward Finnur’s leg.

      A machete hacked it in half. Plista grinned at Finnur and pointed with her head toward the way out. From somewhere beyond the hedge, a cry of pain intruded into their minds. Grabber vines came from mutant willow trees. The group couldn’t see it but knew it had to be there.

      Finnur reached for Jupiter’s collar and hoisted her to her feet. “Run!” he growled and, together, they bolted out the other side.

      Lameeris shouted gleefully from within the shadows as his scythe cleared the way. He strolled out with Danal close behind him. “Next time, let me go first through a place like that. I was made to mow down weeds!” He laughed and tapped his scythe on the ground.

      Finnur looked concerned.

      “Did the little girls show you how it’s done?” Plista taunted.

      “That’s not it at all,” Finnur replied. “You did great but listen…”

      Plista threw up her hands.

      The others had missed the silence but not Finnur. He was the only one who wasn’t celebrating their victory over the vines. He pointed to the world around them and held his hands up. “Where are the birds?”

      DOOM! The sense of it weighed on them. Finnur grabbed those nearest to him and pulled them down to kneel in a tight circle. “I am in control of my own thoughts. I am in control. I am in control...” Finnur repeated until the others picked up the chant. Danal, Lameeris, and Jupiter pinched their eyes closed to focus on the words armoring their brains against the telepath’s attack.

      It passed. Finnur breathed a sigh of relief. “Are you okay?” he asked the others, but when he looked up, Plista and Nah’teg were gone.

      “We have to find them,” he said in a low voice. They stood unsteadily, gritting their teeth to shake the cobwebs from their brains. Finnur took two steps, looked around the corner of a hedge and saw the worst thing he could see.

      The single trail they had been following split in two. Lameeris stepped past Finnur as he studied the ground, but Finnur stopped him. “I need to see which way they went.” He lowered his head to the ground to see from a different angle, but the trail wasn’t forthcoming. He worked his way down the trail on the left, which bent sharply a few paces after the split. The right path continued straight for a while before also turning.

      “How long did the attack last?” Finnur asked.

      No one knew.

      Finnur doubled back. He checked the left path a second time and found what he was searching for when he examined the hedge. A running person would have left a mark on the ground or in the leaves when taking a corner so quickly. He spied one leaf, bent and jammed into a crevice between two small sticks. No way it could have happened naturally.

      “At least one of them went this way. Come on,” he intoned, waving for the others to follow. As they went slowly, he examined everything from the ground to the sky and back again. “No,” he mumbled to himself. Losing a third of the group would cast a dark shadow over him for the rest of his days, no matter what they accomplished.

      A gasp and cry from ahead galvanized him to action. “Come on!” he shouted, giving their route a cursory look as he ran. When he rounded the corner, he observed Plista sprawled on her back, fending off a huge Black One, while two smaller spiders cornered Nah’teg.

      Finnur didn’t hesitate. He wanted to shout his battle cry but was afraid of alerting the creature to his presence. He approached with light, but quick steps and drove his spear through the meat of the forward body. The Black One’s gift was its ability to give off a brief electrical charge. Through the spear the electricity pulsed, sending Finnur into the air. He landed with a heavy thump. Plista kicked the writhing body away from her, getting shocked unconscious when the monstrous spider reacted.

      Finnur groaned and rolled to his stomach before pushing himself up. He tottered to the Black One in time to see its legs curl up beneath it. He yanked his spear free and stabbed the creature three more times to be sure it was dead.

      He looked at the spear. How could a charge pass through the wood?

      Nah’teg slashed back and forth with her small knives. The spiders were unimpressed and came at her. Danal charged, skewering the nearer of the two and driving it away. The third hissed at him, but Lameeris was having none of it. He swept his scythe wide. The long blade sheering off two of the creature’s legs. It staggered on four legs and fell over. It tried to drag itself, but Lameeris’ follow-up blow took its head off.

      “Any more?” Finnur asked, searching the area. The two women shook their heads. “Thank the Designers you are safe.”

      “I’d like to rest,” Danal suggested. “I think we agree we’re not getting out of here today.”

      Finnur and Jupiter took first watch, while the others curled up not far from where the battle with the Black Ones took place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          6 Something Deadly This Way Comes

        

      

    

    
      “You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, 'I lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.”

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      Finnur woke with a start. He’d slept heavily after his watch.

      He peered through the morning fog and wondered why his bedroom had bushes in it. After blinking the sleep away, he felt like he could go back to sleep, but the sun was rising. It was time to get up.

      The trial of the maze rushed into his mind. How could he have slumbered like the dead in the middle of the test of adulthood?

      Because he had come to terms with it. He was capable and surrounded by good people. Everything remained within his control. The group had food to eat, water to drink, and weapons that had served them well. He smiled as he took in his surroundings with the eyes of a hunter.

      The last two standing watch, Danal and Nah’teg, sat with their heads lolling, losing their struggle to stay alert. Finnur walked around a nearby corner to relieve himself. While taking in his surroundings, he thought he saw movement above the hedge of a maze wall. He finished, took his spear in both hands, and stalked to where he’d seen the shadow where no shadow should have been.

      He heard the click of an exopod’s shell. Or maybe it was the creature’s mandibles that loomed over him. A grossly mutated mantis! It pounced on him, moving with unnatural speed for such a tall and gangly creature. Finnur lunged. His spear tip, the best that could be made, bounced off the massive creature’s carapace. He bounced back and braced himself for the imminent attack, repositioned his hands to better grip the weapon while blaming himself for not thrusting more vigorously. He flexed his muscles. Adrenaline surged. His finger found a cleverly hidden button. He squeezed and readied to drive his spear into the creature. A blast of energy erupted from the spear tip.

      Finnur blinked away the stars, thrust, and parried. Where had the blast come from? Where was the magical creature that could do such a thing?

      When his vision returned, he found the mantis cleaved in half, the antennae twitching on its bodiless head.

      Finnur examined his spear. How had he not noticed before? How many hours had he carried such a weapon, ignorant of its power?

      Danal and Nah’teg appeared behind him. “That’s what my father was working on,” Danal declared.

      “You knew?”

      “I did not!” Danal crossed his arms defensively. “I suspected. There’s a difference.”

      Nah’teg snickered before turning serious. “What is that thing?”

      “A mantis. You’ve seen them before, but they’re usually no bigger than your hand. They are larger members of the bug community, but vicious hunters of ants and flies. Very little can escape their long arms, but they are harmless to us.”

      “Until they grow four meters tall.” Nah’teg shied away from the corpse. “Are there more?”

      Finnur shook his head. “I think not. They are mostly solitary, though it might have a nest around here which could contain something interesting.” Finnur dragged his spear tip behind him to score the grasses, show him the way back to the others.

      “Wait for us,” Danal requested.

      “We can’t let someone or something else plunder the nest. I need to go. I’ll be back.”

      Danal wanted to go with him but couldn’t leave the others alone while they slept. “Nah’teg, choose fast. Go with Finnur or wake the others.”

      “I’ll go,” she declared and hurried after Finnur.

      Danal returned to camp and roused Lameeris, Jupiter, and Plista. Waking up was a challenge, especially since they had to hurry up and wait. They crouched low and watched the long shadows shorten as the world grew lighter with each heartbeat.
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        * * *

      

      Finnur stepped toe to heel to keep from making noise. but Nah’teg walked with heavy footfalls, earning Finnur’s harsh looks. He rushed to put distance between himself and Nah’teg’s noise, but she hurried after him, becoming even louder. Finnur slowed to a crawl and was rewarded with as close to a noiseless tread as she could get. He continued to trail his spear, leaving a marked trail they could follow to the others.

      His eyes darted anxiously as the green walls narrowed. It kept getting lighter, and Finnur sighed in relief when he saw where the creature had carved a niche in the hedge wall.

      Its nest was long and narrow, at least four meters deep into a heavy tangle of branch and leaf. Within, shiny objects sparkled. Finnur tried to dig them out with his spear but couldn’t leverage them.

      Nah’teg tapped him on the shoulder. “This is like butchering a hog…without the blood. Let me do it.”

      Finnur nodded and gripped his spear, letting his finger hover over the activation button. He thought he could feel the spear’s power.

      Probably not. But he knew it was there.

      Nah’teg worked her way into the nest, counting on her leather leggings to protect her from nicks and scrapes. With a deft twist of her blade, she loosed a pistol. She shouted in joy before Finnur shushed her. She dug out two more and climbed back out.

      “Laser pistols,” she declared, then frowned. “Power cells are empty.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be able to do something with them. Add them to our haul,” Finnur whispered, clapping her on the back.

      “We have a haul?”

      “Absolutely!” he beamed. “With everything we’ve won, the total is now three laser pistols.”

      Nah’teg shook her head and turned to follow the spear track to camp. Finnur walked backward much of the way to make sure they weren’t being followed. When he heard Danal’s voice, he turned and joined Nah’teg, strutting into the camp, arms raised in victory.

      “Are you done goofing around?” Danal quipped.

      “For now,” Finnur replied.

      Nah’teg held up the pistols. “We have booty!”

      The young men didn’t take the bait. “Pass them out. We’re not out of the woods yet.”

      “They’re dead,” she replied, but handed one to Danal and one to Jupiter.

      “When we come across a power cell, the creatures of the maze shall feel our wrath!” Danal declared, aiming his pistol at the clear sky.

      “Put that thing away before you put someone’s eye out.” Finnur turned to the rest. “Are you ready for a new day, appropriately tired and excited to complete our mission?”

      “Has anyone ever taken three days before?” Plista asked.

      “Yes, and they returned with half their number. It was the grimmest of the dark days,” Finnur answered. “My father’s mind went to the darkest of places, and we had to coax him back into the light.”

      “It was a dark time for all,” Danal added.

      Finnur shrugged before setting his jaw and pointing at the way ahead, the path beyond.

      “Plista on point, take your time, scope the way. Lameeris, right behind her. Stay close and clear the way with your scythe if you have to. Nah’teg and Danal, ride the middle. Jupiter, in the rear with me. After an hour. We’ll rotate two up and the front two will fall to the back of the formation. Scope the most-used path and watch for the denizens of the maze.” Finnur paused briefly. “Go as fast as you’re comfortable. I have no intention of spending another night here.”

      The look on Plista’s face told him she wasn’t going to spend any more time in the maze than she had to either. “We go.” She strode off, her machete held menacingly before her, stepping quickly yet furtively. Lameeris’ long legs stretched to keep pace. The group moved forward, determined and ready.

      They were already different. Finnur felt the change and understood the wisdom of the ancients in forcing youths to undergo such challenges. Without the trials, no one would know if they were ready. With it, the change was miraculously quick.

      When—not if—they left the maze, they would stand on their own as adults, free to build their own home and start a family. Finnur’s thoughts drifted to Sigrid. He wondered if she would be waiting at the end.

      Would she be waiting for him? Finnur was unsure of how long he daydreamed before Plista signaled to halt.

      “What is this stuff?” Danal said, making faces at the red webs around his feet. Farther ahead, Plista continued to signal, keeping the group still. She squinted at something that Finnur couldn’t see.

      “Red spiders,” she said in a low voice. Danal passed the word back.

      “If we fight them, they’ll swarm us,” Finnur replied.

      “I see something,” Lameeris said over his shoulder. He shielded his eyes against the glare of the day’s lights. “Caught in the webbing. Looks like something from an age ago but preserved.”

      “If it’s been here that long, how come none of the others who have gone through the maze found it?” Finnur said.

      “Who says they didn’t?” Jupiter replied, and Finnur nodded to her.

      “Ideas?” Plista called.

      Lameeris high-stepped through the ever-present red webbing to take point where he could freely swing his scythe. “I say we show these spiders who’s higher on the food chain.”

      “I’m not eating any red spiders,” Plista retorted with a grimace.

      “Here come the scouts.” Danal pointed at two spiders methodically working their way along the webbing, approaching closer with each zig and zag.

      The group remained still, waiting for the creatures to close. Plista raised her machete. With a single sweep of his massive scythe, Lameeris sliced the scout spiders in half.

      Instantly, more erupted from the ground and danced across the light webbing as they came for the intruders. Lameeris shouted and swept his scythe through the first group. The spiders flooded in behind the mash of the front rank before Lameeris could strike again. Plista’s machete sang a song of death.

      But the numbers were great, so Danal and Nah’teg rushed into the fight. Finnur stepped before Jupiter, holding her back. “Wait until there is an opening, then we’ll turn the tide,” he said while watching the ebb and flow of spiders surging against their friends.

      Lameeris cried out, and then Plista, as the bites became too much.

      Plista was the first to fall. Lameeris kicked her attackers away and straddled her as he spun his scythe in a deadly arc. Danal waved his spear like a bat, beating arachnids away. Nah’teg’s knives blurred in her hands as she sliced and slashed, each hand working independently to keep the spiders away.

      A lightning bolt launched from a group of red spiders, striking Lameeris in the chest and throwing him through the air to land on his back where he remained still.

      “Now!” Finnur roared, firing the energy weapon of his spear into the greatest mass of spiders.

      Nah’teg ducked through dead spiders, thinking the energy had passed too close to her. One more shot from Finnur’s spear cleared another knot, then he rushed into the fight. Danal and Nah’teg dove into their enemies, laying waste to dwindle the numbers. Jupiter hurried to Lameeris’ side.

      Finnur speared one and used it as a club to drive off the others. The few spiders that were able to retreat, did so, dragging limbs and dripping ichor.

      Plista groaned and, with Nah’teg’s help, sat up. Danal leaned on his spear while catching his breath. Finnur cleaned his spear tip using the ground and webbing. He returned to Lameeris, relieved to see Jupiter giving him water.

      “Sorry about that,” Danal mumbled by way of an apology. “I didn’t know the spears shot lightning.”

      Finnur looked skeptical before accepting that his friend spoke the truth. How had he missed such an important feature? Distractions. Too many distractions.

      “None of us did. It wouldn’t have changed anything except our own feeling of invincibility and still, that would have been wrong. We have to get to the other side where our path continues,” Finnur replied.

      “What’s in the half-track?” Lameeris said before passing out.

      Finnur shook his head and stood. “I’ll be damned.” He saw a vehicle with half a track and wheels up front covered by webbing. Why would the ancients need such a thing? Why would the builders need anything? “Sometimes I think the ancients just made things just because they could,” he said.

      Finnur started toward the vehicle and crooked two fingers at Nah’teg to give him her machete.

      She shook her head and joined him. “No way I’m handing this over. Sorry, Finnur. I can’t see being out here without my machete, not even for two minutes,” she explained. Nah’teg made quick work of the webbing concealing the ancient vehicle. Finnur used his spear tip to flip open an armored hatch. He bounced back, ready for something monstrous to jump out.

      Nah’teg almost fell scrambling out of his way.

      “Don’t do that!” She held her chest to calm her racing heart.

      “Sorry. I expected something to jump out. This place has me on edge,” Finnur admitted.

      “Better on edge than dead.”

      Finnur leaned his spear against the half-track and climbed up. He winced and covered his face when he looked inside. “Skeletons in here. Smells like dusty death. Wait a minute.” He reached inside. With metallic clicks, he yanked something free. Then one more. He leaned out of the vehicle and flipped the hatch shut.

      He showed Nah’teg two pistols and two security color bands.

      “Green humanoids, long dead, but they had security bands and were operating this thing. The spiders got them, but long ago.”  Finnur checked the two pistols. “Aha! Seven stun charges…with five left. Nice!”

      Plista approached on shaky legs and put her arm over Nah’teg’s shoulders. Jupiter had helped Lameeris to his feet, though he appeared less steady than Plista. Danal took the tall man’s other arm, and Finnur handed Jupiter one of the pistols.

      “You’re the only one with a free hand,” he told Jupiter. “I’ll keep the other and take point. It can’t be too far now…or we’re screwed. We need to get moving and finish this.”

      Finnur worked his way free of the webs, keeping his eye on two red spiders hovering in the distance, as if daring the humans to return. Finnur had no intention of going a second round with them. He tucked the pistol into his pocket and kept his spear trained on the spiders until the group cleared the webbing and got to the path.

      Finnur hurried ahead, urging his group to make haste. He checked intersections to determine the right way, noting how other routes were overgrown or untraveled.

      “What if we’re following the path to a wolfoid colony?” Danal asked.

      “I’m worried, too,” Finnur admitted. “It seems too easy, but the caretaker horticultural robots must come in here. This trial has been hard enough without us having to be lost.”

      When the hedge color and density changed, Finnur pressed a hand to it and smiled. He looked back at the struggling group. “This is the outer wall. We are close.”

      The buzzing of machinery reached their ears. Finnur expected to see a horticulture bot; but not the one that appeared, which was sparking and popping while carrying a wolfoid’s remains, the bot’s stun arm lashing wildly about.

      “Run!” Finnur pointed at the path behind him. Nah’teg and Plista hurried past, half-running. Lameeris’s legs dragged behind as Jupiter and Danal struggled to carry him. They lumbered by, pounding the ground with short steps as they increased speed.

      Finnur fired at the crazed bot but missed. Its erratic course left him dizzy from trying to predict and aim. He fired again and a third time to no avail. When he was sure of his aim and it was close enough not to miss, he pressed the button, yet his spear didn’t answer with the expected burst of energy.

      The bot’s stun arm lashed toward him, and he blocked it, sending sparks into the hedge. It whipped back, knocking him to the ground. Finnur pulled his stun gun and fired. The bot jerked and flew upward. Finnur scrambled to his feet and ran after his friends.

      “Here,” cried Nah’teg. “Hurry!”

      Finnur caught up but turned to find the horticulture bot nearly on them. He fired his stun pistol, driving it backward.

      “Come on!” Danal yelled.

      Finnur didn’t hesitate. He turned and ran the last few meters, diving through the door in the hedge as Danal pushed it shut.

      “Praise be to the Designers,” Gerrick Starsign exclaimed after he realized all six of them had made it through. “Thank the stars!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7 The Friendly Farm

        

      

    

    
      Fortune is not satisfied with inflicting one calamity.

      —Livy [Titus Livius]

      

      Welcome to our friendly farm!

      Zetta 1000 learned much in the 190 days since it was vatted. Android drones scanned the model farm from above and dumped the data feeds directly into Zetta's positronic brain system. More drones scanned the edges of the farm. Zetta had acquired control of orchards producing giant oranges, limes, and special purple fruit that exploded with terrific force when the ripe fruit's skin broke. When the farm was laid out, Zetta took existing orchard trees and destroyed the robots tending those plants. It now had a large acreage of land where the robots didn't go. Companion androids dressed in bib overalls and looking like red-skinned humans tended the orchards and battled with the deadly plants and creatures venturing past the borders of the farmland. Intelligent mutants were greeted with smiling companion androids urging them to go to the main house and sit a while.

      Zetta evaluated visitors using logic programs to determine how useful their equipment could be for the farm. Zetta wanted to encourage visitors to learn more about the levels of the ship. The seventeen levels were difficult to get to without several types of colored armbands. Eventually, the red androids would need to access all levels. New data on the computer web implied a large cache of useful computer and armband materials were on Level-06. Zetta would order squads to enter Level-06 and bring back useful material. Percentages flowed through Zetta's computer brain. There was a 98% chance that more attacks and raids would come from the forest east of the farm. There was a 6% chance that robots would come and reclaim their orchards. Zetta estimated it would lose 67% of its companion androids and 22% of its worker androids in battle over the next ten days. It ordered more of each type from the vats hidden in the main house. It had no idea if the plan would work, but Zetta broadcast the willingness of the farm to barter food for almost anything. Zetta advertised that the androids wanted to help whatever humans remained on the ship. Levels 01 and 02 and Sublevel 02-A held fifty thousand cryotubes, although Zetta doubted those humans were alive. The thinker android downgraded exploring those areas in the priority queue. Sleepers, after all, were easy to kill—if still alive. Cutting the power to those tubes was a simple enough thing.

      The thinker android studied the look of the farm, wanting it to be as inviting as possible.

      Three large barns and a huge farmhouse were erected and in constant use. Barn-01 housed a herd of six-meter-tall cattle, which were milked for their white oils. The oils produced far superior androids. Adding the oil toughened android skin while keeping them flexible.

      Barn-02 stored many types of fruit from the orchards, which they had started using for trade with visiting groups. A store in front of that barn was open for trading bottles of wine and fruit with creatures bringing barter. A huge image of an apple proudly proclaimed the Apple Barn open for business. A Brad Pitt companion android manned the store 24/7 with programs installed in its computer brain for the sale and marketing of food materials.

      Barn-03 held the manufacturing arm of the farm where androids manufactured the many things the farm needed. The worker androids there were experts in the manufacture of furniture and other pieces making the main house look like a human home. They had built the three barns and were contemplating construction of a fourth barn. Right now, carpenter workers created lifelike trees that contained guard posts where androids could hide and protect sections of the farm. Underground factories beneath the barns produced military gear, from armor for the large worker android frame to overpowered laser rifles. The rifles had a low-percentage chance of exploding with use, but Zetta determined that was outweighed by the weapon’s effective power. Six half-tracks were built to carry ten armored worker androids. Another group of workers were trying to construct a tank but having difficulties piecing together the Chobham armor. Zetta wanted the best in armor and managed to call up a recipe for Chobham armor—a composite ceramic vehicle armor composed of tiles encased in a metal framework and bonded to a backing plate and several elastic layers. Due to the extreme hardness of the ceramic plates the armor provides superior resistance against shaped charges, kinetic energy penetrators of all types, and laser beams. Manufacture of this armor took worker androids fifty days to figure out. Now they were able to make multiple plates, and Zetta considered making breastplates of the armor for the combat worker androids.

      The farmhouse stayed lit during the night with targeted lighting illuminating welcoming signs offering to trade produce for goods. A male and female companion android were stationed and ready to talk to visitors at any hour. More traders came lately, as news of the farm spread.

      Cured wolfoid hides were tanned and turned into large shields when it was discovered, as a nasty surprise, wolfoid fur was immune to laser blasts. Now, wolfoid hide shields served the androids well since so many groups bore laser weapons. Zetta marked wolfoid dens as high priority, fabricating special bombs for when those areas were found. An astounding number of wolfoids attacked weekly. Zetta was able to see historical garments and weapons on the bodies of the wolfoids. So far Egyptian, Viking, Cherokee, and Ninja wolfoid types had been identified. The Egyptian type had a very interesting power-staff that Zetta was having difficulty duplicating. With further effort, there was a 38% chance Zetta would be able to copy the force lance within two weeks. Fifteen hides cured on the outside walls of two of the barns. Displaying the hides would deter other wolfoids from attacking, yet so far it hadn't helped much—wolfoids still attacked, although Zetta calculated a 47% chance the hides still kept some wolfoid groups away. At sunset, four tall feline humanoids carefully approached the main house. Long before they reached it, security cameras tracked them. On the porch of the main house, a lovely red-fleshed female companion android in an attractive evening gown greeted them.

      “Welcome. Please come up on the porch. We have refreshing lemonade to drink. You must be tired and thirsty,” the companion android said with a smile. Two muscular felines led the way. They had tawny yellow fur with black rosettes all over their bodies. Their heads were unusually large in proportion to their bodies. A long muzzle ended in a pair of huge fangs. Their tails moved back and forth in quick motions. The two behind the first pair appeared to be smaller. They all carried large backpacks and unfamiliar-looking rifles at the ready.

      “Arrrr you humanss?” one of the lead ones hissed.

      Companion android 12 giggled as she handed out cold glasses of lemonade. “Oh my, no. We are androids made by humans to help fly this ship. Please call me Gwyneth Paltrow, everyone does. My partner Brad Pitt is around here somewhere. I'll introduce you to him when he shows up.”

      “What isss thiss ssship you ssspeak of? I see no water nearby,” asked one.

      “Maybe we should get to that later,” said 12. She didn't think her winning smile and good figure would help her with this lot. “We have not seen your type before. What do you call yourselves?”

      “We are jegetss of the Plasma Clan. We seek food. Our people are ssuffering asss cropss are poor thiss sseasson. We just learned how to use the box that movess through the heavenss.”

      Zetta hid in the main house, transmitting questions for 12 to ask the mutants. Computer programs identified the creatures as mutant jaguars. A list of possible mutations for these creatures included a 69% chance for the following: levitation, telepathy, precognition, fear generation, telekinesis, force field generation, pheromones, fear impulse [intelligent plants], and resistance to poisons. Zetta had a nice paralytic poison prepared for the next pitcher of lemonade if necessary.

      “Really? That's interesting. Are there many of you where you are from?” 12 asked. Data from her eyes and overhead drones transmitted directly to Zetta. The thinker android wanted one of the unknown rifles and had combat worker androids with sledgehammers at the ready behind the main house. If called on, they could strike and take those weapons. For now, Zetta decided to wait and see what android 12 produced.

      “Normally our people do not travel far from the village. We live in the land of grasss and mountainss,” a jeget purred. “If you have food to trade, we would be interessted.”

      “Well, you are in luck. Let me show you our farm. I think you are going to love what we have in Barn-02.”

      The cows amazed the jegets, and their eyes grew huge at the rows and rows of giant oranges, limes, grapefruit, and apples stored in the second barn.

      “You would trade for thesse?” the largest asked.

      “Of course,” 12 replied. “I think one of those rifles you have would do nicely.”

      The leader shook her head. “We only have twenty plasma rifless. They are holy to our clan.”

      “Of course. I understand perfectly. She placed four bottles of wine on the counter and pulled out four large glasses. You must try this wine. We make it from the many fruits here.”

      The jegets drank fully and asked for more, and 12 happily emptied the bottles for them. She showed them hundreds of bottles. The jegets whispered amongst themselves.

      “Here, let's go to Barn-01. Maybe I can sweeten the deal.”

      The android led them to the first barn. Four worker androids were just finishing up manufacturing a large tree guard stand. The six-meter-tall imitation tree had a hidden room where a worker android in armor hid and scanned the area. Zetta had ordered one hundred fake trees to protect the farm.

      The jegets sniffed the tree and scowled. “Ssmellss like oil. What isss this for?”

      12 sent a transmission to the carpenter androids to not make use of so much oil. “Oh, it is an experiment of ours. But let me show you these.”

      She walked them over to four wheelbarrows. Lifting up the handles of the first one she asked three worker androids to follow her to Barn-02.

      “Why do they have no facess?' a jeget asked.

      “Oh, please ignore them. They don't need faces. Their sensors are very detailed,” the Gwyneth Paltrow android said. “We wouldn't like them to look like three-meter-tall humans, after all. Some creatures might be afraid of them.”

      “Ssensorss?” asked the leader.

      “Hmmm, that's another thing we can talk about later. Come with me,” the companion android suggested.

      In a minute, they were in Barn-02 with the four wheelbarrows. Android 12 had the worker androids fill the four barrows with wine bottles and lots of fruit. She then wrapped each mound of food in sheets of plastic wrap so the huge mounds wouldn't fall out as they were pushed along.

      The jegets eyeballed the fruit hungrily.

      “We would really like to trade for one of those rifles of yours,” the companion android could see the jegets about to say no. “How about this…loan us one rifle and take all of this food to your clan. Then bring back the wheelbarrows with other trade goods, and we will return the rifle and fill these again with more. This way, we know you will come back, and you can deliver all this food and lots more later to your tribe. How does that sound?”

      The four moved off and hissed at each other a bit. The android had a hard time making out what was said, but she did hear, “Our kitss are sstarving!” After a few minutes, the four came back, and a smaller jeget handed over her rifle and explained how it worked.

      “Won't you stay a while? We have rooms in the main house,” the companion android asked. “We have another pitcher of lemonade.”

      “We must get thisss food back to our clan,” hissed the leader. “We don't think the clan chief will like the trade we made, ssso we will come back ssoon for the holy rifle.”

      “Of course. We will prize it and put it in a place of honor. Please come back soon.”

      The companion android watched the four leave the farm. They could barely push the wheelbarrows, they were so full. Android 12 smiled. It didn't think it would take Zetta more than a couple of hours to duplicate the rifle thousands of times.

      An hour later, out of the darkness rang the combat alarm. Alarm! Alarm! Alarm!

      Special worker androids left their charging pods and put on combat armor. Bandoleers of fruit grenades were strapped across their chests. The combat androids retrieved modified laser rifles and six battery packs and, in seconds, hurried out of the barn, waiting for Zetta’s orders.

      Zetta's drones on the edge of the purple orchards recorded fruit moving from the trees but couldn’t detect what was moving the fruit. Fifty combat androids charged that way but were instructed not to use their grenades.

      Zetta instructed ten androids to spread out in other directions in case this was a feint. What the other forty observed was transmitted in their data stream. In the middle of the night, purple fruit floated from the trees and went into the deep woods adjacent to the orchard.

      Zetta knew that fruit couldn't just float away. As it was all floating into the forest, the thinker android had its suspicions. “Go to infra-red,” it ordered.

      The data stream filled with three-meter-tall, black-furred humanoid rabbits. They had no equipment on them. Each rabbitoid carried five purple ripe grenade fruits into the forest.

      “Target their feet and heads,” Zetta ordered.

      Heavy laser beams blasted at the near-invisible rabbits. As a beam hit a body, that targeted body glowed with energy and the laser bounced. Zetta noticed the rabbits had force fields protecting them from energy weapons. “Throw javelins. Use the last one in your quivers as spears. Do not follow them into the forest.”

      Javelins impaled several rabbits, many with three or four javelins in their bodies. Still, androids were being killed at an alarming rate by the fruit grenades and the rabbitoids amazing abilities to dodge and lash out with vicious body-rending kicks. Zetta scanned what other historical leaders had done about such attacks and determined some of the methods could be attempted.

      “We will build a road,” Zetta ordered, and he put the plan into place.

      At dawn, worker androids with axes went to the east end of the farm and started chopping trees in a wide swath. From the first this action wasn't appreciated by the forest dwellers.

      In the first two hours ropes of white webbing flew out and splattered on the worker androids who were pulled into hastily-fashioned webs. In heartbeats, their heads were bitten off by giant white spiders. Work stopped as fires were set to the webs, burning the spiders. As the flames licked into the trees, massive blue beams flowed down from the ceiling and put out the fire.

      Zetta wasn't surprised on the part of the level's A.I. That feature was the only reason the thinker android didn't order all of the forest burned to the ground. The thinker android attempted to program a way around that protective feature; so far, Zetta had no luck in that effort.

      Zetta reorganized the work detail and increased the protection factor by 27%.

      Work began at noon with a squad of four worker androids in combat armor watching the forest and blowing away any spiders with laser fire. Trees were felled and went to the barn to be turned into boards and furniture. Stumps were blasted out of the earth by a few well-placed fruit grenades.

      The ground was leveled and evened up with picks and shovels, then a coating of treated cow lubricant was laid down, which dried into an unbreakable seal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          8 A New Vocation

        

      

    

    
      Let us not rest on our laurels but reach for the stars. It is there that our future lies.

      —Village Elder Jamus Wardenhofer

      

      Finnur didn’t see his parents, his friends, or the other villagers. He only saw Sigrid. Her hair was messed and clothes ruffled and dirty from having slept on the ground, yet she radiated like a beacon from the wilderness.

      

      He dropped his spear on the ground as Sigrid ran and threw herself into his arms. He staggered backward but held her tightly. She shuddered with tears of joy.

      When Sigrid stopped shaking, he brushed the hair from her face. She blinked and scrubbed at her eyes with the back of a hand. He stopped her.

      “I look a mess.”

      “You look amazing,” he replied. “I’ve been waiting for this moment…” He wrestled to find the right words.

      “Yes, is my answer, whenever you find a way past your inhibitions.”

      “What if the question is ‘will you make me a nice venison stew?’” Finnur smiled.

      “Then the answer is still yes, as long as you hold me while I cook.”

      “That might be awkward,” Finnur replied.

      “Won’t know until we try,” she countered.

      Finnur took her hand in his, intertwining fingers before picking up his spear from the ground. He realized Lameeris was on the ground. He handed his spear to his father and ran, with Sigrid in tow, to check on his friend. The village healer worked on his friend’s wound from the lightning blast, adding salves to the blackened skin.

      “You will forever wear the scar of this injury, but you will live, young Wheaton,” the healer said.

      Lameeris smiled weakly at the older woman. Plista kneeled at his side.

      “I have some for you, too, young woman. What did you get yourselves into?” asked the healer.

      “Red Spiders. Lots and lots of Red Spiders.”

      Gerrick held his finger over his lips. “No talk about the maze is allowed, except among yourselves and outside of earshot of anyone else. The test of adulthood is not to be shared except by those who experienced it.”

      “I understand.” Lameeris leaned his head back and tried to ignore the pain.

      “We understand,” Finnur added, getting a nod from each of the others.

      Danal and Nah’teg were holding hands.

      Jupiter stood off to the side, looking uncomfortable. Finnur and Sigrid approached her. “Jupiter Pilot. What is next on your life’s journey?”

      “Next? More of the same, unless we find the holy place known as the Bridge. I’ll keep working on our agricultural units to guarantee that our harvests are plentiful.”

      “Good harvest equals happy Alphalon. Never take your work lightly.” Finnur tried to sound encouraging, but he became lost in his own thoughts of the future.

      He turned away from Jupiter.

      “How will I support you?” he asked Sigrid.

      “You want to worry about that now?”

      “I will always worry…because you deserve better.”

      “Better than a jobless, homeless upstart? I don’t think so. We’ll be fine. One day at a time.” Sigrid Shields shrugged and laughed.

      “I am jobless!” Finnur remarked.

      “Not quite, son.” Gerrick and Alusia had been hovering. “We are running dangerously short of spare parts. Listening to the others, you have what it takes.”

      Alusia shuffled her feet as she looked at Sigrid.

      “Have what it takes?”

      “We need a journeyman to acquire parts to keep our bots and food processors running, which in turn keeps our people fed. Last year, Berendale Lightfoot disappeared. We haven’t replaced him because we didn’t have the right person. You, my son, showed the right stuff. It is dangerous, but the most prestigious position in the village. Say you’ll do it, for us and our future.”

      “That sounds like a job to me. Maybe you are neither homeless nor jobless and a journeyman could never be an upstart. See? You’ve proven me wrong. Ours will be a wonderful partnership. I’m going with you,” Sigrid declared.

      “You are not!” he blurted. Stepping back from her, but not letting go of her hand.

      “I’m only going to say this one time. Now that I have you, I’m not letting you go. Period. End of discussion.”

      “How is this a conversation?”

      “It’s not. It’s a take it or take it proposal.”

      Gerrick Starsign snickered, earning himself a punch in the arm. Alusia wasn’t amused by his mirth at their son’s expense.

      “I guess I could do worse.”

      “It’s settled then. When do we leave?”

      “It’s up to you, Journeyman,” Gerrick said, making Finnur’s new title formal.

      “Two days from now. We will rest and stock up. Then at dawn we go.”

      “I have a shield for you,” Sigrid said. “And one for me, too.”

      He handed her the stun pistol. “Only four shots left, but if we find a power cell, you can use this and be more lethal than a security droid!”

      “Have you ever seen a security droid?”

      “Well, no...”

      She pushed him playfully before pulling him close for a long kiss. “I’ll be as deadly as I need to be, no more, no less.”
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        * * *

      

      Six months later, Finnur’s expression was dark as he rubbed the scab trailing down his forearm. Sigrid sat upright yet sound asleep. The mud was still fresh on their boots.

      “You’re not talking,” Gerrick said, concern creasing his brow.

      “Wolfoids, Dad. We found an old access hatch that led to a storeroom brimming with everything we need. We could only take so much. We locked the hatch after us,” Finnur waved his security band, “and headed out, but dropped most of the gear when wolfoids attacked. We barely escaped with our lives. Good thing there was a stock of power cells and ammo for the slug thrower pistol. Siggy drained them, but we had to. Now we have to go back, but to carry the stash, we need more people.”

      “Journeymen always get what they need when there is proof of a haul,” Gerrick recited the ancient guidelines.

      Finnur held out a handful of spent power cells. Gerrick took one and examined it. It wasn’t from the village. Those carried marks and were well worn. Over time, they had been recharged so much, they barely held any charge. The one in Gerrick’s hand was new with crisp labels. He’d add it to the stock and put it on the solar charger. Finnur handed them over.

      “Whenever they’re charged, we’ll head back out. Until then, I need to recruit people, like those from the maze.”

      Gerrick and Alusia looked at each other but chose not to speak. Their son and his partner had lost weight to the point of looking gaunt. They were worried, but the journeyman was a critical player for the health of the village. Alphalon was counting on what he could find.

      Finnur wondered what they were holding back but settled for their silence. He was too tired for verbal sparring.

      “First, bed, and second, we beat the bushes and see who falls out.”

      Finnur carried Sigrid to their bed and slid in next to her. He kicked off his boots and was asleep before they hit the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Danal smiled as he ran to his friend. He produced a rag to wipe the sweat that poured from his brow. Nah’teg stumbled from the small forge they used to craft their spear tips. She drank deeply from a pump feeding a trough usually used by animals. When sated, she joined the others.

      “What brings you out this way?” Finnur asked.

      “It’s where I work now.” She shrugged and wrapped an arm around a grinning Danal’s waist.

      Finnur dispensed with the small talk. “We need help to recover a cache of supplies. It’s in wolfoid country. We know where, but it’s too much for us to carry, and the wolfoids are too many for us to fight alone. Will you come with us on this one foray? Reunite the maze team for a new challenge?”

      Danal nodded, but Nah’teg pointed at the forge. “We have work.”

      “Alphalon needs this stuff. We’ve seen it. This score will set us up for years to come.”

      Finnur looked into Danal’s eyes. “Don’t make me go with someone I don’t trust.”

      “You heard the man. He needs us.”

      Nah’teg groaned and agreed. “When?”

      “First thing day after tomorrow.” Finnur and Sigrid shook their hands. “Bring your best weapons and strongest shields. We killed enough wolfoids they will come at us with all they have.”

      “You’re a lousy salesman,” Danal called as they strode away. He turned to Nah’teg. “It’ll be nice to do something different. Maybe we have a different calling than swimming in our own sweat each day.”

      Nah’teg smiled. “That would be nice. Not pragmatic, but nice.”

      Next for Finnur and Sigrid was the wheat fields where the harvest was underway. Villagers and farmers lined up to cut the wheat to bundle it and feed it to one of the remaining food processing machines. Lameeris cut the widest swath through the wheat with long and firm strokes. Sweep, swing it back, step forward, and scythe again. When he finished his row, he found the others far back.

      Finnur and Sigrid descended on him then, and he saw the looks on their faces and knew instantly what they wanted. “Sure. I’ll follow you into the wild. You have to guarantee this time I won’t get a lightning bolt in the chest though.”

      Finnur shrugged. “I could guarantee that, but you know it’d be an empty one. We’ll do our best, but we will have to fight wolfoids. There’s a cache in their territory. They can’t get into it, but we can. We need to get to it and back out with all we can carry.”

      “I’m in. We’ll finish the field tomorrow, so we can go any time after that.”

      “First thing the morning after. You know where we can find Jupiter or Plista?”

      Lameeris pointed to two figures struggling through the grain field.

      Finnur made a beeline for them. Sigrid hurried to catch up. When they reached the two, they welcomed the break. They weren’t made for using scythes. Their hands were blistered and their backs hunched with pain.

      “Tell me we need to go right now, please. Save me!” Plista pleaded.

      “I’m not sure it’s going to be any easier out there.” Finnur pointed in the direction of the far reaches.

      “Count me in. Anything has to be better than this, even taking on a wolfoid army with nothing but a spoon.”

      “Funny you mention wolfoids...”
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        * * *

      

      At dawn, the morning after the second day, the seven friends headed out on a week’s meandering journey to avoid hot zones, the radioactive areas, and mutant enclaves. Over the past six months, Finnur and Sigrid had extensively mapped their world, coming to the conclusion that the entirety of their existence was contained within a single great oval. They’d run across many doors that wouldn’t open no matter what they tried.

      Finnur had a feeling it was connected to the colored armbands. He suspected other colors would help them get elsewhere, even though they didn’t know what that meant. Elsewhere was a magical place where they wouldn’t be hunted. It was a place where fruit grew abundantly and existed for them alone.

      He knew the fantasy didn’t exist, but the thought comforted him, even if the reality would be more harsh.

      They traveled quietly, maintaining an even pace that didn’t wear Nah’teg down. A chain and its weakest link—they each had strengths and weaknesses. Nah’teg’s was speed. Jupiter’s was fighting. Danal’s was his height.

      When they reached the area where wolfoids roamed, Finnur looked at the angry purple line on his forearm, a reminder of how close wolfoid fangs had come to his face and ending his life. He had stabbed the beast in the leg, one-handing his spear with enough strength to drive it away but not kill it.

      They’d run for their lives, leaving most of their goods.

      Not this time. Finnur viewed his group. Three loaded and charged slug throwers and two stun guns with minimal charges, but enough to make an impression, and Finnur had his energy spear and duralloy shield.

      They skirted the border of wolfoid territory before sneaking into the woods. It was mid-afternoon, a time when wolfoids often napped in packs. Finnur and Sigrid had more experience hiding from wolfoids than they cared to talk about, yet they’d learned how to avoid them—perhaps too late for the cache, but not too late for the return.

      This time would be different.

      Finnur found the hatch secreted behind bushes and spun the wheel to open it. One by one, they descended the ladder. Finnur secured the hatch from below, before looking around. Nothing they had dropped was there, but they had only taken a sampling; more remained in the storeroom. He led the group, stopping in shock when he saw the damage to the door. The wolfoids must have beaten against it with everything they had—including fire. Burned kindling and scorch marks painted it from the bottom. Scratches and dents marred the surface.

      Sigrid pointed to the smashed panel at the side of the door. Finnur held up his security band hoping it would work. The panel was dead. “Right in there! Vast treasure. Right. There.” He hung his head until a small hand pushed him out of the way.

      “This is my department.” Jupiter pulled out her toolkit. “Hold, please.”

      Finnur held the light up while she pulled tool after tool, worked to reconnect the wiring and connectivity with the pad’s sensors. After ten minutes, she motioned for Finnur to try his band. Sigrid stuck her arm against it first. The door screeched open.

      They hurried inside, lights automatically coming on, and they tapped the panel to shut the door. A second round of screeching was enough to wake the dead. Once the wincing ended, they took stock of their surroundings.

      “We told you!” Sigrid exclaimed.

      “How could anyone believe this?” Danal remarked.

      They walked down long aisles between the shelves. The storeroom receded into the distance. Large doors made to roll into the ceiling stood at intervals on the side walls.

      “Conduct a rough inventory, but don’t touch anything,” Finnur instructed. “We need to decide what’s best to take.”

      “We take it all.” Lameeris nodded vigorously to emphasize his point.

      “We can’t,” Finnur replied.

      Jupiter pointed to a canvas that covered something huge. Nah’teg ripped it off to reveal a massive tractor with a flatbed trailer.

      “I don’t know what to say…” Finnur said, as he and the others gathered round the vehicle. “Where’s that door lead?”

      A rhetorical question. No one knew.

      “Shall we?” Sigrid asked as she removed her slug thrower and held it ready. When the others gave a thumbs up, she waved her band past the panel and the door rolled smoothly into the ceiling. Beyond the door, a ramp arched upward, but it was packed with dirt and debris. Roots stood out clearly. Clumps tumbled and roots shook.

      More dirt fell.

      “Shut it!” Finnur shouted, and Sigrid activated the panel. The door caught twice on bulging roots but powered through until it slammed hard into the floor. With the shelving units secured to the floor and ceiling, there was no way to get the rig out.

      “Back to the original plan,” Finnur started when a ferocious banging began.

      The wolfoids had found them and were making their best effort to get through the door.

      “What do we do?” Danal said in a low voice.

      The others leaned close to Finnur.

      “We stay silent until they go away,” he said. “Don’t let them confirm we’re in here. This is no place to fight a pack. Let’s look for an alternate way out of here, but still load up as much as you can carry…without making any noise. Use their hammering to cover any noise you make, like unpacking a crate.”

      The group spread into the warehouse. The banging and clanging soon ended, but Finnur was under no illusion the wolfoids had gone. With the door dented, it would screech when they opened it, alerting the pack to their presence. He pointed out the resources the village needed the most. The majority of items were small, but taken together, they were more than the seven could carry.

      Jupiter pointed out some things. “Those are higher priority.”

      “Agreed. Consolidate everything over there, away from the door, and then let’s repack,” Finnur whispered. “Sig and I are going to look for another way out. And by all that’s holy, keep quiet.”

      FInnur carried his spear upright to keep it from hitting anything. Sigrid had taken a bandolier and filled it with power cells. “We can’t recharge the stun weapon,” she lamented.

      “The ancients didn’t bother with non-lethal, preferring the stuff that kills. I’m not sure their world was any better than ours.”

      Sigrid smiled at her partner. “Ours is better.”

      “It’s what we make of it…once we get past the wolfoids, that is. Maybe we can rig a flame weapon and drive them off.”

      They circumnavigated the massive underground warehouse and found five more roll-up doors like the one that had filled in with dirt and roots.

      Finnur waved everyone close in. “We’ll have to check the roll-up doors one by one, which means we need to be ready to run up the ramp and into the open, if that’s what it takes. The last option is to leave by the screaming door of pain where we are guaranteed they’ll hear us. Let’s rest for now. Once we go, I expect we’ll be running and fighting. We need to be ready. With three slug throwers and almost unlimited power cells, we may be able to drive them back. Hope for the best, expect the worst. That’s the journeyman’s creed.”

      They settled into the most comfortable positions they could find and tried to sleep. Jupiter continued searching the warehouse, making copious notes in her small book. Finnur couldn’t sleep, so he carefully lifted Sigrid’s arm and left their small nest.

      “Can you make us a fire weapon, something to drive the wolfoids back?” Finnur whispered to Jupiter.

      She shook her head. “There aren’t any flammable chemicals here, but there is a fire suppression system. We may be able to use the extinguishers to drive them back far enough to make our escape.” She pointed to canisters set into the walls at various intervals.

      “We can carry those, or we can carry our weapons. That’s a sucker’s choice. There’s no way to know what’s right.”

      She clapped him on the back. “That’s why you’re in charge. Make a call, and we’ll follow. It’s the only possibility I can think of because fire is out.”

      “It’s one more option than we had a few minutes ago. Thanks, Jupiter. You should try to get some sleep.”

      “Okay. You should too.” Then she left him to his troubled thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      After a third repack in complete silence, Finnur was satisfied they had as many spare parts and useful tech as they could carry. He had become enamored with a small device with a screen that, when he added a power cell, showed pictures. It had an accompanying wrist device that he strapped on, checking to make sure it didn’t interfere with his security band. The two devices were connected; he could advance the pictures, even play moving pictures, something he’d never seen before. He kept it to himself as a toy to while away the downtime between recovery searches.

      Sigrid had refused when he offered it to her. She noticed the fascination the device held for him. She was perfectly willing to watch over his shoulder.

      The group gathered at the first roll-up door and arrayed themselves to fight as well as run. It lifted less than a meter before Sigrid closed it because of more dirt and roots. Doors number three and four were the same, but door number five had only dark, empty space. Finnur aimed his fire retardant as best he could with one arm having his powered spear balanced in the other. Jupiter and Nah’teg both had canisters, too.

      Everyone else readied their weapons. They stalked upwards. There were flowers, carved wood, and dead animals lining the ramp. A rat scurried away. Sigrid closed the door as she was the last one out. A brush covering dampened the light. When he reached the top, Finnur used his spear to clear it away. He looked through…and right into the middle of a wolfoid village. The only good thing is it was nap time, so none were out and about.

      He turned and held his finger to his lips before pointing to his eyes and waving his hand to take in the whole village. He made tip-toe signs and led the party out. Finnur walked toe to heel, making no sound as he stepped through the open between the huts. He oriented himself and took the shortest path to the nearby wood. He stopped at the last hut and waved the others by him. He aimed his canister with one hand and his spear with the other.

      Finnur breathed slowly. His heart stopped racing with the end in sight.

      A wolfoid face appeared not an arm’s length away. A pup with eyes shot wide at the sight of the human. He screamed.

      Finnur didn’t fire. This was a child. He couldn’t.

      He backed away and readied the canister. Wolfoids boiled from their homes, barking and howling. Teeth clicked from snapped jaws.

      Finnur unleashed the foam, trying to create a barrier before him.

      “RUN!”

      Sigrid appeared at his side with her slug thrower. She shot a wolfoid in the face through the foam. He went down, but then another appeared, and another. Finnur dropped the canister and, with two hands, fired his spear before turning and running. Sigrid kept pace with him.

      Wolfoids loped past and surrounded them.

      “Keep going! We’ll cover you,” Finnur shouted at their friends’ retreating backs.

      Sigrid became a whirling dervish of slug fire. Finnur fired infrequently to avoid running out of power. The wolfoids were too many. Sigrid changed power cells and kept firing.

      “This way,” she yelled.

      Finnur fired one last time and ran after her. Two wolfoids jumped from perches in a tree and dragged him to the ground. He screamed in sudden pain.

      Sigrid fired repeatedly, driving them back and away from her man. She was shaken by the sight of Finnur’s missing hand.

      A strange voice sounded from his wrist. “I have applied a tourniquet, now proceed to the nearest medical facility for proper care. Outside assistance is required. Observe the map on your main screen and make haste.”

      Sigrid helped Finnur to his feet, ignoring the ragged stump of his bitten off hand. It wasn’t bleeding as the armband had constricted, but he was ashen and turning grayer. She wrapped his good arm over her shoulder and pulled the device from his pocket. A map showed a direction, and she hobbled as fast as she could, firing random shots over her shoulder. They reached a hidden doorway, and her security band opened it. They stepped into the small room. After a few moments, the door opened and they were in a different place, but Sigrid didn’t waste time pondering. She took Finnur to a waiting medical bot, which carried him to a pod-like machine, removed his pack and weapons, and put him inside. His heartbeat showed up on a monitor, and she watched as he disappeared into the machine’s aperture.

      She focused on the screen. Finnur’s heartbeat was the only assurance he was still alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9 Androids on the Move

        

      

    

    
      Of all the escape mechanisms, death is the most efficient.

      —Henery Louis Meneken

      Hundreds of pairs of eyes, hidden in the depths of the forest, watched the androids build their road. All day long, the workers felled trees, blew up stumps with fruit grenades, smoothed the earth, and spread a film of white gunk on the new path. That night, when the androids went back to the farm to recharge their batteries, claws, paws, plant tendrils, and even fangs tested the rock hard white surface. What they discovered didn't please any of them.

      The less intelligent creatures of the forest did not like the smell of the new path and roamed away from the area. The humanoid rabbits and two highly intelligent plants understood what was occurring with the creation of the path and worked through the night on plans to stop the red-fleshed creatures’ progress.

      The next morning, the android workers picked up their equipment and went to the edge of the road. They discovered a strange green sap on some of their new white road, yet the road was rock hard and perfect for its intended use. Zetta’s drones surveyed the area. Searching through the forest was difficult because of the extreme thickness of the undergrowth. Several illogical thoughts filled the thinker android’s positronic brain, and it ordered the protective detail to be doubled, increasing coverage by 55% as more worker androids with heavy laser rifles arrived to scan the edge of the forest.

      These protectors raised their powerful weapons as a loud roar shattered the dawn. A nightmare creature from the ancient past roared out of the edges of the forest. The massive skull was balanced by a thirteen-meter-long body and a heavy tail. The emerald green, scaled mutant's long and powerful hindlimbs propelled it at them at fantastic speeds. The huge jaws looked to be able to easily sever a humanoid in half with a single bite. The Tyrannosaurus Rex was an apex predator with few foes able to challenge it; however, such a creature had never tried to eat an android before.

      Perfectly coordinated, all of the road working androids retreated behind the line of defense androids. Eleven green beams of intense laser energy flicked out and struck the mutant lizard’s center mass. Any one of the beams could bore through a three-meter-wide oak, yet all of the beams bounced off the T-Rex, doing nothing at all to the predator. It dipped down and scooped two androids between its jaws, turning them into red mush.

      The mutant dinosaur then roared in pain as the acid content of android flesh burned its mouth. More beams tried to burn through the monster's flesh to no avail. While the giant creature had a pea-sized brain, it was still smart enough to not like the taste of these creatures in its way. A hind leg reached out and crushed two more androids to a red mush. The rest realized it wasn't a good idea to stand so closely packed. They retreated and spread out.

      Zetta observed from several perspectives as drones flew overhead. A creature resistant to laser fire wasn't new, as some wolfoids had fur that resisted the weapons. Zetta ordered the androids to stand their ground and use their javelins. The remaining defenders turned and threw their first flight of javelins. These were special weapons, weighted and balanced for throwing. The javelins had micro-razor tips capable of punching through thirty-centimeters of steel plating at short range, and the defenders fanned out at point blank. Javelins struck the creature's body…and bounced away. Most of the remaining androids were crushed under huge talons, the remaining two bitten by the T-Rex despite still tasting terrible to the monster.

      The creature looked up to see more of the red-fleshed irritations running away, and this angered the monster even more. It picked up its pace and raced after the worker androids.

      Zetta was in a quandary. Laser blasts didn't affect the monster. Javelins bounced, which made the thinker android believe the few slug throwers they had would also be ineffective. This creature was one reason for needing such a road, as a 78% chance existed that these types of creatures would show up and need to be eliminated in the future.

      Zetta, the humanoid rabbits, and several of the genius plants realized the road would eventually reveal all of the creatures of the forest, and it would also provide a huge fire lane for any type of weapon the androids wanted to use. The road would become a focus for the vicious wandering creatures of the level. This focus would allow the androids to better defend their farm. What to do, what to do, Zetta thought as its postronic brain weighed options. There was a 97% chance if the creature was allowed on the farm it would eat all the cows in Barn-01. There was an 82% chance that other creatures of this size and mutant ability would appear about the farm in the next nine months. Options were considered and ranked by their percentile chances of success. Finally, Zetta decided on a plan with a 59% chance of success. It transmitted instructions to workers in the barns. They grabbed special tools and ran for the road. The androids at the attack site turned and moved quickly back at the juggernaut of a creature. Picks, axes, and chainsaws struck the T-Rex even as it crushed the life out of dozens of attacking androids.

      Zetta watched as the creature crushed thirty androids, rendering a circle of red mush with no damage to show on its flesh—the strikes did nothing to the mutant. Zetta wondered if anything could stop this monster. As a side note, the thinker android put actions into place that would allow it to escape the farm if the need arose.

      Thirty three-meter-tall worker androids charged the mutant creature. The massive worker androids swung their ten-pound mauls. Though a couple of them were shredded by the creature’s talons, it howled in pain, the strikes having effect. Thousands of foot-pounds of pure force struck at snapped bones, breaking them into splinters beneath the toughened flesh. The damage forced the creature to the ground. Its powerful jaws snapped another android in half, then the others used their mauls to crush the creature’s skull almost flat.

      Zetta turned from that finished task and set the next in motion. Without further orders the worker androids picked up their tools and returned to work on the road.  Zetta computed the time it would take to finish the road with the remaining number of workers at hand, then ordered thirty more spun up. It ordered ten more complex companion androids as well, having computed there was more need for intelligent management in and around the farm.

      The forest wasn't done with the androids yet. Its inhabitants also computed what would be needed to stop the road. Large amounts of resources were gathered and readied for a battle.

      The T-Rex’s body was taken to Barn-03 for processing. Its flesh would be used for several defense stations on the farm.

      Worker android 1998 was summoned to Zetta. The thinker appreciated 1998's unusual thinking processes. Zetta had the worker android bow—for some illogical reason the thinker android didn't appreciate the huge worker android standing over it—and ordered it to assemble a team. On an unusual whim, Zetta gave 1998 two companion androids to become part of the team. They were all to try on the new armor being made in Barn-03 and go to Level-06. Usually, companion androids would be the leaders of the group, but Zetta insisted that 1998 had its instructions obeyed.

      Zetta had been data mining and recently come across information on a large positronic brain complex on 06. With the acquisition of that level’s brain, Zetta's computing power would increase geometrically. 1998 was to take what equipment it thought it needed from the military stores under the barns’ secret fabrication plants and bring back 06’s brain. 1998 stood and turned to initiate its programmed duties, and Zetta went back to expectantly monitoring the construction. It was almost surprised there wasn't some other attack that day, having computed an 87% chance of an attack before noon. Forty maul-wielding androids became part of the force guarding the road, and Zetta placed all but two of the remaining companion units as guards with a 98% defensive coverage rate on the project.

      The thinker android wasn't surprised for long. Other complications arose.

      There was a great deal of underbrush under the trees, most of it being burned in huge piles on the sides of the road. Emergency equipment integrated into the level kept extinguishing the fires. Eventually, the companion androids decided the flames needed to be hidden from the overhead cameras. There was no emergency protocol for large amounts of smoke rising into the sky, so a large dark screen was set up and obscured the fires as they blazed at the edges of the road. Worker groups later reported a huge felled tree across the path. As axes and chainsaws bit into the wood, amazingly, it screamed in pain. Hundreds of huge sets of fangs revealed themselves along the bark of the branch. Suddenly, tendrils whipped out and pulled fifteen androids close, the fangs turning them into red mush.

      Light beams erupted from rifles and more workers renewed their efforts to cut the wood in several places. More tendrils shot out and clutched more workers, turning them into red goo.

      Zetta watched from the data drones above. The laser weapons worked perfectly, however, large plumes of smoke rose from the successful strikes on the branch. Where there was smoke, the laser light was transfused and did no damage at all. As flames were started on the massive trunk, blue rays flashed from the ceiling and put those flames out. Zetta ordered fighters to throw fruit grenades. Blasts erupted all along the branch in a very satisfying manner. An unaccounted for effect was the green sap of the branch. Large splashes flew out and some struck nearby androids. When sap touched an android, the android instantly turned into goo.

      Eventually, only two androids remained, and the mutant tree was a green smear destroyed down to its deepest root systems by the explosions. However, a huge area of irradiated tree sap blanketed the area. Android eyes detected radiation and the blue glow of the sap-covered area was almost blinding. The two walked back to the farm.

      Zetta began researching anti-radiation techniques. It wasn't a good day for its androids.

      Worker 1998, meanwhile, took its team of six to the main ship's elevator. Its red security armband opened the elevator and up they went to Level-06. They all wore black plastic armor and carried large backpacks of equipment from the military stores with extra weapons, explosives, defoliants, and several types of detecting equipment.

      For the rest of the day on the farm, special chemicals were mixed in sprayers. Several highly effective formulas for reducing the dangers of radiation were found by Zetta in a data mining effort. Androids took special sprayers and neutralized the mutated sap of all its radiation. The pieces of shattered tree branch were shoved to the side. The androids went to pick up their equipment to start felling trees and discovered the equipment was gone.

      Zetta hadn't thought to keep drones watching over the work area. Something had stolen the equipment. Zetta was 80% certain humanoid rabbits were the culprits. Zetta fumed, but the radiation had given it an idea. It called up the fabrication of special chemicals and created more worker androids. The next morning, it sent its workers with specially treated new tools.

      The androids spent an hour chopping down trees.

      Suddenly, the air was split with the roar of two mutant panthers. The androids dropped whatever they were holding and ran for the farm. Tools flew in all directions as the creatures bounded after the androids. Four drones were shot out of the sky above the work area. Zetta was irritated at itself for not having reserves of drones to fly into the area. It made a mental note to not be caught that shortsighted again.

      The androids made it safely to the barns. The two huge panthers slowed in their rush to the barn. They growled in pain and seemed to rest and go to sleep in the orchard. When more android drones were sent out to view the area, they revealed twenty dead mutant rabbits. They had grabbed up the tools with the intent of stopping road construction, but contact poison, which had no effect on the flesh of the androids, had killed the rabbits.

      If Zetta had been a human, it would have roared in glee. Instead, it drove the worker androids to clean up the bodies and return to work while, in the forest, far fewer pairs of eyes watched. Their glares, however, were still filled with hate and the need for revenge.

      Zetta set up monitoring stations all along the road. That night, all stations failed at the exact same time. Androids armed with mauls, quivers of javelins, laser rifles, and the remaining fruit grenades rushed out. Humanoid rabbits met them. The sound of hammering was clear. Behind the rabbits, something was being done to the road.

      The rabbits fired slug throwers at the androids. The new armor worked well; only a few slugs ripped into the androids. Their lasers did nothing to the rabbits, but their javelins slew them with each throw.

      In seconds, forty rabbits were dead and only six androids had been destroyed. The androids started walking down the road. They discovered pits in the road and pod plants were growing from cracks, obviously planted by the rabbits. The pods had tendrils that reached out for the androids. Lasers and maul strikes worked well to destroy the plants. The battle continued for an hour and the road was cleared of thirty pods, and many rabbits were killed by fruit grenades. The darkness was no problem for androids, while the rabbits could only see seven meters into the darkness.

      The third part of Zetta's plans were set in motion in the dark before the dawn. All along the sides of the road, sixty-centimeter-long rectangles of plastic were planted into the ground. The coloring of the rectangles made them perfectly concealed in the brush. Hundreds were placed in the earth.

      With the dawn, the worker androids and their defenders were back on the road. All of the holes in the road were repaved. At the road's end, the androids again felled trees. They worked all day and took the road several miles. At sunset, the androids went back to the farm to recharge. From both sides of the road, large explosions ripped into the forest as claymore mines activated from the closing movement of the attacking mutant rabbits.

      From the dead rabbits along the road, Zetta computed it had killed 90% of the rabbit’s fighting population. It doubted they would attack again any time soon. The next day, the road construction began anew. More of the claymore mines were placed along the road on both sides.

      Zetta looked on in satisfaction. It would have smiled, but it had no face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          10 The Same but Different

        

      

    

    
      Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.

      —Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley

      

      Sigrid’s head lay across Finnur’s chest. He felt the weight before seeing her hair. Her fragrance gave him peace. He closed his eyes as exhaustion bent him to its indomitable will.

      When next he woke, Sigrid was gone. He was still tired but refused to slumber more. The village was counting on him as their Journeyman, the searcher who brought back the things they needed, the things they couldn’t make themselves.

      Finnur groaned with his effort to sit. He wasn’t ready. Not yet. He rolled his head on a soft pillow, looking left, then right. He was in a room of the ancients. Gleaming equipment filled the space. A nearby medical bot’s flickering lights suggested it was active. He’d never seen a functioning one.

      Sleep caked his eyelashes and he lifted his hand to rub it away. Finnur froze, arm halfway raised. His mouth fell open. He waved his arm back and forth. The Journeyman straightened his fingers and spread them, then made a fist. The response was perfect.

      But the fingers were not his. A mechanical arm reacted to his commands, the flesh and blood part ending above the elbow. The rest was something different. His breath came in ragged gasps.

      Panicked, he yanked his left arm from under the blanket. Pink flesh greeted him, wound already healed, only a purple line on his forearm. He flexed his bicep, smiling at the response.

      His gaze drifted back to his right arm.

      “Big muscles?” a welcome voice said from behind him. He tried to turn around, but the bed was too constricting and the equipment held him close. Sigrid appeared on his left, taking his hand and pulling it to her face to feel his warmth on her cheek.

      He tried to hold back, but couldn’t—tears escaped, and he tried to blink them away. He cleared his throat. “What happened?” he croaked.

      “Wolfoids happened. Too many wolfoids, but you held them off long enough. The others got away. They made it out with the stuff they were carrying.”

      “Last time for that, I guess,” he groaned.

      “Why say that?” She smiled disarmingly. She had prepared herself for this conversation while Finnur was unconscious. Three days in the chamber and another week with the medical bot checking and adjusting. The arm looked unnatural. The bot explained they’d lost the raw materials to make more artificial skin but continued that the synthetic flesh was ‘merely cosmetic.’ A medical bot had a limited bedside manner providing pre-packaged responses most palatable to humans, but it allayed her fears that the arm was less than fully functional due to a lack of artificial skin.

      Sigrid only wanted Finnur to survive. She didn’t care if he lost his arm. She didn’t care if all his limbs were prosthetic. One look when he returned to consciousness told her all she needed to know. Finnur was back. A little mind-jacked, but she’d help him through that.

      “Look at my arm,” he blurted.

      Sigrid rolled her eyes and looked down her nose at him. She froze when the realization hit it was the same expression her mother used on her father. She uncrossed her arms and grasped Finnur’s hand in both of hers. “Touch my hand,” she said softly.

      “I already am,” he replied, his gaze returning to the mechanical aberration where his arm used to be.

      “You know what I mean.” She had to get Finnur on his feet and outdoors.

      Tentatively, Finnur rested his mechanical fingers on the back of Sigrid’s hand. He traced a line along the vein that stood out. He felt the blood pulsing beneath and let his fingertips rest on her wrist. When she bent her hand, he felt her tendons slide and lengthen. A smile spread across his face. He touched her cheek, unblemished and soft. He could feel everything.

      He rubbed the sleep from his eyes with both hands, already certain he wouldn’t gouge them out accidentally. It was nothing like that. It was his arm, but better.

      “Are you ready to go? I’m tired of being in here.”

      Finnur nodded, pulled Sigrid’s face to his, and gave her a fierce kiss. “I am ready. Tired, but there’s work to do, and it won’t wait.”

      Bold words when Sigrid had to help him from the bed, barely able to stand upright. Were it not for Sigrid’s help, he would have fallen.

      “Where are my clothes?” he asked, feeling chilled and exposed.

      “They were covered in blood. Your blood. I couldn’t salvage them,” she explained.

      “But…my clothes…” he stammered.

      “Are in that closet.” Sigrid pointed to a stand of equipment with two drawers underneath and a tall and narrow door to the side.

      Finnur stumbled at first, then steadied with each successive step. By the time he reached his destination, he was walking by himself, almost strutting as he wiggled his eyebrows at Sigrid. She caught herself assuming her mother’s pose before shaking it off and looking away.

      Inside the closet, Finnur found gear that looked unlike any clothes he’d seen. “These aren’t mine.”

      “They’re not your old clothes, they are your new clothes. The alternative is buck naked. Choose wisely,” she advised.

      He examined his new clothes before shrugging and pulling them on. They were more form fitting than what he was used to, but they contained pouches for padding on the knees and elbows and loops where armored plates could be attached. There was a helmet, too. He put everything on, feeling like a kid with a new toy. His slug thrower was there, freshly cleaned, oiled, and loaded. His spear and shield were there, too.

      “I thought I’d emptied you,” he told his weapons.

      “You did. We did, but there were a few reloads secreted away here. The spear recharged by setting it out in the light.”

      “Where is here?” Finnur pulled on gloves, stretching the fingers of both hands. Once covered, he couldn’t tell that one arm was different from the other. He took in his surroundings.

      “Between decks is how the bot explained it. I guess that means underground as there is only the ground and the sky. Everyone knows this. So underground is between decks to the metalheads?”

      Finnur nodded. It made sense to him.

      When he threw his backpack on, he felt strong as ever, amazed at how the weakness had passed. “I feel great,” he admitted.

      “I prepared myself for a variety of emotions, anger, depression, despair, but all you had to do was put your clothes on and that took care of it.”

      “It wasn’t the clothes!” He looked for a mirror, finding one inside the locker door. He appraised himself and nodded.

      “Sure it wasn’t,” she replied, before checking her own gear and preparing to go. “Follow me.” She took the lead through a series of corridors and up some stairs to ground level.

      Sigrid pulled her slug thrower before activating the circular hatch.

      Finnur followed suit, enjoying the improved feel that his cybernetic hand gave him. “Should I feel bad that I like my new hand?”

      “As long as you don’t want all of your body parts replaced. I think there’s a limit to how much tech you can integrate.”

      Finnur’s body language gave him away.

      “You are not! You almost died, so don’t you dare…”

      “It crossed my mind for only a moment, my love,” he said, cooing.

      She batted her eyelashes in return.

      “I will punch you,” she suggested.

      He held up his hands in surrender.

      “I shall fight like a Black One protecting its young to preserve my fleshy bits. You have my word.” He crossed himself with one finger like the oldsters did.

      She nodded. “You better.” Sigrid started a countdown on her fingers. Three. Two. One.

      He tightened his grip on his spear. Over his shoulder hung the special shield, a gift from Sigrid, the slug thrower held tightly in the holster on his hip. Oddly, Finnur hoped something was out there, like a piercer—a three-meter tall bear-like creature with quills along its arms and shoulders.

      Finnur had only seen one of the creatures, and it was at a distance, so he didn’t know why the beast came to mind. But it did. And he was ready for it.

      Sigrid peeked out, glancing all directions with quick turns of her head. She hopped out, and Finnur followed.

      He was disappointed the area was clear. “Wolfoids,” she mouthed before holding a finger to her lips.

      Sigrid took a hard left and stalked through short trees and low bushes. In silence they moved, loping in a ground-eating stride when they could, crouching and dodging when they couldn’t. Finnur didn’t spy any wolfoids, but he didn’t question it.

      Once into an area they knew, Sigrid straightened, stretched, and started strolling toward a low hill.

      “After our fight, the wolfoids might have withdrawn to a different area, but one can never be sure.”

      “You learned all this while I was out? I wish you wouldn’t have taken the risk.”

      She stopped and faced him. “Equal partnership. Say it after me. Equal partnership. Who was left standing when you tried to die? Maybe you could thank me for saving your life.” She put her hands on her hips and stared, waiting for him to blink.

      He edged in close, holding eye contact even though it burned. He held his breath and his face turned red as he refused to blink. She held strong but was starting to fade. Only a few more moments. Her lips turned white as she clenched her teeth.

      Discretion, the better part of valor. He blinked and apologized profusely for not thanking her. He ended with his final ploy, the trump card. “Sig, you gave me life the first time I saw you. From that moment, I wanted to be better, be the right one for you.” He smiled and tilted his head, hoping she’d come around.

      “Men chase women just until she catches him.”

      “What? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      She shook her head, took his hand, and continued toward the top of the hill. They took a short break to drink water and eat a protein bar.

      Finnur dug through his pack, frowning.

      “What’s wrong, Journeyman?”

      He smiled but shook his head. “We’re returning emptyhanded.”

      “We sent the others home fully loaded. When we get back, they’ll have more agriculture bots running and fewer people will be in the fields. They’ll be doing other things. Maybe there will be more meat in storage this year. We can’t survive on vegetables alone. Leaving the bots in the fields and putting the hunters in the forests provides the balance Alphalon needs.”

      “All because of us…”

      “All because of us,” she repeated. “Not emptyhanded at all.” Her eyes darted to his right hand.

      He removed his glove and flexed the fingers. He picked up a piece of wood and then crushed it. Finnur studied the damage, clinically, dispassionately. He had much to learn about his new arm. He picked up the biggest remaining piece and threw it. It didn’t seem to go faster or farther, but he felt he could direct it better.

      “I thought it would go farther,” he lamented, “but then again, they didn’t replace my shoulder, did they?”

      “No,” she confirmed what he already knew. “We better get going. We’re nearly eleven days behind. Our parents surely think us dead.”

      “They might have mounted a rescue mission. The last thing we need is them taking a long journey that ends with fighting more wolfoids.”

      They packed up and made haste, taking familiar and safest routes to their home. Two days later, they jogged in to great acclaim.

      The rescue group had already returned, never making it as far as the wolfoid settlement. They nearly lost one of their members to a Jawed Plant, a living entity that paralyzes victims with mental trickery before dissolving living tissue with corrosive sap.

      Gerrick and Alusia had led the recovery effort, but there were no warriors in town. Not anymore. They’d grown soft over the years despite their improvements in armor and weapons. No one was like a Journeyman in combat experience, except for Sigrid, a Journeyman in her own right. Their return buoyed Gerrick and Alusia’s spirits. “A new day has dawned,” Gerrick proclaimed. “We shall feast and relax by a warm fire, drink mead and revel in the company of our Journeymen.”

      “Indeed we will, Father. We are famished. I look forward to telling you about the battle with the wolfoids. But the most important is what happened afterward.”

      “After the others thought you were dead?”

      “Yes, after that. A functional medical bot took us to a facility between decks. The equipment there works, all of it. And they have the ability to do things we never dreamed of.” Finnur removed his glove to reveal his cybernetic arm.

      Gerrick and Alusia recoiled.

      “What have you done with our son?” Alusia howled, covering her face and sobbing.

      “Be gone!” Gerrick roared.

      Finnur rocked back on his heels from the force of his parents’ acrimony. He tried to say something, but his father shoved him away. “Get out!”

      Finnur and Sigrid retreated outside the domicile. The door slammed in their faces.

      Sigrid wanted to comfort her partner, but she had no idea what to say, aghast herself. They looked wide-eyed at one another, both of them rocked to the core of their beings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11 Huh, what is the deal?

        

      

    

    
      Even a blind mutant pig finds an acorn once in awhile.

      —James Krems

      

      Android 1998 inspected its six squad members. Each had the new combat armor in place. This armor was supposed to be proof versus laser beams and slug thrower projectiles. The hardened plastic covered their chests, legs, and most of their arms. There were helmets, but the androids rejected them. Most of their sensors were packed in their heads. Helmets would significantly hinder their capabilities.

      There was always a balancing act between squad equipment and maneuverability. Often times the dangers of the levels were best dealt with by running away from them. Each android wore a backpack of military stores from grenades to extra rechargeable battery packs, allowing them to be cut off from charging stations for almost eight days. The four worker androids also carried fusion batteries. These were heavy at ninety-pounds apiece, but each would power all of them for two more days of operation. Normally, they could access recharging stations that powered them up in fifteen minutes. Stations like that existed on every level of the Warden, but their locations were often inconvenient.

      The four worker androids each stood nine-feet tall. They wore the same uniform, muscular, no faces; instead, their heads were filled with delicate sensory equipment allowing them to hear extremely well and to detect all intensities of radiation. Their vocal systems were centered in their chests. These androids were hugely muscular and able to carry large loads of material. They were known by their creation numbers: 2111, 2112, 2113, and 2114.

      Android 1998 tried not to puzzle over the two companion androids in its command. Normally, companions commanded workers, as they had significantly more computing power. Ted and Teddi were typical companion types, both well-proportioned humans. Ted was a rugged two-meter tall male type with a square-cut jaw, looking like an actor from the 1990s. Teddi was a perfect one-hundred-sixty-centimeter tall female with an hourglass figure and the looks of a famous actress of the same era. Neither had hair atop their heads, but otherwise were human appearing and sounding. Companions were often able to fool the computer systems of the ship into believing they were normal humans. When they used identifying armbands, they were almost always accepted as human.

      All worker androids wore bib overalls. The companions were dressed in business suits. Although 1998 was in charge, it gave two armbands to the companions. Zetta made it clear the worker android was in charge, and that didn't seem to be a problem for the companions.

      The worker androids held heavy duty laser rifles. Each also carried the new mauls. Android 1998 wasn't sure how useful those would be but obeyed its orders. The strength of the workers was such that they could handle the heavy mauls like light hammers. The two companions had the new plasma rifles. 1998 was worried about those weapons only having a total of twenty shots each. It had both companions carry heavy-caliber slug thrower pistols and two magazines of extra slugs. One never knew what resistance creatures in the wild would have. Six android drones hovered above, and 1998 felt strangely comforted by the sight of those machines. It knew Zetta monitored their every move. Often, communication between levels was difficult. The programming of those drones allowed them to collect information on the squad’s actions to pass on later.

      They shifted to form the ‘6’ combat formation. 1998 had scanned many military texts of the ancients. Those tomes often mentioned ‘watching your six.’ The android thought this a strange idea as a V formation allowed for more weapons coverage. But if the leader was to watch his squad's 6, then 1998 could certainly do that from the rear. Ted was at the top of the formation. The other androids were positioned to form the six shape with 1998 at the rear of the formation checking the others.

      “Away we go,” 1998 communicated to the rest. There were vehicles at the farm that they could have taken to the ship's main elevator, but 1998 thought such devices were magnets for trouble. The squad quickly marched to the elevator and encountered none of the dangers of their level.

      There were many choices at the main ship's elevator station of elevator cars going up and down through the levels of the ship. The leader picked the freight elevator to use. The android liked the largest one because it allowed its group to hide on both sides as the elevator door opened to the next level. The box of the freight elevator was a hundred meters square. This provided lots of maneuvering room if the androids had to duck incoming danger from the next level.

      The group didn't find anything or anyone in the elevator when the doors opened on their level. They got in and activated the wall panel to take them to the next level. Zetta's instructions were quite clear. They were to move to the prow of the level and find the mass of positronic computer parts. They were to fill their packs with the material and bring it back to the farm. The red armband was pressed up against the elevator panel, the doors closed, and the elevator car moved. The androids shifted to stand on either side of the door.

      The doors opened onto the next level. 1998 used a military parascope to view the outside area and picked up on two creatures of unusual size. The leader android consulted its zoological dictionary…

      _Bengal Tiger (Taxonomy)_

      The Bengal Tiger is the traditional type locality for the bin-omen Panthera Tigris. Tigers from different regions vary little and gene flow between populations in those regions is considered having been possible during the Pleistocene era.

      Characteristics include a yellow coat to light orange, with stripes ranging from dark brown to black. The belly and the interior parts of the limbs are white, and the tail is orange with black rings. Males have an average total length of 270 to 310 centimeters, including the tail. While females measure 240 to 265 centimeters on average. The tiger has exceptionally stout fangs.

      The group spread out at the entrance of the elevator and shot at the two tigers. The lasers did little or no damage. The plasma rifles blew huge holes in the creatures and sparks shot out in all directions. The distinct smell of ozone was everywhere. The two creatures weren't living beings, they were robots. Melted wires sparked.

      Android 1998 didn't want to stop to unravel the puzzle of the two tigers. He scanned the area as his squad took up their ‘6’ position. There were but two ways to go. In the starboard direction was a wide corridor. The word ‘enter’ was written on top of the portal in the language of the ancients. There were three large blades across that corridor, designed to spin and block the corridor, but they weren't spinning now.

      To the port side was a large black willow forest. Long whip-like tentacles flowed from the trees. Odd white rock-crystals were all over the area, many of them covered in the black willow tentacles and leaning against the large tree trunks.

      “Into the willows,” 1998 ordered.

      Ted moved into the thick vegetation. Immediately, the black willow branches got in the way and they all realized the branches were not moving from the breeze but on their own.

      1998 ordered them to fire.

      The laser weapons started fires. A huge blue beam came down from the ceiling and put out those flames. The two plasma rifles put fist-sized holes in the trunk of the willow. From those holes, great spouts of white sap shot out and coated Ted in the sap. The fluid quickly hardened, and Ted became one of those white stone shapes. 1998 wanted to save the squad member, but a great deal of branch movement pulled Ted's white form next to the willow. To save the android would likely get more of them trapped, so 1998 hesitantly ordered them to leave the companion and proceed into the corridor with the blades.

      They passed through the blade barrier. The large sheets of razor-sharp metal weren't moving on their pillars. The androids got fifty meters down the corridor. As the six white android drones floated over the metal barrier behind the squad, the blades started spinning and quickly rose and fell on their pillars. It would be extremely difficult to dodge past them to the elevator. 1998 estimated less than a 2% chance of getting past the blades, so the android calculated the best choice as continuing down the corridor.

      The corridor was featureless metal. It seemed to be at least one hundred meters wide and the ceiling was at least that distance above their heads. They traveled many hundreds of meters. Suddenly, huge water cannons opened up from side panels and blasted away at the flying drones with high-speed jets of water. One was struck and turned to goo as it fell to the floor. The other drones anticipated the next blasts and evaded. Two androids rushed to one side of the wall and two to the other side. The mauls stroked down and destroyed the water cannons.

      The androids inspected the two destroyed machines with the thought of getting past them and into the walls. That wasn't going to happen. There were just too many wires in the way. With no choice they soldiered on. It didn't matter if they ran or walked, every two hundreds meters or so attacks happened. At first, attacks were directed at the flying drones in the form of slugs, twirling blades, laser cannons, and arcs of lightning. After they had journeyed a thousand meters, all the flying drones were but white goo; 1998 knew Zetta would not be pleased. In the distance, 1998 saw that the corridor emptied into a forest. Just twenty meters away from that exit, two huge pistons pushed outward from the walls and smashed the lead worker android into red mush.

      1998 ordered them to run as the pistons retracted into the walls. It didn't matter, the remaining android squad burst out into the open forest, and 1998 was relieved to see no black willows in the area. Their detection gear indicated the computer equipment they were after was to the starboard side of the level.

      The group moved at a brisk pace. They noted two-headed squirrels and robins moving about the high branches of the tall trees. The androids were not pleased to note the roar of a large creature in the distance. They moved among the large trees and readied themselves for an attack.

      They didn't wait long.

      A Tyrannosaurus Rex appeared out of the trees blowing wet gusts of air from its nostrils. The androids had downloaded the records of the battle against such a creature and knew their laser weapons would have no effect. The remaining worker androids took out their heavy mauls and timed their attacks. Teddi tried her plasma rifle. She aimed high and fired. After the shot, the three remaining workers slammed their weapons into the creature's legs, determined to break bones and force it to the ground. Teddi’s plasma shot blew off the monster's nose and revealed metal parts. The hammers rebounded off the metal legs of the creature. It reached down with its jaws and bit one of the workers in half. A great deal of the android’s red substance splashed over the eyes of the metal monster, burning and blinding it, and while the creature's head was low to the ground, the remaining pair of worker androids smashed it with their mauls.

      Teddi shot again and put a large hole in the creature’s chest, which erupted in huge sparks. The monster hit the ground, deactivated.

      1998 dug out the positronic brain’s motherboard from the creature and put it in its backpack. The leader then checked its indicator device.

      The cache of positronic computer parts was five kilometers ahead. The four of them rushed onward, weapons at the ready. Moving through the thick forest wasn't a problem, and they encountered no more resistance. The forest fell away, and in the middle of a large glade, 299 meters away, was a massive pile of positronic computer parts. The others would have rushed the pile to collect the parts, yet 1998 ordered them to wait. After a bit, they noticed drones flying above the mass and engineering robots welding pieces of machinery to the mass of parts.

      A creature wandered into the glade and sniffed at the mass of parts. 1998’s zoological dictionary defined it as a ‘bobcat.’

      …bobcat (Lynx Rufus) is a North American feline containing two recognized subspecies. It ranges all over the United States. The bobcat is an adaptable predator that inhabits wooded areas, as well as semi-desert and urban edges. With a gray to brown coat, whiskered face, and black tufted ears, the bobcat resembles the mid-sized genus Lynx. It is twice as large as the domestic cat. The bobcat breeds from winter into spring and has a gestation period of two months….

      The feline didn't like the comings and goings of the engineering robots. It moved to the back of the pile of computer equipment. Suddenly, hidden tentacles shot out of the mass and grabbed the bobcat. The creature struggled in the grip of the metal claws and yowled. Another tentacle reached out with a bonesaw attached to its end. It neatly cut the top of the cat's skull. Sparks flew in all directions revealing this as another robotic creature. The feline’s computer brains were extracted, and an engineering robot welded those to the mass.

      1998 realized it wasn't a mass of parts—it was an aware entity, growing with the help of the engineering robots. Teddi pointed out that the robots went in and out of the glade in the exact same area, and 1998 thanked her for her observation, noting it was worth investigation. The androids moved through the forest until they were at the spot where the robots entered the glade. 1998 had a thought and gave Teddi instructions.

      The next time an engineering robot came up with equipment to attach to the mass, Teddi stopped it with her engineering armband while it was still among the trees. She ordered it to hand over the part it was carrying and instructed it to never to come to this level again. The unit departed. In the following hours, twenty robots came with parts, and those pieces of equipment were collected and stored in the four androids’ backpacks.

      A day went by until no more engineering robots remained. The mass wouldn't be growing any time soon. While they watched for more robots, the mass grabbed several large predators and destroyed them. All the grabbed creatures were robots. There were two times when flying drones came too near the android's position. Each time, 1998 and Teddi shot them out of the sky.

      1998 doubted an attack with lasers and plasma would damage the computer creature, so they left and went to a side exit to avoid the black willows.

      The androids took the path the dismissed engineering robots had left on the forest floor.

      In a few miles, they came across a fabrication plant. Broken robots and other machines were littered all around the unit. There were signs that showed the engineering robots loaded destroyed devices in the hopper of the machine. The fusion power system changed the parts into computer calculating boards. 1998 was of two minds over this revelation. On one hand, it wanted to take more parts to Zetta, and this was the perfect device to do that; on the other, the leader android didn't want more parts making their way to the thing that was growing in that glade.

      Ultimately, 1998 decided to shut down the plant. Turning off the fusion generator, they took the important parts so that the plant would never function again. In a few hours, 1998 would be giving Zetta a very long and detailed report with hopes it had made all the right decisions.
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      Do not trust the horse, Trojans. Whatever it is, I fear the Greeks even when they bring gifts.

      —Virgil, Aeneid Book 2

      

      Finnur wiped his face, wincing as he wrestled with getting kicked out of his parents’ home. All for the crime of doing what needed to be done—survive. Sigrid took his metal hand, holding it casually, normally. He felt her fingers in his.

      “Let’s go back where we belong,” Sigrid suggested.

      “I thought we belonged here,” Finnur moaned. He stood on a small hill in the town, surrounded by other huts and homes as he looked back at the home where he’d been raised. It’s where all Starsigns had lived. The elder within that house set the tone for all the people of Alphalon.

      They would live and die by Gerrick’s word.

      “Are we shunned from all of Alphalon?” Finnur asked.

      “I can’t believe that,” Sigrid replied with less confidence than she tried to project. In the distance, the door opened and they both tensed. Alusia stepped outside, carefully closing the door behind her. She turned, relief on her face when she saw her son. She hurried toward them. “See? Your mother comes to make amends.”

      “If that were so, then there is hope for this day.”

      They waited for her approach. When she arrived, she spoke in hushed tones, “He’s in a mood. It’s not you, Finnur. It’s him. He’ll come around. I’m happy you came home. Please, keep coming back.”

      “Come back to where I’m not welcome?” Finnur pulled his hand from Sigrid’s and held it up. No one was around, but they would see it eventually. He shoved his glove into a pouch.

      “Of course we want you near, but when the time is right,” his mother said.

      “I don’t know what that means, but I will keep doing my job to supply Alphalon with technology. Sigrid and I will go farther and search more dangerous places until we’ve found it all, even though we’ll do it under cover of darkness so no one sees their benefactor.”

      Sigrid poked him in the side. “Your mom is trying to help,” Sigrid added.

      Finnur wouldn’t look at her. Alusia waited. He turned on his heel and strode toward the forest, heading out of town and away from Alphalon. Sigrid ran to catch up.

      Alusia watched them go. She didn’t like it. She was in the middle of something that shouldn’t be. Her partner had just alienated their only child. Clenching her fists, she stormed back home.
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        * * *

      

      Magnus Shields studied Finnur’s hand until he and Sigrid made faces at each other. “It’s fully functional?” he asked, blowing on the metal palm. “Did you feel that?”

      “Yes. I felt your eyes burning a hole in my fingers. It’s a normal hand, that’s all.” Finnur pulled his glove out and put it on, despite Magnus’ protests.

      “If I could make smart shields using that technology, we’d never need fear again.” Magnus looked starry-eyed into the distance.

      “Dad,” Sigrid exclaimed. “We have no idea how it happened. A med bot took us to a place and did everything. I sat and watched the machines work. It was under the ground, but it didn’t look like a cave. It looked like it was made that way and the ground was added afterward.”

      “I don’t understand.” Magnus examined his daughter to see if there was a head wound that could have accounted for her strange words.

      “What if that was built first and the world around it came later?” she proffered.

      Magnus looked askance at his daughter. “Maybe you shouldn’t go out there anymore.” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Too many strange things when everything you need is right here.”

      Sigrid’s shoulders slumped.

      “No. We have to go back out,” Finnur declared. “There is an entire world that we don’t know about. It’s our job to know, to find, and to bring back items for Alphalon. Someday, we will be where our ancestors were. That’s when we’ll rest. Not before.”

      Magnus grabbed the young man’s shoulder and fixed him with a hard stare. “You take care of my daughter. Get your heads straight, and you’ll find that your roles as Alphalon’s journeymen is key to our survival. Take it seriously. Don’t get lost in the world behind the world.”

      Sigrid smiled and hugged her father, breaking his stare-down with Finnur.

      He chuckled and held her at arm’s length. “You look good, Sigrid. Strong and happy, despite saddling yourself with this madman.” Magnus winked at a surprised Finnur.

      Finnur tapped the duralloy shield, a gift from Sigrid to help him when he first started journeying. “I will take care of her with my life, Magnus Shields. Though, so far, it’s been the other way around.”

      Sigrid smiled, took his hand, and they walked away.

      “I guess we sleep under open sky,” Finnur said as they passed the buildings on the edge of town. Beyond were the fields and, beyond those, the wilds.

      “No place I’d rather be.”

      “Thanks for putting on a brave face. I’d like to sleep in a bed for at least one night.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” she said, “so no sense crying about it.”

      “Who’s crying?” Finnur stopped and tipped his chin up to look down his nose at Sigrid.

      She pointed at him. “Like a baby.”

      “I didn’t even get dinner,” he complained.

      “That makes two of us.” She shrugged and continued walking. “Sounds like fruit for dinner. Maybe we can bum a loaf of bread from Lameeris.”

      “Do you have anything to trade?” Finnur asked.

      “No. That’s why I said bum a loaf.”

      “True. The worst they can say is no which leaves us where we are now.” They angled away from their route toward the hills. They stopped at the Wheaton’s cabin and knocked when they found no one in the fields.

      The answer was quick. Their friend Lameeris looked down from just under the doorframe. “Ma! Look who it is.” He stepped aside so the family seated around the table could see.

      “Don’t stand there like a fence pole, invite them in!” She stood and wiped her hands on her apron. “Have you eaten?”

      “We had to leave before we could eat,” Finnur said. He didn’t consider it a lie which made his words sting from within.

      “You have to eat something before you go back out. Nothing like a good meal of bread and fresh churned butter to give you strength,” she proclaimed.

      The smell of fresh bread removed any chance of refusing. They squeezed in at the table and feasted. Finnur kept his hand in his lap while he handled his food with his still human fingers. Sigrid buttered his bread for him, to keep the others from noticing.

      Is this how it’s going to be? he thought. Maybe we’ll see if the med bot can cover it with skin...

      Sigrid nudged him. “She asked what we are looking for that is so urgent.”

      Finnur blinked and smiled. “Parts. Always parts for the ecology robots. We have to get ahead. With the next planting right around the corner, we have to be ready.”

      “We’ve never been more ready,” old Ma Wheaton said. “Thanks to you two. Can’t you take a break?”

      Together, Finnur and Sigrid shook their heads. “No rest for the weary. We never know if someone will get there before us, so we need to be first and take the best,” Finnur explained.

      “After all this time, there’s still a race for the old tech?” The old woman cocked her head. “We get along just fine without any tech whatsoever, but if they can free up some of those eco bots, life would be easier.”

      The young couple finished wolfing down their meal and made small talk for a while before excusing themselves.

      “Take this with you,” Ma Wheaton told them while Lameeris shook their hands. A hot loaf of bread appeared within a towel. She wrapped it and forced it into Sigrid’s hand, which earned the old woman a hug.

      Finnur waved and together they left, waving again when they reached a bend, around which they would no longer see anyone from Alphalon.

      “What’s the plan?” Sigrid asked when they were alone.

      “I need to sleep off some of that good cooking.” He smiled and rubbed his stomach. “Then we’ll head back to the entrance to the underground, on the border with wolfoid country. We need to go inside and see what there is to see. What if there are more levels? Can you imagine if there’s a world just like this one only a few steps away?”

      “I cannot, so we’ll have to see for ourselves then we won’t have to imagine what kind of foul creatures are waiting for us.”

      “We better stop by the warehouse and load up,” Finnur replied.

      “Nothing like fighting wolfoids to be better prepared to fight wolfoids.” Sigrid frowned. “I don’t want to remind you that last time you almost died. We can find what we need elsewhere.”

      “I guess we can charge our slug throwers with the daylight mat, but we need more slugs in case we come across a pack of wolfoids, Black Ones, you name it. There are too many dangerous things out there.”

      “Then we have to move like the wind, disappear into the shadows. We are best when they don’t see us.”

      “We are best together,” Finnur emphasized. “Let’s go to the med bot’s area, then we’ll ask all the questions it can answer.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip was long and uneventful. By traveling at night, remaining in the shadows, and moving slowly, they avoided a roving bot, multiple creatures they’d never seen before, and a small wolfoid patrol. When they reached the access hatch, they hurried inside.

      They walked to the clinic and found the med bot. They asked it questions, but it deferred, pointing to a bank of blinking lights on the wall and then shut down.

      “How many worlds are there?” Finnur turned to Sigrid. “We’re supposed to get answers from the wall?”

      Sigrid crossed her arms and leaned against the door.

      The lights blinked.

      “Where are we?” Finnur tried.

      “On Sublevel-08,” the wall answered.

      “How many levels are there?”

      

      “There are seventeen decks on the ship and fifty-one sublevels.”

      “What is a deck?”

      “A deck is a typically horizontal platform across the starship Warden that often serves as both floor for one level and ceiling for another level.”

      Sigrid took note. “Starship,” she said.

      “Where is the bridge?”

      “From the main elevator, proceed two decks up to the Control Center. The bridge is located within that deck.”

      “Two decks up…how far is that for us to walk?”

      “Stair accesses between decks are not presently safe to walk, but if you were able to pass, it is one thousand and seventeen meters.”

      “How far is a thousand meters,” Finnur asked. Every statement from the computer begged more questions.

      “A single human pace is approximately one meter. Twelve hundred human steps is the equivalent distance.”

      “Only twelve hundred steps?” Finnur’s mouth dropped open, and he stared dumbly at the flashing lights.

      Sigrid joined him in staring at the lights.

      “Is each deck the size of our world?” she finally asked.

      “Even a small world, or planetary system, is much larger than all of the Warden’s decks combined,” the voice stated.

      “Our world is the deck where we live,” Finnur mused. “You are saying that our world is one tiny place in a much bigger place?”

      “By that definition, yes,” the voice replied.

      “We want to go to the bridge right now,” Finnur said.

      “You cannot. You do not have command bands. You have access to most decks, like the next one down, which is similar to this deck.”

      “How do we get command bands?” Sigrid asked.

      “Members of the command crew have command bands.”

      “What do these bands look like?”

      “They alternate blue and red in color. The shape is identical to the red bands you now wear.”

      “What are the red bands?” Sigrid asked.

      “They are security bands. They access most areas of the ship, like the level below this sublevel.”

      “Are you answering our questions or trying to steer us somewhere we don’t want to go?” Finnur asked.

      “Human crew make all decisions. My task is to provide data from which the best decisions can be made.”

      “Sounds like you’re leading us downstairs. Fine. I’m game.” Finnur was out of questions but knew the second they arrived somewhere else, a thousand new ones would pop into his head.

      Sigrid shrugged. “One direction is as good as another until we find a command band and can access the bridge. I thought those were rumors and ghost stories. Finnur, the bridge exists!”

      “Now we have a new mission. Explore the entirety of this thing called a Warden.” Finnur flexed his metal hand. “Are you ready?”

      “I am,” Sigrid nodded. Once in the hallway, lights flashed along the wall showing them the way to go. They followed the arrows until they arrived at a door that opened as soon as they approached. The small square room inside had no exit door.

      “I’m not sure about this.” Finnur stood on the threshold, using his body to keep the doors from closing.

      “If it wanted to kill you, it wouldn’t have saved your life,” Sigrid gave him a gentle push inside and followed him in. They waited as the doors closed. The boxy room moved downward. They both grabbed for a rail along the wall and crouched as if ready to avoid a fall.

      When they arrived, the door opened to a new world. The sky appeared the same, but the growth along the ground was different. The fields, not unlike those outside Alphalon except for their size, stretched from one horizon to the next, broken only by immense buildings, a large house, and multiple barns.

      “Hold!” a voice cried from nearby.

      Finnur reached for his slug thrower but stopped before he got himself blasted. He turned and looked past Sigrid, who was frozen mid-reach. He held up his hands to the red beings arrayed behind him.

      “I’m Finnur, and this is Sigrid. We’re new here,” he said. “What are you?”

      “We see that you are human, and you are most welcome to Level-07. We will escort you to the farmhouse and our leader, Zetta 1000, but you can call him Zetta.”

      Finnur dropped his hands and let out a breath. He rubbed Sigrid’s arm, and she leaned into him. He could see the vein throbbing in her neck as her heart pounded a staccato.

      “What are you?” he asked for a second time.

      “We are called red androids. There are other colors of androids and, much like your security bands, serve a separate purpose.”

      “You’re red and my security band is red, but security bots look a lot different. Are you security?”

      “We are agricultural in nature,” the android stated. “These farms are our responsibility. We are providing for the whole ship. What deck are you from?”

      Sigrid tensed beneath Finnur’s hand. He smiled at her before making eye contact with the android. “We have traveled our whole lives. With seventeen decks and fifty-one sub-levels, there is no limit to where we can go. We keep moving and intend to search the entire Warden.”

      “Your information computes. Please come with us.” The lead android and one other headed for an opening in the fields with a footpath that led to the farmhouse. The other two waited for Finnur and Sigrid to go ahead.

      Trapped.

      They walked casually, falling behind the front pair, who slowed down without being told to. The front androids matched the young couple’s pace. When Finnur walked faster, they walked faster.

      “Somehow they must be in contact with those behind us. Or they have eyes in the back of their heads,” Finnur whispered.

      “Shh,” Sigrid cautioned, holding a finger to her lips.

      They walked in silence the rest of the way. At the farmhouse, another android waited, a red one identical to the other four, but its demeanor seemed different. The others deferred to it.

      “Good morning,” the android greeted. “Welcome to our humble farm. I am Zetta, your host. Your wish is my command. It is always such a treat to receive guests. Please allow us to get something for you to eat.”
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      Beware that you do not lose the substance by grasping at the shadow.

      —Aesop

      

      The new visitors puzzled Zetta. They were pure strain humans. Zetta accessed its memory systems and the android only remembered one other time pure strain humans came to the farm. The android leader had those humans followed to their small village. There were twenty other humans in that camp. Zetta sent a hundred androids and killed those vermin and collected many useful things in the process. It would be doing the same with these two. Turning on a special program designed to charm humans, Zetta led them around the farm.

      “You go out from your village and forage for equipment. That is very interesting and brave of you.” While Zetta took them around the farm, showing off the barns and the orchids, he contacted androids, using subsonic communication systems. Those androids set up detection systems. Unknown to Sigrid and Finnur, they were x-rayed while walking through several areas of the farm. Zetta was careful with its questioning and learned where the med bay was and where there was a colony of wolfoids—those would need to be destroyed right away.

      Zetta could tell the farm delighted the humans, especially the massive market of refrigerated vegetables in Barn-02. Sigrid remarked on the size of the cows.

      “The cows are the most traded items we have with other communities. When you are ready, you can breed them. They take a little work to raise, but the milk they give is well worth it,” Zetta explained.

      They were impressed by the road being built into the forest and asked questions about its construction.

      Zetta explained it was used to cut down on the number of raiders that came to steal fruit from the orchards. Special weapons were trained down the road. When creatures tried to cross the wide expanse, android guards could shoot at them, thus cutting down on their number.

      The skull of the Tyrannosaurus Rex was mounted on the side of Barn-03. It amazed the pair as Zetta described the battle against it.

      Naturally, the hidden underground armory or factories weren't part of the tour. The pair didn't notice the artificial trees were guard outposts with armored androids in them.

      “Are you attacked much?” Sigrid asked.

      “Occasionally,” answered Zetta. “We have defenses strong enough to resist incursions. Later in the year, I would be happy to trade our special explosive fruit with you. We had a large attack of rabbit mutants and were forced to use the fruit in defense, so we have few left for now. Let me show you those trees.”

      Another android brought over a fist-sized dark purple fruit. They were led to a grove of trees growing smaller versions. Zetta took the ripe fruit and threw it at a distant boulder. It exploded when it smashed against the stone. All that was left was a pile of rocks and a hole in the ground.

      “I can see how those would help,” Finnur said nervously.

      “Wouldn't that be dangerous to carry around?” Sigrid asked.

      “The fruit changes colors as it matures,” Zetta remarked. “When light purple, like the ones on the trees, it does not explode. Two weeks after being harvested, acids in the fruit cause it to turn a dark purple, and then hard knocks cause it to blast with great force. Those fruits stay fresh and deadly for weeks; even months when refrigerated. Eventually, they turn white, and won't explode. I will be happy to send some cuttings with you. When do you plan on returning to your village?”

      “That would be a great gift. We have little with us to give in return though,” Finnur replied.

      “We hadn't planned on going home very soon. We have nothing to take back with us,” Sigrid added. “How long would it take for a seedling to grow fruit?”

      “The mutant trees rapidly grow more fruit, but it takes about three months for the fruit to mature. As a rule, we are generous in our first meetings with others. We want them—and you, of course—to come back and trade with us.”

      “What type of things are you interested in?” Sigrid asked.

      “I'm sure we can trade for things you aren't using. We will be sure to send you back with many useful items.”  Zetta didn't care what it gave the pair as it planned on killing them and plundering their village.  “We like robot parts and weapons of all types. Your slug throwers are a type we haven't seen before. We would be interested in those. Let me see one of your slugs please.”

      The thinker android carefully viewed the humans. The male was an obvious cyborg. His arm was a techno-marvel of ancient technology. The pair seemed impressed with the produce of the farm. Zetta promised them great deals in trade. All the while he contacted androids and set android drones into the air to follow the pair as they left the farm.

      It was the drones that gave the farm the warning of danger, and it would be the drones that helped the androids expand their sphere of control.

      “We are about to be attacked,” Zetta warned. “You two must be kept safe. Please go into the farmhouse with these companions. As the battle progresses, please do not try to interfere.”

      “Battle? What battle?” Sigrid asked. Howling was her answer. They were heard throughout the farm. The human pair turned toward the farmhouse, away from the android security outposts opening up with pulse rifle fire on attacking wolfoids. Seeing the danger from the outposts, wolfoids attacked them first. A barrage of pistol balls shot into the outpost firing ports, destroying the androids. The wolfoids tried getting into the tree outposts, but they were secured from within. The attackers snarled their displeasure before moving on.

      The battle continued as mutants rushed in from all sides.

      “Wolfoids,” Finnur said, pulling his mate into the farmhouse ahead of the companion androids. The group crouched and looked out the windows toward the barns.

      “There is a 90% chance wolfoids will fire through the windows. Zetta says you must stay down. Let's go deeper into the building,” the female android suggested.

      The farmhouse was huge with many bedrooms.

      The sounds of battle soon reached the humans. Sigrid looked out a window to see strange wolfoids she had never seen before, dressed in odd clothing. Each had a large cloak, a black hat with a feather in it, and what appeared to be a metal breastplate. They used some type of pistol they needed to reload with each shot. They also used large curved swords. The three-meter-tall creatures were capable of cutting a large android in half; turning it into a mass of red gel splattering the ground.

      If they could only get close enough to swing their massive blades.

      Androids with mauls raced toward the wolfoids. Each was cut down as they got too close. Sometimes an android would try to block a sword stroke with their large maul. Each time, the maul was cut in two and the android's body was pierced or slashed. As an android was cut, it turned into a pile of red goo on the ground.

      From the windows of the farmhouse, loud booms could be heard.

      “I believe the wolfoids have found out how to use mortars,” the female companion said. “There is a 97% chance they will target this farmhouse. We need to get you out the back way. Come with us.”

      “What is a mortar?” Sigrid asked.

      “It is a weapon of the ancients. It takes a small explosive device and hurls it high into the air. In that way the group using the weapon isn't exposed to enemy fire.”

      Everything was happening too fast.

      The male companion android ducked into a side room and came out with some strange gear. “Put these on. It is armor we have been perfecting.” The androids helped the humans get into it.

      The strange armor was black and light. Sigrid had no idea how it could protect anything but put it on because it was better than nothing.

      Within seconds, they fled, running past a room filled with computer screens. Zetta sat in the middle of the chamber, adjusting some of the screens. Wolfoids were in every image, in scenes of battle with androids.

      Bursting out the backdoor, the four ran into a group of six wolfoids. The two companion androids were cut down, and one of the attackers fired at Finnur. He grunted with the impact, but fought on, firing his slug thrower at the heads of two enemies and killed them both.

      Two more wolfoids died from Sigrid’s shots. The remaining two wolfoids lunged, their sword edges striking both Finnur’s and Sigrid’s breastplates, failing to penetrate them. Looks of amazement crossed their muzzles. The humans were forced back by more sword lunges, but they weren't injured.

      Two more blasts to the heads, and Finnur and Sigrid were clear of enemies. They heard the sounds of battle around the barns as wolfoids howled with the destruction of every android.

      “Should we run or fight?” Sigrid asked.

      “We can fight them now or when they come and attack our village,” Finnur answered.

      “We'll fight until we run out of slugs, and then figure out what to do,” Sigrid bravely said.

      They turned the corner of the farmhouse and looked at the three barns.

      Wolfoids and androids were locked in life and death struggles. Dead from both sides littered the ground around the barns. All the beings in the melee were three meters tall and evenly matched in strength. The wolfoids were quicker than the androids and hit often with their pistols and sword thrusts. The pistol balls didn't have much effect on the worker androids.

      Just like the human pair, the wolfoids tried for head shots. Sigrid saw pistol balls fired into the faceless androids. Those wounded androids didn't slow at all as they struck back. When a maul hit a wolfoid, it crushed the beast with the power of the swing, Soon, the wolfoids stopped using their pistols in favor of the more effective swords.

      The huge mauls rarely hit the quick wolfoids. For every five androids that turned to red goo, one wolfoid was killed.

      “Should we go back into the farmhouse?” Sigrid asked.

      “No, the battle is still raging…and listen.” The heavy kathump of a mortar sounded. “Mortars might still hit the farmhouse. Let's go around that barn and support the battle on that side,” Finnur declared.

      The two didn’t get very far. A large band of wolfoids came around the corner of the barn. The humans braced themselves for a final battle. Suddenly, androids arrayed in the same armor as the two humans burst out of the closest barn. They fired impressive energy rifles, unleashing dazzling bursts of energy.

      The humans hit the dirt and started sniping the wolfoids. In the beginning, the loud booms of their slug throwers were ignored among the blasts of wolfoid pistols.

      The electronic targeting systems of the slug throwers allowed the pair of shooters to successfully strike time after time. Soon, all the wolfoids on the back side of the barns were dead. The bad news was that there weren't any androids alive either.

      “How much ammo do you have left?” Finnur asked while he kept firing. “I'm down to twelve shots.”

      “I've got two magazines,” Sigrid answered.

      A series of blasts hit the ground around the pair. More wolfoids came around the corner of the barn.

      Sigrid groaned in pain and stopped firing. She slumped over her weapon.

      Finnur turned to her, cradling her head. Seeing blood all over her face, he feared the worst. At the thought of Sigrid dying, Finnur went into a blind rage. He picked up one of the magazines on Sigrid's side and raced toward the wolfoids.

      The creatures had looks of amazement on their muzzles as a lone human attacked the pack of ten. In the first seconds, Finnur fired as fast as he could. Wolfoids fell, but too many more took their place.

      Changing magazines, the human picked up a wolfoid sword with his cyborg arm and started swinging with blurring speed. The stunned enemy raised their swords to no avail. The cyborg arm was ten times stronger than the wolfoids and more fell as others stabbed and shot at Finnur. Sword strokes and musket balls pushed Finnur back, but his armor stopped them all.

      The human felt blow after blow but wasn't deterred as he killed more of the enemy. Eventually, they surrounded him, and he knew his time was over. It didn't bother him. He didn't want to live without Sigrid.

      Suddenly, precision energy blasts cleared the wolfoids around him. Armored androids poured out of the barns and concentrated their fire on the enemy. In less than a handful of heartbeats, all of the beasts were down.

      The exhausted Finnur dropped the wolfoid sword and turned with tears in his eyes for his lady.

      The tears turned to cries of joy. Sigrid was sitting up and struggling to take off her dented helmet. He ran to her and helped her stand.

      “This helmet stopped the bullet, but the shock knocked me out for a bit. Now, I can't get this dang thing off my head. Help me, Finnur.”

      “I thought you were dead,” he said, his trembling hands tugging at the helmet. He used the strength of his cyborg arm to bend the helmet and pull it free.

      In seconds, Zetta and other androids surrounded them. One of them carried a medkit of the ancients. Part of that device lightly touched Sigrid's injured head.

      “Third level concussion,” the machine chirped. “Healing nanos have been injected. The wound will heal within twenty-four hours with rest.”

      Both humans looked at Zetta.

      “You can certainly stay the night. Sigrid must rest, as the medkit says. It is not wise to push too hard after taking such a wound. You will be our guests.” Besides, Zetta said to itself, that will give us more time to prepare the cart of supplies.

      The two were shown back into the farmhouse and other androids cleaned up the many bodies of the wolfoids. The large mutant creatures were skinned. Each beast’s laser-resistant fur would make two large shields and gauntlets.

      “All by yourselves, you accounted for twenty-two of the mutant wolfoids. I've never seen such a large force come attacking,” Zetta remarked. “You are heroes. We will take special care of you tomorrow.”

      The android showed them into the farmhouse where they were led to a large bedroom filled with many marvels and wonders. Sigrid gasped at the size of the bathroom. She was shown how to use the shower, and the hot water felt wonderful.

      Androids brought them delicious food and drink and closed the door to give them privacy.

      

      That night, unbeknownst to Finnur and Sigrid, two androids guarded the corridor so that they couldn't explore the house.

      Zetta supervised the creation of a large wheeled cart. The androids put several homing devices into the body of the cart, which would allow the drones to track the humans to their village. The unit was filled with fruits and vegetables of many types. Seedlings of several types of trees were added to the load. Zetta even allowed a plasma rifle to be added to the pile. The rifle was specially rigged to fire three shots, then break down.

      The next morning, Sigrid and Finnur were fed a huge breakfast. They were given suits of the black armor. Zetta had a thousand slugs made for their weapons and gave them as a parting gift.

      They stood in front of the farmhouse as the electric cart wheeled out of the barn. The pair couldn't believe their eyes at the sight.

      “This is so very kind,” Sigrid said.

      “Think nothing of it, friends,” Zetta said. “You are heroes. Who knows how badly it would have gone without you killing so many of our enemies. Please return again. Bring what you can spare, and we will load this cart with more food and useful items. Be careful on the way home. We wouldn't want anything to happen to all this food.”

      The humans shook hands with all androids in the area. They got on the electric cart and drove toward the elevator. High in the air above their heads, three android drones, their bottoms painted like the sky, floated invisible to their human eyes.
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      The magic thing about home is that it feels good to leave, and it feels even better to come back.

      —Wendy Wunder, The Profitability of Miracles

      

      Sigrid comforted a confused Finnur with a gentle hand.

      He smiled at her.

      “What bothers you? We’re returning home with a load of fruits, vegetables, and seedlings in this magnificent cart! Our price was helping them defend their farm.”

      “What if the wolfoids were only trying to reclaim what was theirs?”

      “How can you believe that?” Sigrid shot back. “They’ve been at that farm long enough to grow all that food. They had their systems in all the rooms. Of course, they have technology on their side. It’s in the nature of their being. I think it was the wolfoid clan that wanted what the androids had. They could have tried to talk, but they arrived with guns blasting. And mortars? What an evil weapon that is!”

      Finnur grinned. “I know you’re right, Sigrid. Do you think this will be enough to earn our way back into the village’s good graces?”

      “I don’t think we ever left it. They just need time to get used to the new you, the Finnur that is alive. Who cares about your arm? You continue to fight for them. They’ll realize that.”

      Finnur scowled and disappeared into his own thoughts. When the elevator doors opened, Finnur engaged the drive and the powered wagon rolled smoothly forward. “I could get used to this,” he said, patting the armrest of his seat. “Did Zetta say anything about returning it?”

      “Not that I remember, but of course, we are giving it back!”

      “We’ll take it back filled with stuff for them,” Finnur said, speaking slowly and scowling again. “What do androids eat?”

      Sigrid looked sideways at her partner before turning her attention to the rolling terrain. After their last battle with the wolfoid village, the creatures had become an endangered species. Finnur accelerated across the even terrain, skirting the woods that they used to hide in when watching their enemy.

      “I don’t think they eat at all,” she replied barely above a whisper.

      “Then why are they fanatical about growing the fruits and vegetables?”

      “And we’re back to not trusting someone who has only shown us kindness.”

      “It’s a hard life we lead as journeymen, but that doesn’t have to mean it’s all hard.” He pushed down on the well-cushioned seat before reaching into the back and pulling a ripened fruit off the top of a crate. He leaned over the side of the wagon to bite into it, letting the juices dribble down his chin and onto the passing ground.

      He handed it to Sigrid, and she did the same before handing it back.

      “Trust is earned, and I think Zetta and his people have shown what they’re made of.”

      “That red goo,” Finnur quipped. They both made faces. “Maybe that’s why they have a farm, to come up with the material to squish into their red bodies.”

      Sigrid made a face. “I’m sure there’s a lot of technology involved.” She shook her head. “Squish! Yuck.”

      When she looked up, Finnur was pointing. “What’s that?”

      The scarlet feathers and raptor-like beak gave it away.

      “A blood bird,” Sigrid growled, pulling her slug thrower and taking aim, waiting for the creature to get closer, but not too close. They were radioactive and made one’s skin turn red before worse things happened. Those creatures were best killed at a distance.

      “Is that another one?” Finnur pointed overhead at something hovering.

      “I don’t think so. It looks far different, but those are.” Sigrid looked from one to the other and ended by pointing into the distance.

      The smart drone flew upward, putting altitude between it and the humans until it disappeared from view. Zetta sat behind the screen and fumed, while also cheering on the humans to kill the scarlet tanager, a mutated avian they called a blood bird.

      The smart drone was equipped with lasers, but the thinker android didn’t want to use those except as a last resort. If the humans failed to defeat the birds, then the drone would engage and Zetta would explain it as his way of helping to make sure that his new friends remained safe on their journey.

      Because he was a gracious soul.

      He found the human humor distasteful. He could replicate it but would never embrace it. They would understand his sense of humor when the red androids stormed the town called Alphalon, killed the residents and secured all they had for the greater good of the ship. The biological creatures must be purged if the Warden had any chance to complete its mission.

      Zetta’s attention was drawn back to the monitor where the flock grew larger. More blood birds were coming. They had evolved to eat meat, but they also continued to eat fruits and vegetables when they could find them. They’d never seen a windfall like the cart below. No trees to fly through. No bushes to fight. The treats were carried, in the open, ready for them to devour.

      At two thirds of a meter tall with a wingspan of nearly three meters, blood birds needed a great deal of sustenance. The flock needed to eat well today and every day after. The humans in the cart would provide a few days’ worth of meals. Everything they needed was right down there where the humans seemed to be waiting.

      “Why are they holding back?” Sigrid asked.

      “I wish I knew. They have us in the open and as fast as this thing is, it’s not fast enough. We need to turn toward the scrub near that next hill.” He turned the yoke and the powered cart veered. “We have to protect what’s in this cart, or we can’t go home or back to the androids.”

      “Truth,” Sigrid agreed, the barrel of her slug thrower pointing at the birds. She knew they were too far away for that weapon, so she holstered her pistol and fetched the plasma rifle. “Let me know when you’re not going to drive over any bumps.”

      Finnur drove toward a patch of grasses over even ground. “Now!” he called when the wagon smoothed out.

      She calmly pulled the trigger. The plasma erupted from the barrel, covering the distance in the blink of an eye, splashing into the flock. She pulled twice more.

      Two blood birds squawked and fell from her first attack, one from the second, and none from the third. They scattered and flew erratically.

      “That’s three we don’t have to kill up close,” Finnur said, adjusting course toward the stand of trees.

      “It was worth a shot.”

      “And good shots they were.” He rocked forward, urging the cart to greater speed.  As one, the flock tucked their wings and dove toward the lumbering cart. Finnur aimed his slug thrower, a loaded magazine in his off hand. Sigrid switched to her pistol which had a higher rate of fire, aimed, ready to fight off the flock while the cart rolled on.

      Finnur fired a fraction of a second before Sigrid. He led his target as he would have when firing a bow, but the bird had turned toward him. He fired again; this time, red feathers exploded in a cloud, and the creature plummeted to the ground.

      Sigrid pulled her trigger as fast as she could, no longer aiming. Her shots flew wild, causing her to panic until the slide locked to the rear, the pistol empty. She dropped the magazine into the cart and reloaded.

      “Aim and fire,” Finnur encouraged. “Speed doesn’t help if you don’t hit anything.” The birds swooped past, splitting up and flying in a tight circle to pounce on the cart and its inhabitants.

      One landed in the middle of the fruit. Finnur lowered his hand and fired upward, blasting the bird into the air and away. None of the feathers or gore landed in the cart. He stood and braced the pistol with his second hand and continued to fire. Sigrid stood and put her back to his. His rhythmic firing calmed her. She filled the dead space between his hammer dropping.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Like a metronome, they delivered death in perfect time. Confused and dazed, the flock darted at angles to the wagon, flying low at a distance to avoid the gunfire. The two humans continued to aim, waiting for a clean shot. The cart bumped into the bushes, and Sigrid screamed as she toppled, tried to catch herself, failed, and tumbled out. Finnur reached for her and missed, almost joining her.

      Zetta watched the screen, shaking his head. “Humans. We will be doing them a favor by exterminating them.”

      Finnur turned back and snapped off two rounds as a blood bird dove upon him. He caught it with his cybernetic arm and threw it away. He aimed and fired in rapid succession while the remnants of the flock took the distraction as an opportunity for one overwhelming attack. But, when the smoke cleared, only two remained: the humans and their cart of precious cargo.

      With one last check of the sky, Finnur holstered his pistol and jumped from the cart, ripping the bushes apart with his metal hand until he reached the battered Sigrid. He pulled her free of the brush, and after a long hug, gestured toward the cart.

      “We need to get out of here. This place is far too hot.”

      Sigrid snickered while brushing herself off. “The last couple days have not been kind.” She climbed into the cart, and Finnur backed it up. “Let’s go home.”

      “If they’ll have us,” he said as a dark cloud consumed his features.

      Sigrid leaned her head on his shoulder and held him as they drove. She could feel the tension in his body when he should have been exuberant over another battle won. She sat up and went to work reloading the magazines for their slug throwers. All of their world was dangerous. Just because they had an encounter minutes earlier was no guarantee that they would get a reprieve.
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        * * *

      

      It was early evening when Finnur spotted the border of the maze and the path leading around it. He slowed the cart to a stop and waited. Sigrid pulled some fruit from their load and took a bite before handing it to her mate.

      “I’m not hungry,” he replied, earning a punch in the arm.

      “Eat. Your body needs it even if your mind thinks otherwise.” She put her hand on his leg and squeezed. “Our friends are there; Danal, Nah’teg, Jupiter, Lameeris, and Plista. Our families are there. They’ve missed us, even if they deny it. In this vast world, there are so few of us. We have to stick together. What if that wolfoid clans attacked Alphalon? Would our people be able to repel them as well as the androids?”

      Finnur ate half of the fruit before handing it back. “They lost a lot of their people before the security bots appeared. Why didn’t they just launch the bots first?”

      “Back to this again? Maybe if the bots were destroyed, no one else could come to their rescue.”

      “Possibly. I have to keep thinking on it.” He smiled at her. “Shall we?”

      At her nod, he drove the wagon as fast as it would go on the increasingly used path until they reached the entrance to the town. Lameeris was leaving and stopped to wave. He wasn’t carrying his scythe but had a cart with a quarter of meat inside.

      “Gotta get this to the smokehouse, but great to see you back! We were worried, you know, those of us who tested together,” he called. “What is that and what are you wearing?”

      “This is our home,” Sigrid answered before tossing him a strange fruit from the cart. He caught it and saluted them with it. “A cart that works from its own power and personal armor, to protect us from our enemies. All gifts from a new ally.”

      Lameeris nodded, tight-lipped and continued on his way.

      Finnur started the cart moving again and entered town. He stopped at the town square, stood, and cupped his hands around his mouth. He shouted,

      “Fruits and vegetables! Gifts from Zetta and his androids!” Villagers approached skeptically, but when they saw the cornucopia, they dove in. Smiling and thanking the journeyman for the bounteous offerings. Finnur and Sigrid were overwhelmed with questions about it all, but the villagers were easily placated because their focus was on the food.

      Jupiter ran up, carrying her small toolkit. She asked if she could take the cart apart. Finnur declined, saying they had to return it. She seemed to understand, but Sigrid became wary about leaving the cart unattended.

      After most of the fruit and vegetables were gone and the saplings given to those who would plant and nurture them, Gerrick and Alusia emerged from the shadows.

      “Mother, Father,” Finnur greeted, bowing slightly, watching them closely.

      Alusia pushed past Gerrick and ran to her son. He jumped down to hug his mother, closing his eyes as he held her tight, opening them when he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder.

      “Welcome home. And well done. I think you two might be the best journeymen Alphalon has ever seen, and I’m proud of you.” Finnur shook hands with his father, man to man.

      “Let’s talk and rest. Tomorrow is going to be a great day,” Gerrick said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          15 Getting Things Together

        

      

    

    
      I will prepare, and someday my chance will come.

      —Abraham Lincoln

      

      The farm androids were cleaning up after the vicious wolfoid attack. There was no way to determine why the wolfoids attacked when they did. As far as Zetta knew, they had not encroached on new wolfoid territory. Walls had been caved in on all three barns. Wolfoids had chopped down several trees in the orchards. All the windows in the farmhouse had been broken—the glass in those windows was supposed to be bulletproof. Apparently, they were not proof against a cutlass; that would change with this set of repairs. Military-grade glass was being cast in the military manufacturing area under Barn-01. Several large explosive devices had been found. They were marked and waited for liquid nitrogen to be poured upon them before attempts were made to defuse them.

      Zetta didn't like the fact that all the portals on the barns and farmhouse had been caved in. Plans were initiated to replace those broken doors with armored panels of duralloy. There was only one place on the entire starship where panels of duralloy could be acquired. Two carts with six of the few remaining androids were sent to collect them. The androids were heavily equipped and wore the new battle armor from the military stores under Barn-01.

      A schedule of farm defensive improvements was put into place to be finished in six days. The hidden defenses of the farm would have to be drastically improved. Camouflaged claymores were scheduled to be secluded around the farm in many places. Large weathervanes that were actually machine gun emplacements were set up on each of the barns and the farmhouse. Zetta considered placing the farm's only military tank in plain sight, hoping its presence might prevent more attacks, but Zetta's logic circuits computed an 87% chance intelligent beings would attempt to steal it—attracting even more attacks. A data search revealed military robots on other levels of the starship. They would be acquired, and their programming would be changed to defend the farm from intruders. Laser cannons would be placed inside all of the doors of the barns and farmhouse. Although it was true wolfoids were immune, as well as the occasional Tyrannosaurus Rex, the weapon was effective against other predators.  A good thing to come out of the attack was a large batch of different colored armbands from the wrists of dead wolfoids. Zetta’s androids had acquired four red bands, two black military bands, and three white medical armbands.

      Like a spider, Zetta sat in the middle of the farmhouse in its computer chamber. There were an unusual number of things it wanted to get done in this day cycle. Its electronic webbing reached out past the farm. It now surveyed data from several levels. There were twenty holographic screens in its office, each linked to a camera or drone on the farm or on other deck levels. Normally, Zetta assigned companion androids to scrutinize those areas, but the wolfoid raid had stripped most of them away and companions were low on the priority list for the creation vats. Zetta needed worker androids to take part in the raid against the humans. Wolfoid pelts were being mounted on duo-plastic riot shields. Together, the shields would be resistant to energy blasts and absorb slug impacts. Raw wolfoid flesh was ground and used for orchard fertilizer. One could almost see the trees grow stronger as they absorbed the bio-mash. Zetta wasn't familiar with the level where the surviving wolfoids retreated. It sent an armed scouting party to the area labeled Epsilon City on the shipboard map. Red android observation drones flew over the heads of the scouts, keeping pace and transmitting video of the journey. Wolfoid tracks were all over the area in the mountains near the city complex.

      Zetta reviewed the farm’s primary mission statement. The area was to act as a magnet for intelligent life. The thinker android wanted beings to come to the farm. This would lead to targeting those beings and the lairs they came from; so far, targeting had been 100% effective. They had destroyed thirteen groups and plundered their lairs. The primary mission was logical and would continue.

      The two humans called Finnur and Sigrid were activating Zetta's irritation circuits. Currently, they sat on a hill not doing anything. The cart sent a strong tracking signal. The observation drones functioned at full capacity far above the humans. It was just as well. They were attacked by avians but beat them back. The success of that battle surprised Zetta. At the beginning of the struggle, it had computed a 71% chance that one of them would die, yet both survived, in part because of their weapons and the addition of the plasma rifle. Those facts were added to Zetta's plans to destroy their village.

      The wolfoid attack had damaged the reserves of worker androids and the farm itself. The creation vats worked at full capacity, but it took a day to make a worker android and involved a great deal of Zetta's attention. The vat systems kept trying to generate an even balance of companion and thinker androids to match the workers. Zetta couldn't allow that. It had to continually send stop orders when designs for companions and thinkers were auto loaded into the vat programs.

      Zetta reviewed that decision. More companion androids would have to be made eventually, but the manufacture of more thinker androids was not going to happen at all. They would attempt to insert their own programming logic and interfere with Zetta's goals.

      Zetta estimated it would need at least fifty armed worker androids to destroy the humans. That estimation came from the little information Zetta gleaned from the two humans as they talked about their village, Alphalon. There were mutants and defensive robots there and a difficult maze to navigate, all which required planning.

      Worker android 1998 was a survivor. Zetta decided it would lead the attack against the human village. Zetta made a note to evaluate 1998's positronic brain patterns. It was somehow more logical and intuitive than a normal worker. It would have to take care not to brain burn the android's circuits during data mining—a 28% chance of that happening. Zetta weighed that against the possibility of making a hundred androids like 1998 and decided to compute measures later to lessen the percentage.

      Checking military ledgers, enough plasma rifles and new slug throwers were in manufacture. The military vehicles were designed and waiting for use, stored in the underground chamber with a goodly number of missiles and ammunition for the high-caliber slug throwers on those units. The new battle armor had worked well versus the wolfoids, and more of those were being manufactured in the bunkers beneath the farm.

      In two days, the road was finished to the edge of the level. The killing of mutant creatures started in earnest. Unintelligent mutants were easy to dispatch as they tried to cross the road. It didn't matter how quickly they moved—as soon as the tracking systems of the automatic slug throwers detected movement, they fired. Intelligent mutants were different problems. Sensing movement in the dark cycles wasn't difficult for the tracking systems. Zetta had planned on the slug thrower systems to be attacked by rabbitoids. Explosive traps around the slug throwers killed many of the mutants, and the damaged systems were easy to replace. With each kill, the bodies were skinned and checked for useful equipment. The rabbitoids had unusual numbers of gadgets.

      

      Zetta put finding more rabbitoid lairs higher on its priority list, even above wiping out the humans. It wasn't sound strategic policy to have an enemy force on the same level as the android farm.

      A report came to Zetta's computer about the android bees. They were working at one hundred and 10% efficiency pollinating the flowers in the fruit grenade orchards. Zetta wondered if their programming could be enhanced to make them attack devices. It discarded that concept; it would destroy too many useful bee units. They were difficult to replicate and used rare resources to manufacture.

      Android 1998 presented a disturbing report about the creature forming in the level above theirs. Zetta knew the power of its own calculating positronic systems. The thought of a being composed of masses of computing equipment was concerning. Zetta calculated a 92% chance this new entity would eventually be able to track the feeds anywhere on the Warden. Zetta would have to take measures to block the data feeds on their level and between all androids. More drones were sent to observe this new thing. Every time they flew within a mile of the mass, they stopped sending data. Zetta pondered sending robotic units, without positronic brains, to investigate and even considered using a tactical nuclear weapon on the mass. There was a 27% chance the explosion would have no effect. As an afterthought, Zetta created a series of throwaway bomb drones with a large explosive attached. It wouldn't hurt to wave attack the new creature to observe its defenses.

      A new alarm sounded throughout the farm. Zetta's security cameras showed a small army of engineering robots moving about the farm.

      “Not again,” Zetta remarked. It flipped several operating systems, ordering the few companion androids left to switch to emergency Alpha One programming.

      The robots never showed up on the warning systems no matter how Zetta modified the programming. The engineer robots were programmed to fix things, and batches often came to the farm to fix what was wrong.

      Zetta rushed to the vat station. The engineering robots tried to fix the programming of the vats so that they didn't produce red androids. As expected, three robots were removing the data plates to work on the vats’ motherboards. Worker androids watched the robots come in and take data panels off the walls. The hardwired programming made them stand aside when robots came into the area.

      Zetta rushed in and flipped switches on the robots to turn them off. The bots had no defenses versus an android simply turning them off. Their hardwired programming prevented them from stopping any type of interference like that. Engineering robots were all built alike—a three-meter-tall frame in a humanoid shape. They moved on treads, had several high intensity illumination systems on the top of their frame, three sets of tentacles for microscopic manipulation of complex circuitry, and several types of tools from welding torches to computer programming applications. The robots’ on/off switches were in the middle of their backs, easy for a normal sized humanoid to reach. Zetta had to strain a bit at its one-point-five-meter height to reach the switch.

      A loud mooing alerted Zetta to the next problem. Thirty of the monster-sized cows rushed out of the barn. The stanchions to hold their heads in place were jury-rigged from the original stanchions because of their enormity. The engineering robots forced all the cows out of the barn and started replacing parts to make the stanchions the proper size.

      If Zetta had teeth, it would have been grinding them. More switches were flipped. Zetta gave orders to the worker androids to take the deactivated robots down into the bunker. The units would be scrapped for parts for several of the devices being manufactured in the military plant.

      Zetta went to check the orchards next and, for the first time in its life, the android was horrified. An odd-looking engineer robot trundled around the orchard toward the few red worker androids. This robot had engineering equipment, but its frame was shaped differently. There was a large box-shaped body covered in wires and motherboards. Lights and manipulative tentacles were in the usual places, but this version floated on an anti-gravity platform.

      Zetta observed when the unit got within three meters of a busy worker, an arc of energy went from the robot to the android. Suddenly, the android transformed from red flesh to white flesh. Zetta had no idea how. Its force of red androids disappeared before its eyes. With the change, the white androids stopped maintaining the orchard, picked up their mauls, and followed the modified engineering robot. The thinker android raced into the first barn and down into the military stores area. It picked up a huge caliber slug thrower and two magazines of twenty slugs. Zetta didn't dare order more of its androids to be armed and attack the robot.

      While Zetta was thinking of it, the android gave a subsonic call to all red androids to evacuate the area and not return until it gave the all-clear signal. It also ordered them to stay away from the rogue engineering unit. The thinker android hoped that would save some of its other android charges.

      Racing on its chubby little legs, Zetta came up and out of the barn. Its first shot bounced off the trunk of the robot, stripping away a patch of its body. Suddenly, all of the androids got in front of the robot and advanced on Zetta.

      The red thinker android screamed, “No!” It regretted its next action but fired as it retreated from the mass of attackers. The unemotional being knew anguish as it shot the heads of its turned androids and transformed them into white goo. With every shot, Zetta learned rage at the sight of the engineering robot that had done this. Zetta ordered his remaining androids to evacuate the farm. It had to do something to rid it of this new menace. The android kept firing and raced toward the middle of the road east out of the farm. Two remaining white androids and the robot slowly followed.

      Half a mile down the road, Zetta turned and shot at the heads of the last two white androids. They exploded and Zetta felt anguish for having to kill things it had created and nurtured.

      The emotions this presented clouded its positronic brain. Anguish and rage were new to Zetta, and it didn't like what the emotions did to its logic circuits. The android explored programs to rid it of the raw feelings.

      Bullets bounced off the robot. Zetta moved off the road. The thinker android manipulated the weapon systems of an automated slug thrower by hand. The automatic unit was capable of killing mutants and other creatures, but it wouldn't recognize the engineering robot as a target. Bullets did nothing, but Zetta didn't expect them to damage the bot.

      The engineering robot continued to pursue Zetta. As it rushed forward, the engineering robot went close to the automated slug thrower. This activated the super-charged claymore mines around the guns. Hundreds of bullets did nothing to the robot, but thousands of supersonic mini-balls tore it apart.

      The destroyed unit lay in pieces on the ground. Zetta took satisfaction in reaching in and breaking its motherboard into little pieces. The thinker gave the signal for the other androids to return to the farm and get back to work.

      Upon returning to the farm itself, Zetta came across the two pools of white goo that were once its worker androids. New emotions played in Zetta’s brain. The thinker android had no problem killing rabbitoids, wolfoids, humans, and mutants of all types, but now it had learned the sadness of destroying its own.

      Zetta wasn't happy.

      The creature jogged back to the farm to see if there were any more engineering robots to be turned off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          16 Tomorrow’s Child

        

      

    

    
      Hope is important because it can make the present moment less difficult to bear. If we believe that tomorrow will be better, we can bear a hardship today.

      —Thich Nhat Hanh

      

      Finnur woke next to Sigrid. In the small bed, it was warm, and sweat glistened on his skin where they’d been touching. She remained asleep, shivering after he bared her. He tucked the single blanket around her, kissing her lightly before rising and dressing.

      The reunion with his parents had closed an unhappy chapter in his life, while opening a new one. More responsibility. More authority. He was a man in his own right.

      Alphalon wanted to expand the journeyman program, but that brought its own challenges. How to train someone to be willing to sacrifice all for the town?

      I can’t do that, he thought.

      Finnur flexed his artificial hand. He frowned his way into a smile. When the battle with the wolfoids ended, the humans left the field of battle.

      And, again, the battle with the red androids. The wolfoids suffered the pain of going against Finnur and Sigrid, but what were those security bots? Why were they deployed last, after so many androids had already been turned to red goo? His questions remained unanswered, but the cart, the produce, and the plasma rifle told him Zetta was their ally. Everyone had secrets. Finnur had not told the android how to get to Alphalon. He scowled through his troubling thoughts and went into the kitchen for a snack.

      “Why the dark face?” his mother asked.

      “The red androids gave us much in the way of food, a wagon, a weapon, but what they didn’t give us was information. We know so little. I think we should spend more time talking with them, negotiating before we bring them to our home.”

      “We have always remained cautious of strangers.” Alusia hugged her son. “We must open up if we are to realize our destiny, preserving life and growing our village to once again find the holy bridge.” She clasped her hands and tipped her head back to look at the sky.

      “The bridge exists. It is a real place, and I think we can get there, but the world outside our own is dangerous. What you don’t know can, and will, kill you. We must be willing to inflict violence on our enemies. Journeymen used to be searchers and finders. Are we going to change what we do? Is that why you and Father want to grow the number of journeymen, so that we can be warriors, too?”

      “I fear for our future if we don’t expand the perimeter,” Gerrick Starsign offered as he approached. He pointed at heavy shrubs and walls in their area of the town. “If anyone gets through the wall, we’re doomed.”

      “We’ll lose everything…and maybe everyone.” Alusia greeted her partner by taking his hand. They stood together, watching their son.

      “I feel like you’re waiting for me to give you the answer,” Finnur said. He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. His parents waited. “I am still looking for the right allies. I know the red androids seem friendly enough, but I fear maybe they are not what they seem. I hope I’m wrong…because they can do much good for us.”

      “They have already done much for us, more so than anyone we’ve ever encountered. Alphalon has you to thank for that,” his father said. “For all you’ve done.” Finnur held his head high. He was taller than his father but not by much.

      “Journeymen always get what they need when there is proof of a haul,” Gerrick repeated the ancient guidelines. “What we need are allies and to expand our base. With tools like the wagon, our world has shrunk, which means there is more of it available to us. Use the wagon, go back to the storeroom, and bring us power and weapons.”

      Finnur wanted to argue but couldn’t. It made sense.

      “Better to have weapons and not need them than need weapons and not have them.”

      Alusia smiled and pulled Finnur into a hug. “When did my son get so smart?”

      Sigrid appeared in the doorway. Pillow lines creased her face. She rubbed her eyes with her knuckles before yawning and stretching.

      “Best get ready. We’ll be leaving soon.”

      “We just got here!” Sigrid started to pout. She put her hands on her hips and blocked the door back into the house.

      Gerrick Starsign leaned close and whispered into his son’s ear. “I’ve seen that look elsewhere. Take a lesson from the wisdom that comes with age. Tread lightly and take great care in choosing your words.”

      Alusia chuckled.

      Finnur strode to the door, mirrored Sigrid’s pose, and said, “I’m sorry. Maybe I can make you breakfast first?”

      He tucked his hands into the space between her arms and her waist and reached around to the small of her back. They touched noses and foreheads as they stood there. She finally draped her arms over his shoulders. “After breakfast and after we visit my parents.”

      “Deal,” Finnur said. He turned toward his mother. “Aren’t you cooking breakfast this morning?”

      “Hopeless. Clueless in the kitchen, like all the men in this family.”
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        * * *

      

      Finnur and Magnus Shields shook hands, gripping tightly and flexing as each tried to best the other in a manly contest of strength and willpower. Finnur’s lip trembled and the corded muscles of his forearm bulged with his efforts. Finnur carried no extra body fat. His and Sigrid’s lifestyle of running, hiding, and searching built lean muscle.

      A smile spread slowly across Magnus’ face. He didn’t look like he was trying while Finnur was giving it all he had. Finally, Sigrid’s father let go. “You have become a man while we weren’t looking.”

      “I wasn’t even using my good hand,” Finnur quipped, flexing his robotic hand, turning it round to show the shield maker.

      Magnus pulled it toward him for a more intense examination. “If only I could add active circuitry into the shields to reflect different lasers,” he mused. “But I cannot unless you two can find such equipment. I will figure out how to make it work no matter how long it takes.”

      “I’m sure you would, Father, but the equipment that did this was integrated within a room. We would not be able to remove it. You’ll have to keep doing it your way.”

      Finnur had lost the shield Sigrid had given him, despite how much it had cost her family. It had been a gift, but it was the shield or their lives. He made the only decision he could.

      Magnus hoisted the plasma rifle.

      “Now that is something to admire!” He handled it with great care before giving it to Finnur. “My shields won’t protect a person from a weapon like this.”

      “It’s good that we are the owners of this then, eh, Magnus?”

      “Indeed, son. Take care of my daughter, keep bringing her home to me.”

      “She has a role to play in that. We’re equal partners. She has a keen eye. If she aims at it, then chances are good that’s the last thing it’ll see before its demise.”

      Magnus turned to his daughter. “Make sure he brings you home.”

      “Of course, Father,” she told him, not wishing to argue. Finnur had defended their equal partnership. She’d reward him later for his defense and kind words.

      “Time to go,” Finnur said, his expression turning serious when he observed the countryside before them. He was in a hurry to get to the storeroom they’d found, load up, and get back. Something nagged at him, but he didn’t know what it was. It was something just out of sight.

      He looked at the sky. Something high up, barely visible.

      “See that? I’ve spotted it a few times now. I’ve had enough of whatever-it-is following us.”

      “Shoot it?” Sigrid asked. He handed the plasma rifle to her. She braced it against the side of the wagon as she crouched. Magnus watched his daughter with great interest. She slowly squeezed the trigger until it stopped.

      Nothing.

      “What’s wrong?” Finnur reached for the weapon. Power. Plasma. Nothing seemed out of place. Sigrid did her own inspection.

      “Nothing.” She threw the rifle in the wagon and patted the slug thrower in the holster on her belt. “We can still protect ourselves. That bird up there, or whatever it is, is living on borrowed time.”

      Finnur climbed into the front seat, glanced skyward once more before helping Sigrid. In moments, they were on their way, accelerating to the cart’s maximum speed. It bounced and rolled over the uneven terrain.

      With the power of the cart, they took a longer, but safer route to the former wolfoid village. It took the entire morning, yet a tenth of the time compared to walking. They slowed when they reached the woods, unholstering their slug throwers. Finnur inched the cart between the trees, expecting the worst.

      When they broke into the open and moved to the vertical access shaft, they looked at each other in surprise. The area had been abandoned.

      “This is creeping me out,” Sigrid whispered.

      “I’ll take it as a gift. It’s okay with me if we don’t have to fight. Why don’t you go down and start bringing stuff up? I’ll keep watch.” He handed his red security band to her.

      “Oh, sure. I’ll do the heavy lifting.”

      Finnur pointed first into the shaft leading down, then toward the empty wolfoid village. “I’ll go and you stay. It makes no difference to me.”

      “I was joking. I’ll carry,” she said and scampered down the ladder, disappearing from sight. Sigrid waved the access band and the door responded, sliding to the side with a hideous screech. The wolfoids had damaged the door. It didn’t close behind her.

      “Damn,” she grumbled.

      It was their last trip unless she could find a way to secure the door when she was finished.

      “A pry bar maybe…”

      While loading two large bags with slug throwers and power cells, Sigrid looked for something to work the door free. She hurried out with her haul, passing it up to Finnur, who dumped the bags into the back of the cart, then tossed the empty bags down to her.

      Seven trips later, she still didn’t have anything she could use to pry the door. She was starting to slow down.

      “Switch?” Finnur suggested.

      She was happy to climb into the open air, take two slug throwers and relax while looking out and securing their haul.

      Finnur took the plasma rifle with him. On his eighth trip, Sigrid heard the door protesting through ear-splitting shrieks. If that didn’t bring anything, nothing would.

      “Hurry up!” Sigrid called down.

      Finnur appeared and pushed the bags toward her. Rations, slug reloads, equipment she couldn’t identify. The plasma rifle was bent.

      “I had to pry it with something,” Finnur shrugged before jumping into the driver’s seat. “Hang on.”

      Sigrid loaded a number of spare magazines and readied two extra slug throwers. While they bounced along, she stayed in the back and continued loading magazines.

      “What war do you think we’re going to fight?” Finnur asked.

      “These things are useless unless they’re in the blaster.”

      Finnur nodded, watching the sky, using his peripheral vision to discern movement, but the world was dead that day, it seemed. A day of rest. They passed through the land, returning before nightfall with a loaded cart. Weapons for all, comm devices for some, and emergency rations should food run out.

      It had been a good day’s work.

      Gerrick was surprised to see them back so soon with a full load. “Thanks to the red androids. May they forever revel in our humble praise.”
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        * * *

      

      Zetta watched the drone’s feed. No creatures challenged the wagon. The wolfoids had been defeated. The blood birds had been defeated. The Black Ones stayed in the shade. Humans controlled the deck, and now they were well-armed.

      The thinker android glared at the screen. He needed a better plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          17 Let the Cleansing Begin

        

      

    

    
      Anyone can hold the helm when the sea is calm.

      —Livy [Titus Livius]

      

      Zetta sat in its computer room reviewing hours of data. The two humans called Finnur and Sigrid finally entered Alphalon, and Zetta was gathering data on the village's defenses when its three observation drones stopped transmitting. Zetta thought it could use electronic surveillance to follow the humans all way to their village. It was a good plan, but the electronically tagged cart had left the area and the village, and that confused the thinker android. He needed a more thorough reconnaissance.

      The thinker android summoned worker android 1998 for a mission—to put on a ghillie suit and scout the human village, observing it from all directions to determine where best to attack. Zetta had no doubt 1998 was up to the task. The drones over Epsilon City had been blasted from the air. The city scout team reported an unusual number of wolfoids in the city from many different clans, then they, too, ceased transmitting. Zetta had no idea why its drones were being knocked out on several levels. It reviewed the data transmissions and the android scouts. Each drone had been flying over obvious apartment complexes. The images they had sent revealed a large number of wolfoids, but each apartment group was dressed in different styles of clothes. A barrage of bullets took out the first drone. The second drone was buzzing over another apartment when priestly-looking wolfoids destroyed it with crystal staves and energy blasts. The third drone flew over an apartment complex all painted black. A cloud of smoke surrounded it, and its transmission ceased.

      Three android scouts vanished much the same way. They were transmitting data on the city and, one by one, the transmissions ended, the cameras crushed. The worker androids had hardly explored the city at all. From what the data files showed, it was a huge complex and the apartment section was but a small part of it. The possibilities were huge.

      Turning to a more immediate problem, Zetta discovered the lair to the rabbitoid settlement extended from a tunnel that led off the starship farm level. Zetta calculated what it would take to wipe out the rabbit mutants and sent three waves of armored worker androids with powerful energy weapons and fruit grenades. The three combat groups were blown away after going a hundred meters in; Zetta wasn't sure how to respond to that. The mutants were displaying far more power than it thought possible.

      The android worked on the farm defenses, fearing a reprisal from the mutant rabbits, but none came. Still, the threats were increasing. It wasn’t paranoia, Zetta was confident. These revelations increased the chance of danger to the farm to alarming levels.

      Zetta ordered waves of claymore mines set up to explode if rabbitoids came out of the tunnel from the other level.

      It decanted three companion androids, generated ghillie suits, and sent them to scout Epsilon City. Zetta knew the speed at which it could generate more androids. Elimination of the overwhelming wolfoid forces in that metropolis would be years in the making. It couldn't make logical decisions about that area until it had more data, so it sent six android drones with companion androids to search the city again.

      The thinker android data mined the memory banks of the ship, specifically the military files section, and realized it had made several wrong strategic decisions. The android had studied actions where the attackers or defenders were numerically inferior. Zetta wanted to try strategies that would end in fewer losses to the android forces and deduced an interesting attack formation.

      A country in Earth’s past called the U.S.S.R. made some interesting robots they sent into battles. Using that method, their human forces weren't exposed to the many dangers of combat. Zetta didn't have a great deal of boots on the ground and wanted to try building robots, but it couldn't put them together with the equipment on the farm. Zetta controlled two security robots but wanted them to defend the farm. Zetta considered sending out the few androids it had left to collect equipment, but it rejected the concept as too time consuming. Instead, the thinker android designed and generated red-fleshed android units much like robots—thirty-centimeter-tall cuboid units able to move on treads over most types of terrain, equipped with a simple visual lens allowing the unit to see where it was going. Zetta sent three prototypes into the forest while scanning the data from their feeds. At one point, a large vine grabbed one of the units and squeezed it into red paste.

      That would never do. Zetta recalled the other two. The android placed a special trigger to the front of the unit. It was a thirty-centimeter-tall cube with small treads giving it motion and a small camera to relay data, now with a blasting feature attached. It sent the two prototypes into the forest again.

      The same mutant vine grabbed one up. But, as the vine squeezed the unit into red goo, the front of the unit exploded, blasting out hundreds of mini-balls. The detonation destroyed the central mass of the vine. Zetta was well pleased. It ordered up twenty of them and sent them into the rabbitoid tunnel. A squad of three worker androids in massive armor with large caliber slug throwers followed the red cubes.

      The rabbit mutants raised their weapons and fired at the small red boxes on treads coming into their den. When a shot hit the box, the claymore mine exploded and blasted out hundreds of its munitions at supersonic speeds. The mutants didn't know any better. All of the mutant rabbits that fired their weapons didn't have time to duck under cover.  Every time they shot the small android robots, they exploded. In short order, all of the rabbitoids were blown to bits.

      After a few minutes, the small force of red androids followed the cubes into the lair, finding the dead all around. Only the young kits of the mutant rabbits were left in the deepest part of the den. The android attack squad called back to see if Zetta wanted to raise and control these creatures. Zetta's command was to kill them all. Rifle blasts finished off the mutants in this lair.

      Within the den, Zetta's group discovered a level of the ship between shipboard levels. Now that Zetta knew about the sublevels, the thinker android could access data on them within the computer systems. There were sixteen sublevels with ways to access other levels without using the elevator systems. This was an important strategic discovery.

      The mutant rabbit lair was useful in many other ways. All of the bodies were stripped of their fur to be used as a layer of protection over the armor the androids were currently using. That fur was perfect for resisting energy blasts. The rest of the bodies were used for fertilizer.

      The rabbits had unusual weapons, but most of them were spoiled from the action of the mini-balls. The androids brought back additional equipment to be studied, some with the potential to be weaponized. There was a whole pile of crystal devices that Zetta prioritized for quick inspection. It put one of the companion units on that task.

      Android 1998 returned with excellent news. The human village was small and seemed to be a mixture of humans and mutants. All the inhabitants used heavy slug throwers, but that shouldn't be a problem for the android attacks; their armor could stop a heavy slug round.

      After reviewing the data, Zetta determined an all-out attack from the north would generate the best results. Zetta decided to strip the defenses of the farm to send sufficient forces to the human village to conduct a single overwhelming attack. The thinker android generated forty explosive android cubes while companion androids prepared two personnel carriers.

      The data dump from the three new scouts in the city changed all of Zetta's plans. The scouts had been exploring on the west side of the city and found a huge shopping mall. There was a great deal of robot activity. Those units brought in fresh vegetables and fruit and took away rotting produce. There were many stores in the area, but the one that interested Zetta the most was an android vat complex. If Zetta could gain control of that area, it could start generating double the numbers. This factor alone would hasten the takeover of the starship.  Zetta was feeling glee for the first time. It loaded up the largest personnel carrier with four armed and armored worker androids and had a companion android man the .50-caliber slug thrower at the top of the carrier. Zetta sat in the driver seat and took the vehicle to the main ship's elevator. Using the red security armband, the thinker android called up the elevator and ordered it to Level-10.

      There was no pretense of stealth. ‘Bold as brass,’ the thinker android maneuvered the personnel carrier into the west side of the city. Immediately, a pair of horse-drawn chariots approached from the north on a wide road. Priestly wolfoids drove the chariots. After spotting the android vehicle, the wolfoids took out their power staves. The energy blasts warmed the metal at the front of the carrier. The .50-caliber cut loose with a stream of rounds that ripped into the horses and wolfoids, ending their existence.

      Zetta parked in front of the android creation complex. It gave orders for its units to blow away any creatures coming down the streets. The thinker android rushed into the complex and went to the creation vats. Zetta attached itself to the computer systems and found everything in working order.

      Its positronic brain delved into the creation software. Zetta made the necessary program changes. The normal checks and balances in regard to humans were stripped away. The android turned on the vat systems and red goo poured into the creation molds.

      Zetta was well pleased.

      It set up the creation systems so that red androids would maintain the systems and generate four worker androids a day. Those androids would use the sublevel ramps to find their way to the farm. In a few weeks, Zetta would have a massive army, thus advancing its agenda to take over the ship.

      Zetta returned to the military vehicle after closing up the front of the android complex, making it look like no one had been there. It drove quickly back to the farm.

      The next day, Zetta stripped the farm of most of the worker androids. It had forty worker androids it could send into the battle against the humans, outfitted in new modified armor with mutant rabbit or wolfoid fur covering the external ballistic layer, proofing them versus energy weapons. Each was armed with two different types of weapons and a pouchful of fruit grenades. The two military personnel carriers would take the androids close to the village. After the claymores were used, the .50-caliber slug thrower at the top of one of the carriers would chew into the defenses of the village and soften them up for the attack. With luck, they would destroy the entire village.

      Ten of the red cube claymore mines were positioned in each vehicle. These would go into battle first.

      Four white drones were programmed to remain with the attack group, overhead, looking forward, and report everything to Zetta.

      The thinker android calculated a 97% chance of success.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18 No Greater Friend

        

      

    

    
      There are no words to express the abyss between isolation and having one ally. It may be conceded to the mathematician that four is twice two. But two is not twice one; two is two thousand times one.

      —G.K. Chesterton

      

      “Do we have any volunteers?” Gerrick Starsign called over the throng. No one rose to the occasion. “Journeyman is an honored position!”

      “Get yourself killed,” someone said loud enough to be heard by all.

      There it was. The reason the villagers were perfectly happy not stepping up. No one volunteered anymore. That’s why the youngsters would say that no good deed went unpunished. Good ideas were rewarded with more work.

      Who wanted that?

      Finnur Starsign and Sigrid Shieldottir. That’s who.

      They weren’t afraid, because the reward for a journeyman was vastly greater than the risks. Sigrid had seen and done more in the short time she’d been with Finnur than all the other years of her life.

      Finnur saw his father struggle to gain traction. He stepped to the fore and purposely held up his cybernetic arm as he called for silence.

      “There was a time when people were afraid of this,” he flexed his artificial hand, “and that meant they were afraid of me, too. But there was no reason. This allowed me to live. This was a gift of the mysterious being called the Warden. Healing an injury of this magnitude is available to everyone. All we have to do is be open to the possibility.

      “And that’s what journeymen do. There is so much more out there. Alphalon will always be home, the place to rest and enjoy the companionship of family and friends, but the journeymen also live their lives out there. It is a bigger world than what we know. It is a world with wonders like fruits and vegetables to tickle your palate, of enemies who cower before you. We can offer this,” Finnur held out his hand as if to shake with a friend, “or this.” He pulled his slug thrower with the other hand and pointed it at the sky.

      “No greater friend. No worse enemy,” Sigrid shouted from within the crowd.

      “I am a good friend,” Danal Spear said, nodding to the young journeyman addressing the villagers. “I accept your call for help. Since you returned this special spear, I will use it to carry a kind word of a friend or the fire of an enemy.”

      Finnur hurried toward Danal, the villagers clearing out of his way. They grasped each other’s forearm and shook briefly. “I welcome you to the task of a journeyman.”

      “Hold on,” Mikail Spear interjected. Danal’s father didn’t look happy. “Who is going to help me at the shop?”

      Danal looked his father in the eye but didn’t say anything.

      Finnur stood as the uncomfortable silence continued, then spoke,

      “This is a greater calling. For all of us. For all of Alphalon.”

      Mikail wasn’t convinced.

      “Danal is right for the job, Mikail,” Finnur stated. “I am proud to have him join us.”

      The man turned on Finnur, fire in his eyes. “You promise me my boy won’t get hurt?”

      Finnur stood his ground. “Did anyone promise you he wouldn’t be hurt in the rite of passage through the maze? Did anyone promise you that the man who is Danal will always be free of danger?”

      Sigrid took her mate’s hand and stood by his side. Danal joined them, three of them now facing the elder Spear.

      “My father and your friend, Magnus Shields thought the same for me,” Sigrid said to Mikail, “but holding us back doesn’t make anyone safer or better. It makes us more docile, more vulnerable, and it takes away our opportunity to find our own way.”

      “Who’s going to work in my shop?”

      “Cut your hours,” Danal suggested. “With the slug throwers, what need do we have for so many spears?”

      “Journeyman.” Mikail Spear said it as if trying it on for size. “Fruit and vegetables that I don’t have to trade for?”

      Danal laughed and patted his own stomach. “Leave it to a Spear to think of a full belly before all things.”

      “The world is a much better place when one is sated, my son. All right. Become a journeyman. Just don’t forget your first family.”

      “Never.”

      The two hugged, and the crowd joined in congratulating Danal.

      Sigrid and Finnur risked a glance at their fellow villagers. Relief that they weren’t the one chosen. Relief at being able to get back to work.

      But one, ‘Crazy’ Betty, waved her arms frantically. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she looked ready to fall.

      Gerrick hurried to her side and held her.

      She froze, and her voice rose. “From the north, they come. Red men courting laser beams. The north of the village will suffer mightily. From the south, they fly, brought by the spear of a friend. From the north...” she repeated her warning. It was widely held that Betty could tell the future. She usually forewarned of bad crops or birds eating the corn. Betty didn’t rile the village. Ever. But she was never wrong.

      “When?” Gerrick asked, eyes focused on the north wall.

      It could be today or a year from today. Eventually, it would come true. Lasers. The wall would fall, then the rest of Alphalon.

      “Pass out the slug throwers. Everyone gets a pistol,” Finnur ordered. “Sigrid and I will train everyone in their use before we head out to see for ourselves if the red androids are coming.”

      Crazy Betty collapsed into Gerrick’s arms. He shook his head. Whenever she had a vision, she needed to rest. She felt like a wet rag in his arms as he carried her toward her small house.

      

      “We have time to set some traps, encourage the androids to find a different enemy. When Crazy Betty said allies from the south would join us led by the spear, that tells me Danal will be successful in winning over new friends. Magnus and Mikail, see what you can do to limit an enemy from attacking us all at once. When Gerrick returns, we’ll see about the slug throwers. Danal, get ready to go. Sigrid, we need to go north where we can see them coming.”

      “To arms!” Gerrick yelled upon his return.

      Panic set in, and people started running.

      “Not yet!” But it was too late. The people were out of control.

      Finnur walked casually to his father who was pointing and waving. “They aren’t coming for a while. Danal has not yet left.”

      “Danal?” Gerrick wondered.

      “Issue the slug throwers and gather the villagers tonight, before sunset, and we will teach them how to fight.” Finnur held out his hands calling for calm as a villager almost ran into him with her headlong rush to who-knows-where. “Betty’s prophecy said the spear would come from the south, so we need Danal to head out, looking for whoever he is supposed to bring. Flyers?”

      Gerrick’s shoulders slumped.

      “Why are the red androids going to attack us? I thought they were going to be partners. They gave us such great things!”

      “They gave us a plasma rifle that lasted three shots. They gave us food, maybe to lull us into complacence. They gave us this wagon, maybe to track us here. I never trusted them but didn’t know why. Maybe I have a little Crazy Betty in me.”

      “I hope not,” Sigrid declared while approaching. “We need to get going. I heard what you said about the wagon. I guess we’re leaving it here?”

      “If they are tracking it, then Alphalon is the last place it should be.” Finnur pointed to the west. “We’ll dump it out there on our way north. We’ll grab the high ground and watch from there.”

      “Call us on this.” Gerrick held up his communication device that the journeyman had recovered from the hidden storeroom.

      “We better get ready to train these people before we head out. If we see the red androids, we’ll return before them, hopefully. If not, we’ll hit them from behind. We’ve seen them fight. They are tenacious, but so are we.”
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        * * *

      

      Danal made his way south, using his spear as a walking stick, whistling as he went. He was in a good mood.

      Not everyone got to be a savior of Alphalon. He was sure that rated a song, a hearty tune the whole village would sing at annual celebrations. Then again, if Crazy Betty was wrong, or a creature took his spear, Danal wouldn’t be a hero but forgotten.

      He couldn’t have that. “It’ll have to be me,” he exclaimed to no one. “I will bring them here. Whoever ‘they’ might be.”

      Danal started to lope, the ground-covering pace the villagers used to get quickly from one place to another without tiring. The prophecy made him feel invincible as a journeyman, and he’d thrown caution to the wind. He ran through open areas, vulnerable, laughing at danger.

      Sometimes danger has a name. This time, it was blood birds, and they sought revenge for the damage done by humans. With so many of their flock dead, they had little to lose. The humans had much to pay for, and here one flaunted within the open lands, the flock’s hunting ground.

      They took to the air and circled high overhead, curious at his lack of caution. Humans never exposed themselves like this. They kept to the trees, made themselves a hard target. Not this one. Maybe that’s how the humans laughed at what they considered lesser creatures.

      The eight blood birds waited until the human couldn’t hide, then they swooped. The lead bird arrowing toward the target.

      The blood bird crashed into Danal’s pack and sent him face first into the dirt. The heat on the back of his neck was unnatural. He rolled and swung with his spear. The blood bird hopped into the air, staying out of reach, screeching at the human. Lying flat, Danal watched the small flock close in around him. They started swooping past, each one bringing the heat of their radiation.

      “But the prophecy!” he yelled at them.

      Blood birds didn’t care about prophecies. Or maybe Crazy Betty hadn’t been talking about Danal Spear. He was afraid, but fear drove courage.

      Today is not my day to die!

      He stood and unleashed the fury of the spear. A lightning blast caught two flying too close together. But then talons ripped across the back of his head and into his neck.

      Danal screamed. He turned too late. He fired in a panic, missing. The blood birds mocked him with their screeches. He danced back and forth in a circle, chest heaving from his efforts to save his own life and the pain of failure. He stopped and dropped the butt of his spear to the ground. He listened. The screeches. From behind, the sounds stopped.

      He twirled, slashing his spear through the air, catching the attacker mid-flap. He broke the blood bird’s neck and flung it away before the radiation could burn him more than he was scorched already. The others hesitated. He fired, whirled, and fired again. Two more blood birds blasted into the great beyond.

      The survivors darted at him, only to peel off at the last second and flap hard as they retreated, giving up on their desire for revenge. The humans had won.

      Again.

      Danal staggered away from the dead blood birds. The pain in his head and neck returned with the power of a crashing waterfall. His exposed skin began to bubble. His vision started to blur.

      At the edge of the clearing, a group of creatures flew in and landed.

      Not blood birds. He could see that much. Golden. Like angels of myth. They bowed to him. He dropped to his knees, losing his grip on the spear as his arms fell slack against his body.

      “The prophecy...” He crawled forward and reached out to the newcomers. “Help us,” he mumbled as the world went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          19 The Red Tide Flows

        

      

    

    
      It is easier to hold back the tide with a broom than prevent fate from delivering its promise.

      —Village Elder Jamus Wardenhofer

      

      Red androids exited the elevator in two armored personnel carriers. The vehicles pulled to the side and, in groups of ten, the androids dismounted and formed up. Armed with pulse rifles and exploding fruit grenades, they waited, rigid as statues. Zetta was last to step out of a vehicle after checking its sensor feeds from the drones. He walked through the formation with a measured pace until he found the powered cart’s tracks.

      Tracks that led to the human village.

      Zetta already knew the way. He’d seen it before, from above.

      And Zetta knew where to deviate from the route. Drones flew ahead, giving him a view on his portable computer interface. He had a separate group working their way through the corridors between decks, led by 1998, whose ingenuity had earned him the position. With ten red androids, 1998 was following a detailed map of the sublevel decks to sneak into the middle of the human compound.

      The tactical plan involved a multi-pronged attack. His tactics were sound. His victory almost assured. His place as the leader of the starship Warden was coming to fruition.

      He hoped this group would acquit itself better than the last.

      Wolfoids. They should have died quickly, but they destroyed way too many androids. Zetta had taken steps to improve his odds. Firing drills. Attack drills. Everything they needed was in the database. He was the mighty Thinker Android!

      Those that emerged from this fight would be smarter, better. They would be the foundation of the new expansion to this deck and the takeover of Epsilon City. He would make both levels his, and then another and another until the whole ship was secure in his hands.

      In Thinker Android Zetta’s hands. It was his destiny.

      When all his red androids had arrived and the ranks had filled, Zetta studied them like a proud parent observing their children. He could have kept them in the vehicles, but every great military expedition began with a parade of troops. That was what his research showed. He would be no less than those who had gone before. He reveled in the moment before sending the androids back to the vehicles. It would take an hour to arrive right at dusk, as he planned; humans were more vulnerable at night. When it was dark, his secret troop would arrive from beneath the village. They would cast the decisive blow.

      He’d watch it all unfold by way of infrared feeds beamed from the drones already racing toward the humans.

      He had calculated the odds of victory to be 97%. The only reason it wasn’t one hundred was based on what he had seen from the two called Finnur and Sigrid. They demonstrated ingenuity, agility, and determination against the wolfoids and the blood birds.

      Respect? Is that what he felt?

      They would die like the rest. The village would be cleared, and the level secured. A whole deck would be his in a mere two hours.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Relax, Betty,” Finnur said softly.

      Sigrid nudged him out of the way. “Has anyone ever relaxed because you told them to?”

      Finnur thought better than to answer her. “I’ll get more water,” he said and left the domicile.

      “They come! From the north, they come!” Betty seemed fevered, but she wasn’t hot.

      “Yes, we know,” Sigrid said. “We’ve reinforced the northern barrier with steel and dense matting and more steel. Slugs will get caught in the middle. We’ll be safe.”

      Betty smiled, and her eyes sparkled. “Thank you. Don’t shoot at the little red robots. They are harmless until you shoot at them,” she added softly.

      “I will tell our people.” Sigrid waited for Finnur to return. “The androids are coming, and they are bringing small red robots. Betty says we’re not to shoot them.”

      “Why not?”

      “Betty says they’re only harmful if we shoot them.”

      Finnur nodded as he digested the information. “Very well. I think we’re as ready as we’ll ever be. Jupiter and Lameeris set up traps a couple hundred paces out in case they come in vehicles. Did you see what they had when we visited the farm?”

      “Metal monsters.” Sigrid sighed and stared at the ground, wondering about their chances. She wanted Betty to tell her the village would win, but the old woman couldn’t say. Her precognition informed them of the pain that was coming, not the results of their efforts.

      “Most of our people napped during the day. We must be ready for whenever the enemy comes. We’ll be fine. We’re survivors. I’ll let our people know about the small bots and reiterate they need to make head shots on the androids. One shot. One kill. We don’t want to run out of energy cells before we run out of enemies.”

      He excused himself and hurried to the north wall, starting at one end and telling each individual to not shoot the little red robots, only the androids and aim for their heads. Don’t waste ammunition. Aim and fire. We only get one chance.

      He hurried, but it still took him the better part of an hour to brief everyone.

      When he finished, he found Gerrick and Alusia waiting for him.

      “I couldn’t be prouder, son, but are you sure they’re coming tonight?” Gerrick didn’t sound proud, he sounded worried.

      “I trust Crazy Betty, and it makes sense. Our plasma rifle was a setup. The cart? It must be bugged; it will lead them here. They have devices that fly, and I think those followed us. They might be tunneling beneath us, too. Are there any access hatches to tunnels below Alphalon?”

      “I don’t know,” Gerrick replied—way too quickly.

      Finnur eyeballed his father. “As the leader of the village, I know you must have secrets to pass on to your successor. Now’s the time. If the androids get in behind us, and if they have their security bots with them, we’re all dead.”

      Gerrick leaned close. “Beneath our dining room table.”

      Finnur closed his eyes. Then it came to him. “Is that why the village elder always has that house?”

      Gerrick nodded. Alusia draped an arm over her husband’s shoulders and smiled at Sigrid as she joined them.

      “What did I miss?” she asked, reading tension in Finnur’s expression.

      “There’s an access tunnel under my dining room table that leads to the sublevels.”

      “You didn’t know about that before now?”

      Finnur groaned. He removed his slug thrower and verified it had a full change, plenty of reloads, and a spare power cell. Sigrid followed his lead. She had two pistols, and both were ready to go with plenty of reloads.

      “Dad, I need you to make sure they stand firm in case we’re not back before the fight starts. Aim well. Shoot straight. Defend Alphalon.”

      “I always thought I would be the one telling you these things, encouraging you to be greater.”

      Finnur flexed his cybernetic hand. “You disowned me.”

      “In a moment of weakness I regret every day of my life. Forgive me. Whether you give it or not isn’t important, but I ask you to consider it. Be careful in those tunnels. There are hidden rooms and wonders to distract you. If there is a threat, let us know, and we’ll bring as many people as we can spare.”

      “I forgive you, Father.” Finnur shrugged off his dad’s discomfort, berating himself for even bringing it up right now. “If those tunnels are like others we’ve seen, more people won’t be the answer. We’ll handle it. Fight whatever is up here. If you see birds that aren’t birds, robots in the sky, shoot them down. I think they are Zetta’s eyes.”

      Finnur and Gerrick clasped each other’s forearm in the traditional way warriors from Alphalon parted as equals. Without a glance back, both of them rushed to their own destinies.

      Alusia accompanied Finnur and Sigrid and helped them move the table and roll back the rug. “It was here the whole time.” Finnur put his hands on his hips.

      Sigrid waved her armband over the sensor. The door slid aside, revealing a tube with a ladder affixed to one side. Sigrid’s oversized eyes helped her see in the dark. Nothing was at the bottom. She started to climb down, but Finnur stopped her.

      “No sound,” he whispered, then looked at his mother. “Shut the hatch behind us. Don’t open it under any circumstances. If it’s us, we have bands.” He waved his arm to show the red security band aside the black engineering band.

      Sigrid had continued her climb downward. She stepped off the bottom rung and looked around. Low level lights were on. Finnur touched down beside her, and she pointed to her eyes and ears and then shook her head.

      Nothing to see and no sounds. Only two choices of which way to go.

      Finnur oriented himself to the village above and determined the corridor progressed north and south. He pointed north.

      Together, they stalked forward, slowly, deliberately, weapons held ready.
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        * * *

      

      Gerrick walked from one end of the reinforced wall to the other. He checked on the small teams of oldsters and youngsters stationed to the west and south, more eyes and ears than shooters ready to take on red androids. Their job was to give the alarm, in case Crazy Betty was wrong.

      The look on their faces was the same. Gerrick had seen it before.

      Fear.

      “We will fight together, if not this menace, then a different one, and we’ll fight them, too. Your roles are critical. If you see or hear anything, sound the alarm. We’ll be here quick as a hunting fox. Be wary. Be ready.”

      When Gerrick returned to the north wall, the people pointed beyond the forest. He could hear it coming. A vehicle that shouldn’t be out there. No need to remain silent.

      He climbed to the top of the wall. Balancing, he shouted, “Hear me! We are born already dying, yet we live, because it is not about our imminent death but what we do in between. We never think about it until death stares us down, then we stare back. Did we waste our lives? Right now, you have your chance to yell NO! We fought for our family. We fought for friends. And, most importantly, we fought to survive. Every day we fight, sometimes harder than others. This will be your hardest day. Be proud of what you do here. Right now. For Alphalon!” No one cheered. No one clapped him on the back. That wasn’t what Gerrick Starsign wanted. His people watching over the wall, steeled their resolve. He gritted his teeth and joined them, positioning his pistol on the top of the wall as an immense armored vehicle appeared. It opened fire from a machinegun mounted on top. As one, the defenders ducked as rounds penetrated the first metal shield but were slowed in the fibers and dirt of the second layer before pounding ineffectually against the final layer of metal.

      A massive explosion sounded beyond the wall, and the machinegun fell silent.

      “Take that!” Jupiter yelled, shaking a fist at the vehicle. Her booby trap had stopped the metal beast in its tracks.

      A second vehicle appeared and started to fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          20 The Fight

        

      

    

    
      War gives the right to the conquerors to impose any condition they please upon the vanquished.

      —William Shakespeare

      

      Zetta shook with anger at the bomb that tore the tread from his armored personnel carrier. The worker android had stopped firing. It was probably dead, and the weapon ruined.

      “Send in the robots. Prepare to kill the humans!” he shouted into the back as he double-checked his video feeds. It was nothing like what he’d seen a few days earlier. The humans had installed defenses.

      The second vehicle was firing.

      He activated the transmitter to relay his orders. “Dismount and prepare to attack!”

      An explosion sounded. He swiveled a camera to find that the second vehicle had been disabled too, but not the fifty cal. It continued to pour fire at the village’s wall.

      Red androids ran from both vehicles, pushing the small robots before them. The tracked cubes moved forward. Zetta verified that the humans were watching.

      Shoot at them. Shoot at them, he chanted to himself.

      But the humans weren’t playing. They held their fire even though their weapons were at the ready.

      “I should have killed those two. Sigrid and Finnur.” His expression remained stoic despite the fury burning within. “I won’t make that mistake a second time.”

      The red cubes with explosive devices attached to their fronts rolled forward. Thousands of projectiles, waiting to engage. But without anyone shooting at them, they wouldn’t respond.

      “I should have installed a manual override.” Zetta’s impatience had gotten the best of him. He had rushed everything, even his troops’ training. They were ready, but not as ready as they could have been had he given them more time.

      Time. Setbacks. The rabbitoid success in the tunnels. The wolfoid success on the farm. He wanted a victory, something to leverage to more victories.

      He activated the broadcast and issued a one-word command. “Attack.”
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        * * *

      

      Sigrid dove into an alcove, pulling Finnur after her. Many feet padded ahead of them. Approaching.

      They readied their slug throwers.

      The first appeared. It was that worker android that had helped them at the farm. 1998.

      Why?

      Finnur pushed Sigrid’s arm down and stepped into the corridor. She watched him with shock as the world moved in slow motion for her. She glanced from Finnur to the android and the red androids behind 1998. They brought their weapons up.

      “Hold!” Finnur shouted, more of a command than a request.

      The androids hesitated. 1998 slowed but kept coming.

      “We meet again,” it said in a casual, disarming tone.

      Sigrid aimed at the thing’s head from her position leaning around the corner.

      “Why?” Finnur asked, his slug thrower held loosely in his hand.

      “Why what?” the android asked.

      “Stop or die!” Sigrid called.

      1998 didn’t bother to look at her, but the android stopped walking toward Finnur.

      “Why are you attacking us? We are no threat to you.”

      “Is that why you meet us here, brandishing weapons?”

      Finnur couldn’t help but look at the pulse rifles, slug throwers, and bulging pouches.

      “Why did it have to come to this,” Finnur said.

      The enemy reacted at android speed, weapons snapping to shoulders and firing, but their target was moving as well. Finnur dodged away from the alcove and fired, not at 1998’s head, but at his pouch. The slug slammed into it and the fruit grenades inside. It exploded spectacularly, scattering bits and pieces of the worker android across the wall and ceiling. Two red androids close behind fell from the explosion, but the others sought cover and fired in a relentless barrage.

      Finnur cowered in the small space where the wall met the deck, virtually in the open. Sigrid emptied her slug thrower in a random pattern down the corridor trying to clear a path for Finnur to fall back. The smoke from the blast drifted away, leaving the pulse bolts a clear path.

      Sigrid reloaded and fired. The closest androids ducked, creating a gap in fire. Finnur bunched his legs against the wall and with all his strength, pushed, launching himself across the corridor. He rolled past Sigrid and bounced to his feet.

      “You idiot! Don’t ever do that again,” Sigrid snapped.

      “Sorry! I thought...” He didn’t finish as the androids charged.

      Sigrid aimed and fired. Head shots. Two fell, then a third.

      Finnur dropped to the deck and leaned around. He took aim and fired at a long range target. The android’s head exploded, sending red goo in a cloud behind it. But there were no more androids behind it. Four remained, and they ramped up their fire.

      Sigrid and Finnur were forced back behind the corner. Random well-aimed shots kept them from sticking their heads out.

      The sound of something bouncing down the corridor drew Finnur’s attention. He ducked around the corner and fired. The blast from the fruit grenade was close. Finnur did not get back behind cover when it detonated. It lifted him into the air and slammed him against the back wall of the alcove. He crumpled to the deck as a second grenade bounced toward them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The screen flashed “95%…”

      Zetta tapped the screen for an update. It changed to “90%…”

      “No!” He climbed into the small cupola, shoving a worker android gunner over the side. The .50-caliber machinegun was still operational. He pressed the firing lever, and it barked fire. He aimed at the village’s wall, holding the butterfly lever down as he rocked the weapon back and forth.

      The defenders disappeared after the first spray hit.

      Zetta fired at the points where he thought they’d be hiding. He saw the bullets tear through the outer metal shield. He paused. No return fire. His mind envisioned humans blown away from their perches behind. “Charge!” he yelled at the nearest androids. They relayed the message, and the entire formation surged toward the village. Zetta sent another stream of rounds at the wall. He would have laughed if it were in his nature. He dropped back into the armored personnel carrier.

      “80%…”

      “What?” He dialed up the view from the drones. Two were static, the machines dead. The third showed a robust defense. No one had been killed by his machinegun fire.

      He ran a quick set of calculations. He had a 61% chance of victory. Down from 97% only a few minutes ago.

      “How?” he asked no one. The computer didn’t reply.

      “75%…”

      He ran out of the vehicle and headed toward the front lines. He had to see for himself.
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        * * *

      

      “Head shots!” Gerrick said as a couple defenders sprayed fire, hitting everything except what they aimed at. “You’re wasting ammunition.”

      He squeezed a shoulder here and gave an encouraging word there as he crouched and moved down the line. A small explosion sent dirt over the top, then another and another as the androids hurled explosives at the barrier. A bell rang. An attack on the west side.

      Fire slowed as the villagers kept their heads down.

      “Fire!” Gerrick shouted “Head shots.”

      He tapped people as he ran by with a call for them to follow.

      He never had any intent of using his weapon. He figured his influence was greatest in encouraging the others, but that time was come and gone. It was now every person fighting in their small space.

      Five red androids fired pulse weapons and slug throwers as they climbed over the gate. Gerrick aimed and fired. One android fell. The others scrambled over the top and darted in different directions. He fired again but missed. His target turned and took aim. Gerrick froze.

      A slug thrower sounded from his left, and the android lurched backward. It adjusted aim, but Alusia fired a second time, and it went down.

      “I’m too young to be a widow!” she shouted and fired at another.

      The androids were trying to fire while running. That spared the villagers who were able to aim their weapons. In another few heartbeats, the androids were all down.

      Gerrick kissed his wife fiercely before hurrying to the front gates to reestablish the watch. Alusia joined him. “I’ll stay with them. You need to get back to the north wall.”

      He followed where she pointed to find they’d been breached. Red androids made their way in despite the intensity of fire the villagers unleashed on them. One android died, but another made it through.

      Villagers fell.
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        * * *

      

      “45%…” The number relayed from the system inside the vehicle to Zetta’s handheld computer. He looked at it before directing ten more androids toward the breach. “Use your grenades,” he ordered.

      The androids sprinted at the gap and hiked their grenades over the walls toward the thinning defenders. His army had taken a beating, but they were finally making progress.

      The defenders were breaking down into smaller clusters, firing haphazardly. Many were running for their lives.

      Divide and conquer, Zetta thought. The defenders were no longer shooting at those outside the village.

      “You, come with me.” Four squads of ten red androids followed Zetta as he strolled toward the hole in the wall.

      “40%…”

      Zetta hesitated. “Overwhelming firepower. Now is the time to turn up the pressure.” He waved his arm over his head and started jogging. The androids followed him into the smoke and scream-filled interior compound.

      “Crush them!” Zetta shouted, directing his soldiers into the fray. “Grenades!” He pointed to a small group of humans behind a barricade. Red goo littered the area before them. Two more fell in the time between his command and the first grenade exploded. The humans ducked, then popped back up, firing with renewed vigor.

      Two more androids fell before a grenade landed on the human side of the barricade, ending that group’s resistance. The androids swarmed forward. Zetta watched with growing confidence. His pad kept a running estimate. “35%…” of his force remained, but they were back up to a 94% chance of victory.

      The humans fled into the buildings and fired intermittently from their windows. If he hadn’t needed the tech, he would have simply burned everything down. “Root them out,” he ordered a worker android to pass the word.
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        * * *

      

      With a dancer’s grace, Sigrid caught the grenade on her toe and nudged it to the other side of the wall before it exploded. Finnur groaned with the new blast. Tendrils of blood dripped from his ears. He blinked and signaled he was okay.

      He was well enough to continue the fight but far from okay.

      Sigrid leaned around the corner to see her targets. They were coming. She didn’t bother to duck back. She fired and charged, firing as she ran. A shot rang out behind her and a slug whizzed past. Bullseye.

      Two androids remained. She downed one before the other, previously relentless, stopped in its tracks, letting its weapons dangle from limp arms. Sigrid aimed but couldn’t fire. The android was surrendering. It twitched, and Finnur fired. It fell back in a gooey heap.

      Finnur slid along the wall as he struggled his way down the corridor.

      “Is that all of them?” she asked.

      He nodded, but that sent waves of pain through his head. He winced.

      Sigrid worked her way through the bodies, taking their slug throwers and pulse rifles, but leaving the unstable grenades. Encumbered with heavy weapons, she took Finnur’s arm and they returned to the ladder leading up into the Starsign home.

      Finnur went first with Sigrid close behind. His armband activated the door, and he climbed through, surprised that his mother wasn’t there.

      The battle raged outside. Sigrid dumped the weapons on the floor and looked out the window. Red androids were everywhere. She opened the window, aimed, and fired. Finnur staggered to the next window and did the same.

      “No!” he yelled as the blood pounded in his temples, his vision cloudy from the explosion, and the enemy swarming within Alphalon. “It’s up to us.”

      “Looks like it,” Sigrid said as she emptied her slug thrower and grabbed a pulse rifle.
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        * * *

      

      Gerrick was trapped in a small shed. He could hardly see through the crack in the door, but red androids were working their way from building to building. The villagers were putting up a stiff fight, but the androids were too much.

      “Crossfire!” he yelled. Weapons appeared in various windows to shoot at the androids attacking neighbors. The enemy hurled grenades and the slug throwers were silenced.

      His cry of anguish turned into an angry growl as a red android tried to push the door open. Gerrick blasted the creature and slammed the door shut. A fruit grenade bounced nearby. The explosion rocked the shed. Androids pounded on the outside while Gerrick braced the door with his body.

      “Alphalon, I’ve failed you,” he called out as the end approached.
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        * * *

      

      “30% of force remains…”

      Zetta looked at the number. They were higher than he wanted, but acceptable. He could make more. He checked the number that mattered most, surprised that it wasn’t perfect.

      Chance of victory: 98%…

      He turned toward the next house where two humans put up a staunch defense. His androids were out of grenades, so a group recklessly charged. The humans mowed them down. A second group attacked, meeting the same fate.

      They’ll run out of power soon.

      A third group prepared to rush forward, but he stopped them. “Attack from behind, you fools!”

      They disappeared around the building.

      The firing slowed to single shots, shots from pulse rifles and slug throwers. He heard the crash of a window and a door being rammed. When he peeked around the corner, he saw red androids in the building where the humans had been.

      He strutted into the open and walked casually into the town of Alphalon, his back turned to the shadows descending from the sky. Mutant golden hawks landed and used their ability to shape change into any creature within twenty-five meters. They appeared as red android reinforcements. They had no weapons until they picked up those from the fallen. They marched forward until they were close to the enemy. As one, they raised their weapons and fired. As one, they used their ability to emit deadly radiation to clean out the surviving red androids.

      Zetta looked on, unable to analyze what happened. His red androids had turned on each other, but then the creatures before him changed, becoming birds of magnificent size. Imitators, he remembered they were called. They couldn’t use their abilities often, but the damage was done. His force here was destroyed.

      “Ho!” Danal yelled through cupped hands from the front gate. “I brought some friends.”

      Past the golden hawks, Zetta spotted Finnur and Sigrid as they emerged from the town’s main home. Others appeared as a human from the front gate waved a spear.

      Zetta’s superior mind raced through the calculations. His handheld computer flashed red. “0%…”

      No red androids remained. No chance of victory.

      He had one course of action. He ran.

      Finnur bolted after him, but Zetta was no idiot—he had scoped a hidden access hatch. He activated it and jumped in before the humans reached him. He smashed the panel after the hatch closed and dropped into the corridor. Zetta ran as fast as his android legs could carry him.

      Thwarted by two humans. He vowed to dedicate the remainder of his life to see the worst pain imaginable come upon those two. They would know defeat. They would learn it by Zetta’s hand.

      As he continued to run for his life.
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        * * *

      

      Finnur blasted the hatch to no avail. “I wonder how many of these things are around here! We’ve spent our whole lives in Alphalon and never knew.”

      Sigrid shrugged. “I think we will never know how much we don’t know.”

      Finnur nodded. He wanted to laugh, but Alphalon had been attacked and people had died. Too many. They jogged back to the village, each footfall sending a shooting pain through his head. They slowed as they found the golden creatures, despite their lack of arms and hands, treating the villagers using medical kits clutched in their beaks.

      Danal rushed from one to the next, helping as he could.

      The wounds were many and horrible, but in the end, only a dozen villagers had been injured too greatly to be brought back using the ancients’ technology.

      Gerrick and Alusia held each other. Finnur and Sigrid joined them. They waited while Finnur’s father collected himself, wiping away the tears running down his face.

      “I thought we were lost,” he admitted.

      Alusia hugged him, and Finnur gripped his arm.

      “We can never be lost when we fight together, all of us, for what we believe in.” Finnur spoke in firm tones. It wasn’t philosophy to him; it was what a journeyman did.

      Everything for Alphalon.

      “When did our son get so smart?” Alusia said before nodding toward those on the ground, covered by sheets and furs. “We should pay our respects and thank our saviors.”

      The four village leaders walked past the golden hawks, bowing and thanking each on their way to the small group of dead where Gerrick took a knee and recited the words that the village elder said when someone passed:

      “From the hallowed halls we came, and in the dirt we live for this day when we return to that place. The Bridge awaits those who live well. These citizens of Alphalon will never be forgotten.”

      Finnur and Sigrid looked around at the villagers, many torn and battered beyond recognition, but they knew them all. They didn’t need to see their faces. They only wanted to show their sacrifice was not in vain. Every single one of them committed to the greater good.

      Alphalon. It was bigger than any one person.

      Otherwise, why would Zetta want to destroy it?

      There can be only one.

      “We haven’t seen the last of Zetta,” Finnur said softly.

      “I think we need to clean out that farm. We know the way. We have access. We have the people, a new armory of weapons, and those red cubes. We can probably turn them against our enemies. We have Jupiter on our side. We have Danal and maybe his new friends.” Sigrid pointed to the short, thick man walking toward them.

      They shook hands when he arrived.

      “The prophecy...” Sigrid started.

      “I almost died out there, but they saved me. And then they saved all of us. How come we never approached them before?” Danal asked.

      “I heard from someone we have no idea how much we don’t know.” Finnur winked at Sigrid.

      “Are you talking about me? I can’t imagine not knowing everything,” Danal quipped.

      “Now could be the best time to strike. Let us plan,” Finnur said, waving his arm in the air to get the attention of his parents and those who would venture forth, carry the flag of Alphalon to their enemies, no matter where they would hide.

      And Zetta, their mortal enemy.

      If they didn’t deal with him, he’d be back when they least wanted him to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Endnote

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed this story and we’re not going to leave you hanging. The follow-on story with Finnur and Sigrid will be in Metamorphosis Alpha 3, a collection of short stories set aboard the Starship Warden. If you liked this story, please leave a review on Amazon. We would greatly appreciate it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Author Notes - Craig Martelle
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      Written June 16, 2019 – Father’s Day

      You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that.

      My dad came to Alaska for his 83rd birthday (which is only a few days away from Father’s Day). It was all about the fishing. We drove to Homer and went out on a couple charters. On the first trip, the crew was Billie, J.R., and Finn. They took great care of us. Those were some hard-working dudes and interesting all the way around. They made the eight hours go by in a flash. I told them I’d put them into my next book, which meant my current book. I told them they’d be labor thugs. They said they were okay with that. At least that’s what I heard. You guys are immortalized in print. Thanks for showing my dad a great time.

      We also spent nearly twenty-four hours in my truck driving to Homer, AK and back. 550 miles from Fairbanks. There were two total turns. The whole way. The Alaska highway system is pretty simple considering the overwhelming size of the state. Highway 3 out of Fairbanks turns into Highway 1 which ends in Homer. There’s a turn from our house to get onto the highway and then another turn in Anchorage (although you stay on 1). That’s it. Jump on the highway and start driving. Twelve hours later, you are driving out on the spit in Homer where the road ends at the ocean. Booyah!

      What do we have to say about Metamorphosis Alpha? What an awesome game! It was the foundation for the imagination that brought my generation closer to the stars. It’s my pleasure to get to talk with Jim Ward on a regular basis about all things storytelling. That is worth the price of admission. I hope we were able to convey some of those ideas here in a gripping tale set on the universally famous Warden.

      I’m back to it. I need to review an offering for the next Metamorphosis Alpha anthology of short stories, the first of hopefully fifteen short stories around the theme of robots gone wild.

      Peace, fellow humans.
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        * * *

      

      Please join my Newsletter (https://craigmartelle.com – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can 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 story, please write a short review for me 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

        BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

        Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

        My web page – craigmartelle.com

      

      

      

      That’s it—break’s over, back to writing the next book. Peace, fellow humans.
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        The Bad Company (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a military science fiction space opera

        Judge, Jury, & Executioner (also available in audio) – a space opera adventure legal thriller

        Shadow Vanguard – a Tom Dublin series

        Superdreadnought (co-written with Tim Marquitz)– an AI military space opera
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