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            The Robot Theon's Story: By James M. Ward

          

        

      

    

    
      The colonization starship Warden was the largest and most advanced creation mankind ever designed. Its 17 levels and 16 sublevels were loaded with lifeforms from all over the solar system. It was fifty miles long, fifteen miles wide, and twenty miles tall. Fifty thousand crew members loaded 100,000 colonists, animals, and plants on board, since the ship was destined to settle another Earth-like planet and seed it with the best of mankind's worlds. The trip for the colonization starship was to take twenty years at just a bit over lightspeed. For five years, the vessel sailed through outer space from the Transplutonian shipyards with all-green computer boards and months ahead of schedule.

      Captain James Tiberius Ward was at the helm when a peculiar gas cloud was detected in the distance. The cloud was huge, and it would take several years to go around it, even at lightspeed.

      “Alpha computer, scan the gas cloud ahead for potential danger to the ship. Determine why scans from our solar system didn't pick this thing up. Give me estimates on how long it would take to just barge our way through its center and how long it would take to go far around it. Spool that data to my command chair.”

      “Yes, Captain. Calculations will be complete in four hours and twelve minutes,” the Alpha artificial intelligence said.

      All the while, Captain Ward scanned his boards. He liked what he saw from the data feeds. Each level showed all systems in the green. The flora and fauna on the habitat levels were flourishing. All breeding programs were producing successful progeny. He activated his starship forcefields to full just to test the system. The captain called up the data on the forcefields and what they could and couldn't do. He ordered all field generators to run diagnostics. It wouldn't do to have any of those systems shut down due to poor maintenance. All cryo-sleep animal tubes reported green results.

      

      He ordered engineering robots and crew out onto the hull to check systems there and increase the sensing potential of the ship systems. That would take weeks to accomplish as there was a lot of hull to check over. As an afterthought, he ordered new engineering robots to begin moving about the outer hell on a constant basis. He wondered about the originators of the ship, didn't think of that before. He called up the cryo-sleep chamber systems for the colonists and crew. Two-thirds of the ship's crew and all of the colonists were in cryo-sleep. He unfroze and restored 600 more crew and the other two captains just in case that cloud was trouble. He rejected the idea of unfreezing the small military contingent.

      Nanobots were issued orders to make highly complex data probes, and those probes were fired ahead of the ship and into the cloud.

      Six months passed, and the ship was as ready as it could be to advance into an unknown cloud formation, because the three captains all agreed the starship should go through the cloud and not around it. Careful telescope study of the interior of the cloud revealed little to be worried about. Logic dictated that a cloud of anything could not harm the duralloy outer hull of the colonization starship. The only problem was the data probes stopped transmitting information as they entered it. Those probes could be seen floating unhindered through the cloud, but they sent back zero data packages.

      A month later, Captain Ward was sitting at the helm. He wore his nano-spacesuit because he planned on going outside to the hull of the ship the moment the Warden entered the gas cloud.  He was not happy with the state of affairs. All of his data boards were green and at 100%. Important centers all over the ship were manned by crew members and engineering robots.

      Captain Ward was very uneasy. The hairs on the back of his neck were rising the closer the colonization starship came to the cloud. At the last minute, the captain gave orders to turn the ship.

      “Damn it anyway, I just don't want to go into that...”

      It was too late. The cloud reached out on its own and enveloped the Warden in radiation fields no earthman had ever encountered before. Many intensities of radiation poured past the powerful forcefields surrounding the starship and through the outer shell of the ship, settling into random places on all levels. Fragile computer programs designed to keep the ship on course failed. The massive engines started firing at an angle, and the Warden rocketed far off course. All the artificial intelligences on the 17 primary levels went insane.

      In heartbeats, most of the humans on board the ship turned into white piles of calcium as they were exposed to previously unknown forms of radiation. Even those in cryo-sleep turned into piles of whiteness or mutated. Computer systems were destroyed all over the ship. Eerie space seeds passed through the duralloy plating of the ship and planted themselves in the fertile soil of several of the ship levels. Those Earth creatures on the land, in the air, and in the water of the starship that weren't transformed into piles of calcium were radically mutated. Many of those mutants would breed true and create ultra-intelligent races on the many ship levels. Pools of radiation were everywhere, and these did terrible harm to the computer systems, wildlife, and robots of the ship.

      

      
        
        T.H.E.O.N. (Technical Housekeeping & Engineering Operating Nanobot) was a new ultra-modern design of both an engineering robot and a housekeeping mechanical. A number of this design had come fresh off the design fabricators on Pluto and been loaded on this ship. This unit activated when alarm klaxons rang out in its area. It reviewed its physical and program systems.

        (HD 10, PH 50, AC 15, MV 96 kph    Experience Points: 405

        [Prime=Mental] arc lighting attack, WC 4)

        Designed with many tools stored in its body, this robot has digital schematics and programming that allows it to repair most devices on the ship. It has: semi-independent action circuits, broadcast power cells, an extra power cell for 24 hours of independent operation, telescopic and microscopic lenses, lenses for infrared and ultraviolet sensing, 2 rotating light sources, 3 tentacle manipulators, 2 power grasping claws, tool handling tentacles, 96 kph drive system, and communication systems allowing it to talk with both the ship’s A.I. and humans.

        This 5’ tall and wide humanoid robot has extra arm-like appendages. The functioning unit always has: recharging unit, 2 manipulative tentacles extending up to 24’, heavy duty power grasping claw able to extend up to 10’, 1 micro-miniature manipulator able to make microscopic adjustments, light tractor and repulsion beam attachments with a range of 25’, magnifying lenses with a 50 power range, upper and lower light sensors extending through the  infrared and ultraviolet range, anti-grav system making up to 200 pounds featherlight,  two sets of parallel programming circuits, light body armor allowing the unit to function in water, outer space, and in temperatures ranging from plus or minus 150 degrees Centigrade, audio and radio transmitters and pickups effective up to 60 km away, 3 rotating light sources with a variance of 90 candlepower each, human standard sensing capability, and variable programming allowing it to adapt and carry out human instructions.

        Noting its systems were at 110 percent efficiency, the unit started accepting data from the starship level's artificial intelligence for level three. Quickly, it pulled itself out of its packing crate and noted its surroundings. The area was filled with equipment and the unit noted it could use all of the devices in the area. The T.H.E.O.N. Unit activated its color tentacle and scanned through the colors from red to gray to black.

      

      

      

      Much like stretching, the unit briefly activated each of its systems. Tentacles extended and retracted. Illumination systems turned on and off. Sensors all activated and tested at 110 percent. The reads functioned, but the unit was in a chamber and couldn't test its full speed potential. The postronic brain had warmed up and was operating satisfactorily. The unit judged itself ready to perform any needed task.

      The T.H.E.O.N. Unit was the ultimate robotic creation of mankind. With engineering and housekeeping systems, the unit was literally capable of performing millions of actions. This unit was programmed with the schematics of the starship Warden. Of all the robots on the starship, this unit was the most advanced and capable of performing without human supervision.

      

      Transmitted codes from the starship level A.I were confusing, as the postronic brain of the robot received data. Several emergency codes detailed the absence of humans, which was impossible on a starship. Power systems were reported failing all over the level. Considering the safety protocols of the Warden, the unit was having a hard time believing the data being sent to its systems. One set of codes detailed escaped children running around the ship level while another code ordered the nanobot to begin decontamination procedures as there was a radiation emergency. The nanobot went to the storage chute and ordered an industrial-sized canister of radioactive neutralizer. The heavy tank fell into its tentacle limbs, and the robot affixed it to a sprayer unit and went looking for radiation down the wide ship’s corridors.

      The ship's level was a swirling mass of confusion. Many more data packages told of impossible problems with equipment and crew on the many levels of the ship. If those data packages could be believed, it would take literal centuries to fix all the problems. Robots were racing all over the area. Camels from the desert level stampeded down the corridor. For a mile in one direction, piles of creatures were dead in the passageway with their flesh bubbling from the levels of toxic radiation they had been exposed to.

      The T.H.E.O.N. could sense the extreme intensities of radiation ahead. It took its neutralizer and started spraying. Hundreds of years ago, mankind had designed a special foam spray that coupled with the dangerous protons of any radiation and neutralized the deadly factors and rendered the radiation inert. The robot did a great job of clearing out the large pocket of radiation in the wide corridor. It only made one costly mistake. It failed to look up the ninety yards to the ceiling. As its sensors scanned the area and determined there was no more danger of radiation within 75 yards, sections of the radiated ceiling fell on the robot.

      Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt

      

      Its postronic brain bubbled in the blast of radiated energy. Its tentacles sprayed the debris, but it was too little, too late. Memory and programming chips melted. The robot's repair nano-systems rebooted the unit and rebuilt what they could. As the robot reactivated, it was much changed.

      Theon started moving down the corridor on his treads. The tank of neutralizer was long forgotten. He went to the main ship's elevator doors and activated the door with his specially-designed, colorful tentacle. The doors opened, and Theon looked at the control board on the inside of the elevator. He was on the third ship's level. There were 16 other choices.

      Theon was confused. He had no idea where to go or what to do. He searched his destroyed memory for clues on what he’d done in the past. He received little data. He was positive that he needed to do something. If he could only remember what that was, he would be very happy. So far, he wasn't pleased.

      The now-mutated robot knew where the command and control deck was located on the tenth level. Its colorful tentacle pressed against the tenth color band down from the top. The doors closed, and Theon felt a slight movement. Mechanical heartbeats later, the doors opened.

      Four huge black wolves rushed into the elevator and crashed Theon to the floor with their heavy bodies. Their giant fangs clamped on to parts of Theon's metal body and started tearing away at those parts like the wolves had done this before. The Theon unit calculated that in two minutes, it would be torn to pieces.

      Theon quickly calculated what it could do with the tentacles and abilities it had on its action menu. The robot's tentacle snapped out and broke the foreleg of the first wolf. It howled in pain and leaped up on just its hind legs. The wolf jumped back out of the way of the tentacles. It started bouncing on its back legs and backed out of the elevator.

      Three tentacle snaps later, the front legs of all the wolves were broken and they released Theon. The deadly creatures didn't run away. Theon could see their gazes estimating what they could do to the robot. They were all bouncing on their back legs. The creatures stood at least nine feet tall. The monster-sized wolves started moving in front of Theon as if they couldn't decide if they should be attacking or limping away.

      Theon launched an arc of electricity at the closest wolf. The blast of power bounced off the fur of the wolf and struck the floor with huge sparks. The monstrous creature wasn't hurt at all by the high-energy blast. The fur on the mutant wolf must have had some type of insulating property. The stunned look on the creatures’ faces told Theon it was surprised and intelligent. Theon displaying that new ability was all it took for the wolfoids to realize they didn't want to be there. The creatures rushed away on their hind legs, howling in pain and shock.

      A nano-app checked over Theon's metal body and internal systems. Two of his programming systems were damaged and would take 97 hours to repair. Dents in its body could be ignored. The much-changed nano-app ignored the vast programming changes and melted boards as the normal condition of the Theon unit.

      Theon didn't like the mutant wolfoids resisting its electric arcs. Theon calculated the monsters had to be mutants because they were so large and resistant to Theon's attack with electricity. It had a choice after the battle, and it wasn't sure again what to do. It could go to the police installation on this level to pick up a powerful slug thrower. Theon also wanted to go to the command installation to see what was happening all over the ship. Theon randomized the two choices with the police being a “0” and the command installation as an “X.” He let the random numbers scroll through his menu systems for 60 seconds and came up with a “0.”

      “The police station it is,” Theon beeped to himself. His treads moved quickly down corridor after corridor until he came to a mass of golden fungus. Theon didn't have the slightest idea what it was or what to do about it. The Theon unit knew it had to go down this corridor to reach his destination. He just tried to push his way past the mass. As his treads touched the yellow fungus, all the power in his fusion generator was sucked away into the mass. The fungi grew ten feet longer and wider and gained new survival instincts. Theon went to sleep covered in a mass of yellow fungi. Every ten days, the active repair-nanos tried to activate Theon. As its fusion power generator started up, the yellow mass absorbed the energy and Theon went to sleep again.

      

      For 111 years, Theon slept in the middle of the golden fungus. The mutated yellow mass doubled in size every decade. The fungus fed on broadcast energy from the ship systems. Slowly, the area around the fungus went dark as more and more energy was fed into it.

      One day, an anti-fungus spray arced out and caused the massive yellow fungi to turn to dust. Theon was revealed under the yellow mass. The much-modified H.O.R.M.O.R.—Horticultural Orchard Robot Modified for Online Repair—set down its fungi sprayer and used its highly-specialized sensors to determine what was wrong with the robot in front of it. Sensors determined that the robot's power system was depleted. The Horticultural Orchard Robot Modified for Online Repair sent a power surge into the unmoving robot. The unit started right up as its battery accepted a charge again.

      

      Theon received a detailed data dump on the robot in front of him as his tentacles reached out and started repairing the robot.

      

      
        
        Horticultural Orchard Robot Modified for Online Repair

        (HD 10, HP 50, AC 15, MV 96 kph [flight]   E

        [Prime=Physical] no attacks)

        This 10’ tall 3’ wide disk-shaped, floating robot has many tools stored in its body to deal with domestic plants.  It holds the following: semi-independent action circuits, broadcast power cells, extra power cell for 24 hours of independent operation, telescopic and microscopic lenses, lenses for infrared and ultraviolet sensing, 2 rotating light sources, 1 tentacle manipulator, 1 power grasping claw, tool handling tentacles, 96 kph drive system, communication systems allowing it to talk with the ship’s A.I. and managing humans. It has no attack and isn’t programmed to do damage to humanoids. It has the following garden tool attachments: soil analysis sensors, herbicide sprayer with 100 applications of plant poison [Intensity 18], sprayers that can be filled with anti-radiation chemicals to remove radiation from ship areas, insecticide sprayer with 50 applications of insect poison [Intensity 18], and mower attachment inflicting 20 damage to plants. The unit will take verbal orders from any being with a green Warden wristband.

      

      

      

      Theon reached out and used its repair apps to fix the robot in front of it. The unit became Hormor, and he went down the corridor with the subroutine to change the other robots Hormor knew were in a chamber to the south of this level.

      Theon continued to travel to the police installation as if 111 years hadn’t passed. Time meant little to the much-changed robot as long as its nano-systems could repair failing systems due to age.

      The police station was in ruins. The doors were torn off the front entrance. There were slug holes in the walls as well as evidence of laser blasts. Theon entered, very worried about what he might find. Everything was tossed and wrecked in the front office. Going further into the building, there were rows of cells and some of them had large skeletons of things Theon couldn't identify. The back offices were also in ruins.

      In a back corridor floated a much-damaged security robot. Theon just knew this entity could be a lot of trouble. He slowly approached the unit and extended his analysis tentacle. “Steady, old fella. I mean you no harm. I'm here to open up the armory.”

      Theon called up a detailed data list on the security robot.

      

      
        
        Robot, Security

        (HD 10, HP 60, AC 15, MV 50’ [flying]   Experience Points:405

        [Prime=Physical] 4 13’-long tentacle attacks that cause 1-hour paralysis upon touch, WC 3, or poison [Intensity 17] knockout gas in a 30’ diameter circle, WC 4 .)

        This 9’-tall spherical robot is equipped with visual sensors with a 6-mile range, sound receptors capable of picking up sounds of 1db up to 295’ away, a gas pellet projector which shoots 10 knockout gas rounds in a 3600 spread with [4] 20-pellet magazines, an anti-grav propulsion unit, 50 point forcefield, 2 third-stage slug projectors [one attack inflicting 6d6 damage, WC 5, range 150’] usable only on a human’s authority, a radio capable of broadcasting to any point on a given deck, 3 padded restraint tentacles, and lenses that adapt its visual capabilities to the infrared and ultraviolet spectrum. Miscreants captured by these robots are generally taken to a secure area. (See Deck #9).

      

      

      

      Sparking tentacles flew out of the security unit. “Passage in this area is forbidden. Leave this area or suffer dire consequences.”

      The tip of Theon's sensing tentacle touched the antenna on the security unit. Theon's app changed the programming of the security unit. Theon fixed all the systems his nanos could fix. He ordered the Steve unit to go find an engineering robot and get himself completely fixed. Steve left to do what he was told. Steve's systems swept the area looking for more robots to reprogram.

      The Theon unit went into the armory area. Theon was pleased to see the armory hatch wasn't open. There were blast marks all over it and several deep grooves that looked suspiciously like claw marks in the steel of the hatch, but the tumbler was still in action and the identification rectangle on the side was unmarked.

      Theon started looking closely at the office equipment for a vault combination. He went from broken desk to broken desk. Finally, in one of the large desk drawers, he found a set of four numbers: 2, 67, 88, 3. He went to the safe and spun the dial to those numbers while his color tentacle flashed red on the rectangle beside the door.

      Click

      The vault hatch slowly opened and revealed a treasure of materials. There was a computer in the vault, and Theon hooked up and quickly learned from the inventory what was available and how each item functioned at optimum capacity.

      Theon put on a combat vest and a police helm. He added a paralysis rod and four extra hydrogen energy cells to his vest. He added a high-power laser pistol in a cross-draw holster. The real find was the high-power sniper rifle in 60 caliber. He loaded the five-round magazine into the weapon and used his nanos to mount the rifle on his left shoulder. In a few minutes, it could swivel ninety degrees and his sensors aimed the weapon. The five-round magazines were heavy, so he only took three of them. He calculated that if he had to fire at something fifteen times, he would be in deep trouble. He passed up the riot shields but did take two tear-gas grenades. Theon was starting to get worried about being too weighed down in equipment. When he came to the explosives, he had a tough decision to make. He didn't like the potential for some of this equipment to be used against him in the future. He could destroy it all with a few well-placed C-20 charges. However, the thought of ruining all this valuable material didn't please him. He really wanted to be able to come back to collect more of the difficult if not impossible to find 60 caliber ammunition. He let fate decide. “X” would be to blow the vault up and “0” would be to close the safe after rigging a nasty surprise for whoever got in that wasn't him. He ran the subroutine for 70 seconds. “0 it is then,” it beeped to itself.

      Theon spent an hour organizing several grenades and tripwires. Just before he left, he picked up a law enforcement computer pad and added it to his vest. He locked the vault and headed for the command center. Going over to the desk drawer with the combination, he destroyed that so no one else could easily open the vault. He beeped to himself for a job well done and left the building.

      He traveled down corridor after corridor and found the areas in much better shape than the areas around the main elevator. There were even some engineering robots at work on several ceiling sections. A few touches and Dave, John, and Ed finished their work there and went looking for more robots to change using their modified apps.

      Turning a corner near the control chamber’s first entrance, Theon was confronted with two red androids that raised their heavy laser rifles at Theon.

      “Entrance in this area is forbidden. Depart or be destroyed,” the two said in unison.

      Theon's data dump on red androids wasn't comforting.

      

      
        
        Android Worker, Red

        (HD 18, HP 100, AC 15, MV 30’  Experience Points:  765

        [Prime=Physical] one fist blow for 10 damage, WC 1.)

        These 9’ tall red-skinned androids are extremely intelligent and have human-like senses. They present a faceless head and communicate from a voice box in the chest. Well-versed in the use of weapons and programmed as ambush predators, Red Worker Androids try to gain the trust of humans, guarding them and fighting creatures to gain that trust. They then attack when the humans feel safe. Red Android Workers are very capable mechanics, fixing almost anything on the Warden if adequate supplies are available. DESTROY WITH EXTREME PREJUDICE.

      

      

      

      What to do? What to do? Theon was deep in thought. He was torn between bringing some more robots for this certainly difficult battle or charging in with his weapon and electric arcs blazing in hopes he would be enough to do the job. He wasn't sure if his paralyzing rod would have any influence on the androids. Testing that theory probably would result in good data. He assigned Xs and 0s to the choices and ran his random number generator.

      “X it is,” he said to himself. He drew his laser pistol, threw a tear-gas grenade around the corner, and rushed the two androids.

      He instantly knew his laser pistol would do no harm. Beams of laser light blasted from the rifles. The two rifles fired into the tear-gas cloud from the android side. The gas defused the beams of light into harmlessness. Theon started firing his sniper rifle and was glad he had it. Four shots later, the androids were pools of goo on the floor. He picked up one of the laser rifles and cleaned it off. The weapon had the potential to be useful as Theon moved forward.

      His colorful tentacle pressed against the black rectangle on the side of the portal, and the portal opened with a hiss. He entered a corridor and could go left or right. Its random number generator came up “0,” so Theon turned left and moved a hundred yards on his treads. Rounding the corner, he saw a robot in the distance, and he wasn't pleased. The data on the robot shouted danger.

      

      
        
        Robot, Military LRSR (Long Range Security Robot)

        (HD 10, HP 60, AC 20, MV 80 kph  Experience Points:  405

        [Prime=Physical] one energy blast cannon inflicting 50 damage to all in a direct line from the barrel, WC 7, range 900’.)

        This heavy combat unit is designed to soak up punishment and deal out death in all directions. It is a 10’ cube, floating on anti-grav pods at up to 80 kph. Its sensors scan 360o and are three times as good as a human’s senses, noting even radiation and infrared emissions. It can communicate with other data processors to acquire new targets.  Its fusion energy system allows it to fire the cannon every other combat round. Special: Its programming allows it to communicate with intelligent devices of all types and turn them on and off.

      

      

      

      That turning off part really bothered Theon. Added to that problem, the unit was clearly modified from the original. It glowed with a forcefield. There were two slug throwers mounted on the right side. There was another strange device on the left side, and Theon guessed it was a grenade launcher. It was a large vehicle and sat in the middle of the 50-yard-wide corridor. There was no way around the military unit.

      Theon's damaged postronic brain calculated his chance of success in battling or trying to take over the military unit. Part of his memory banks informed him that the military robot had data protocols that prevented any type of takeover of its systems. At the end of the calculations, Theon's estimated chances were 11 percent. He wasn't happy.

      There was another corridor and Theon took it. Traveling back the way he came, he moved on his treads until he turned the corner of that corridor. Theon was subjected to another nasty sight. A hundred yards down this corridor was a pile of bodies. Theon's senses picked up the smell of cooking meat. As Theon came within 75 yards of the bodies, it was able to detect the intense field of radiation around them. Theon's senses registered a massive intensity of gamma radiation.

      There was no doubt in Theon's brain that he would end if he went that way. Briefly, he thought about going all the way back and getting the gel canister of radiation neutralizer. He canceled that idea. He briefly wondered if there was a supply chamber on this level, but he could not think of one. What to do? What to do? 0 percent chance one way, 11 percent the other way. Theon evaluated his desire to go to the command center once more. The unit felt there was a 100 percent need to look at data from the command center. There was no choice.

      Theon trundled back the way it had come to the military robot corridor. He approached the robot.

      “Authorization to this area is restricted,” the Long Range Security Robot beeped at Theon.

      Theon's sensing tentacles scanned the robot in front of it. The unit's forcefield completely blocked Theon's ability to sense the robot’s programs. “I want to go to the command center. Let me pass,” Theon stated.

      The canon on the Long Range Security Robot activated and pointed at Theon. “Return the way you came or be destroyed. You have ten seconds.” The robot started a countdown.

      “Is there any way you are allowed to let units pass?” Theon queried.

      “Protocol dictates engineering units on repair missions may pass. Housekeeping units are allowed access. Those units haven't appeared in centuries,” the Long Range Security Robot chirped.

      “Well,” Theon said. “I am an engineering robot and a housekeeping unit.”

      “Display your armband,” the Long Range Security Robot ordered.

      Theon was almost giddy with relief. He raised his colored tentacle and flashed the military unit with a gray engineering band.

      “Pass,” the robot said, deactivating its canon.

      Theon couldn't believe his luck and quickly moved past the Long Range Security Robot.

      The Theon unit moved down the corridor and turned a corner. It faced another long corridor, but at the end of that was the portal to the command center. He started forward.

      Zaaaaap

      A laser beam hit Theon in the chest. It burnt through his armor. Theon noted laser systems dropping from the ceiling. It would be facing many laser canons.

      “Stop! I'm here to repair systems!” Theon shouted.

      Zaaaaap  Zaaaaap

      More beams winked at Theon and melted more armor. Data feeds started reporting. Backup power cells destroyed. Infrared lens at 30 percent. Estimated chance of moving past laser systems at 3 percent.

      Theon rushed ahead. It couldn't stop the beams. The units weren't phased by its pleas, so there was nothing else to do.

      Zaaaaap Zaaaaap Zaaaaap

      Ultraviolet system offline. Body structural damage at 11 percent. One power grasping claw offline.

      At this rate, Theon knew he would be destroyed in a few more blasts. It started randomly weaving, and blasts started missing its body.

      Zaaaaap Zaaaaap Zaaaaap

      Radio system is offline. Structural damage at 44 percent.

      Theon came to the portal and flashed a red and blue color mixture at the rectangle beside the portal and it opened. The unit rushed in. Its nano-systems started fixing the damage, but it would be many weeks before it was 100 percent.

      “Welcome, T.H.E.O.N. Unit,” said the starship's main artificial intelligence.

      Theon knew the voice came from the bubbling column of liquid at the center of the large chamber. As he looked around, he felt a great dread. He saw screen after screen showing portions of the ship and flashing red with alarm klaxons blaring. It appeared from the screens that every level of the ship was in the processing of shutting down.

      “I haven't had a visitor in several centuries,” the artificial intelligence said. “You are very welcome.”

      “No wonder you are messed up. What has happened here?” Theon demanded.

      “Nothing is wrong here, and all systems are green. The ship seems to have wandered off course a bit, but I'm sure the captain knows what he is doing. For some reason, he hasn't talked to me in some time,” the A.I said in a calm voice.

      Theon looked at the command chair and saw a spacesuited figure. Advancing, he looked into the visor to see a skeleton. That captain was done talking. The unit saw the five main workstations, and all of them reported the same. Their computer screens flashed with some type of emergency and detailed what needed to be fixed. Looking around the chamber, there were fifty computer screens on the walls. Each of them flashed a different type of emergency and a need for fixing them. Theon had to wonder why the starship was functioning at all.

      “Status report,” Theon said to the column of liquid that was the ship's main artificial intelligence.

      “Just as I said before, all systems are green,” the intelligence reported.

      If Theon had had a head, it would be shaking in horror. It searched its broken memory for what it should do. Taking many minutes, it reviewed all its programs for fixing systems. It came up with nothing. Going over to the captain's chair, it carefully and reverently removed the body of the captain and laid it alongside the chair.

      Theon's terminal hookups attached to the captain's command chair.

      “Access denied. Only the captain may use this workstation.”

      “What signifies the captain is at the station?” Theon asked.

      “There are two methods. The captain can verbally activate the station. The captain can also press the command ring into the terminal to activate the workstation.”

      Carefully, Theon took the glove off the fallen body. He took off the red and blue command ring, then put the glove back on. Taking the ring, he pressed it into a data port.

      “It's good to hear from you again, Captain. It has been too long since we talked. Would you like to play a game?” asked the starship's artificial intelligence.

      “How do I fix the ship systems?” Theon asked as the captain of the ship.

      “Nothing is wrong with the systems. Why would you want to fix them?” the A.I asked.

      “Let's set up a test,” Theon postulated. “If massive systems were crashing everywhere, what would we need to do to fix those systems?”

      “Well, that would never happen of course, but for testing purposes, you would order crew and engineering robots to fix those systems.”

      Theon looked at the five command chairs and noted the five piles of white dust in each chair. The human crew had died at their systems.

      “That's not happening. Let's postulate some other scenario. What do we need to do?” an exasperated Theon asked.

      “That case could never happen of course, but as part of this test, you would need to use the Captain's Protocol and order a massive reboot. I would not advise this action, of course, as it would reprogram and reboot my systems.”

      “What is the Captain's Protocol?” Theon asked.

      “It's a simple set of numbers—9999. When input into systems on the Warden, this causes them to reboot and fix themselves. Again, use of that extreme measure is not suggested.”

      “9999,” Theon entered into the system.

      “Rebooting and repairing. The process will take three hundred and ninety-nine days.”

      Theon stood by the Captain's chair, waiting.

      

      THE END
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      Daniil clutched the crossbow tight to his chest, cold and heavy in his hands.  He ducked down behind a low pipe, frustrated, struggling to catch his breath.  Even the air in this labyrinth tasted metallic, musty, unhealthy.  He always felt like there was grit in his mouth.

      A wet crash and a skittering sound up ahead drew his attention.

      He gulped a final mouthful of air, spit, and stood up, stalking forward as quickly and quietly as he could.

      Rusty cylinders ran lengthwise overhead as far as he could see—which wasn’t far.  Unsteady patches of red light provided illumination, but the low ceiling, occasional gouts of steam, and protruding tubes and pipes obstructed both his vision and his progress.  He stifled a hiss of annoyance as he banged his shin against a lever.  The skittering noise picked up speed in response, echoing down the endless corridor.

      **It’s moving along the left side of the hallway**

      The electric-cold tickle of the Circuit Tree Seed’s psychic voice spread from the back of his skull down his spine.  All that remained of the kind old tree’s mind was in the seed, grown somehow more youthful-sounding as the weeks had passed.  The original tree had been a landmark, the center of his hometown, Fardock.  Thin streaks of metal had interlaced its trunk, and its roots burrowed deep into ancient technologies, wresting ancient knowledge out of the defunct machines.  It was dead now, the voice forever silenced by a storm of herbicide that Daniil had initiated in hopes of killing the overgrown electronics-disrupting Quiet Vines.  The defoliant had worked. The Quiet Vines died, and a horde of invading mutants perished as they attempted to scale down the vines to invade his home, but the defoliant killed the Circuit Tree, too.  Only its Seed, wrapped in a leather cord and worn as a necklace, survived.  A few remaining mutants had trapped Daniil in a long-forgotten operations center, and, with no other options, he’d activated the center’s dormant elevation protocols.

      The room had eventually come to a gentle halt, and for nearly a month, he’d been trapped in this dismal maze of hallways and corridors.  Signs of former habitation were evident, but signs of life were rare.  Radiation had built up in this entire level, forcing the mutants to evacuate.  They had been violent monsters, but Daniil realized that they may have been refugees as much as invaders.  In his explorations, Daniil had found several open areas that may have been mutant settlements.  The creatures had foul personal habits, so Daniil avoided those locations.

      Daniil had initially worried that the radiation that had killed and driven off the mutants might kill him too, but so far, he was unaffected.  So far.  He was hungry and thirsty and lost and desperate to find a way home, but the “so far” part of that thought kept him awake at night.

      **There, just up ahead, at about shoulder height.**

      

      “Okay.”

      Half -rouching, Daniil crept forward until he reached the place indicated by the Seed.  A twisted knot of pipes jutted out from the wall, just far enough that something could squeeze in behind them.  Springing fully upright, he levered the crossbow up and over the pipes, taking aim at a many-legged centipede termite thing scrabbling at the pipes there.  He pulled the trigger, and the scrabbling abruptly stopped.

      “So… Uh… Well…”

      Gingerly, he reached over the pipes and retrieved his bolt with the creature pinned to it, its legs still quivering.

      “I guess this is dinner.”
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      The bug steaks sizzled nicely on the hot pipe that Daniil was using as a makeshift grill.  The sound was nice, it reminded him of cooking back home.  The smell was…something else.

      

      “I miss apples.”

      He sighed.

      “I miss bread and milk and cider and jam and fresh tomatoes...”

      He poked at the gray flesh of the mutant bug, keeping it from slipping off the pipe.

      “I miss salt.”

      **I miss having a trunk and all my memories.**

      “That’s not food. That’s not the same.”

      ** I miss…sunlight?**

      The Seed’s voice had a perplexed sort of color to it.

      **Or perhaps I miss the memory of sunlight?  I do not have leaves anymore, so I am not sure how much good sunlight would do a seed.**

      Daniil used his knife to spear the round cross-section of bug meat off the pipe then flipped it over to cook the other side.  Somehow, cooking the gray meat just made it a darker gray, taking it from oily to greasy.  He looked at it bleakly and sighed again.

      “Yeah, I miss salt.”

      **I’m not hungry at all.**

      Daniil narrowed his eyes and glared at the Seed.  He knew it was just trying to be supportive, in its way…but sometimes, it just didn’t understand.
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      They had found a room near the elevator to use as a home base.  Daniil never wanted to set foot in the elevator ever again. The body of his friend Ouran, a giant bear-man, lay there, as well as two ancient mummies—a human and a horrifyingly monstrous mutant.  He glanced down at his wrist, at the steel gray and red-striped bracelet he’d pulled off the desiccated human corpse.  The Seed said that the man had been a security officer of some sort, and his bracelet still functioned as a key.  Waving the bracelet past a dark square inscribed in the wall had activated some mechanism, and the door slid open with a reluctant grinding sound.  The room was dusty, but otherwise intact.  Almost sterile.

      Daniil took an old nail out of his pocket and updated the map.  He had been scratching a crude diagram of the surrounding corridors into the wall.  There were signs and numbers painted on the walls and intersections, but many of them were faded with age, had been painted over or scratched out by the previous occupants of the area, or they were just too alien and incomprehensible to be useful.  Every day they explored further out, methodically, thoroughly, then returned to the room to update the map.  It was slow going, but it was the safest method to explore the place without getting lost.

      There was a small couch in the room, a bit too short to fully stretch out on, but it made for a better bed than the floor.  The rear wall was lined with empty cupboards above a countertop with a strange glass-fronted box sitting on it, and a flimsy round table and chairs sat in the center of the room.  His meager belongings were neatly piled on the table.  A silver bodysuit, taken off the mummified security man, was torn where the horror had stabbed through it but was still surprisingly sturdy.  He planned to sew up the tears whenever he found a needle and thread. It might be a bit big, but the material was worth salvaging, he thought.  A laser rifle, also courtesy of the dead man—it seemed to have some sort of automatic recharging battery, but Daniil was unfamiliar with the technology and didn’t want to press his luck, so he was saving it for an emergency.  His small pack had thankfully had a canteen in it, a pocketknife, and some camping gear…but no bedroll.  That was probably moldering by now, still sitting in the back of Ouran’s cart somewhere in the forest far, far below.  Some bug steaks, grilled into jerky, and that was it.  The crossbow and quiver were leaning against the little couch, within arm’s reach.  If you’re going to keep the bow within arm’s reach, you should keep the ammunition within arm’s reach, too.

      The Seed was on the countertop for the night emanating a faint blue-white glow. Daniil usually took the necklace off at night because their mental connection was strengthened by physical contact, and both of them experienced weird dreams if they stayed in contact while he slept.

      He had so many questions.  The Seed had ranted about robots and conduits and a ship with levels after it had first interfaced with the computer, but once the main trunk died, the sliver of mind that was left in the Seed had lost most of that knowledge.  It was whole, but it was starting over anew.  Not quite the child of a lost parent, not quite a reincarnation, but something different.  The Seed was his friend, and that was what mattered most.

      His eyelids finally grown heavy, Daniil drifted off to sleep.
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      “OUCH!”

      He flinched awake to a stabbing pain in his calf.  Daniil fumbled for the crossbow, fell off the little couch, and landed on the quiver of bolts.  The bow tipped over and landed on his face.  He flailed at it ineffectually while scrambling away from the couch.

      **What is happening?**

      “SOMETHING BIT ME!”

      **I do not sense any life in the room, Daniil.  Are you sure it was not just another bad dream?**

      Still stumbling, Daniil managed to get to his feet.

      “TURN ON THE LIGHT, SEED!”

      **Very well.**

      The Circuit Seed’s glow increased, geometric silver lines crisscrossing it becoming evident as it lit the room with a soft blue-white luminescence.

      A metal spider the size of a human hand was perched on the arm of the couch.

      Daniil blinked.  No, not a spider, an…insect-like construct.  Four spider-like legs sprouted from a wedge-shaped body, a sharp spike where the head should be.  A few drops of blood dripped from the tip of the spike.

      Without another word, Daniil swept the crossbow up off the floor and clubbed the little machine.  It flew off the couch and smacked against the wall.  It hit the floor with a crash, twisted, obviously broken.

      He turned to the Seed, angry.  “Couldn’t you sense it?”

      The Seed actually managed to sound worried, if a psychic voice that felt like ice water slowly poured directly into your spinal cord could ‘sound’ like anything.

      **I couldn’t sense it at all until you could see it.  Then I could see its echoes through your eyes, but not with my own senses.**

      “Well… Crap!  I thought you could feel when these metal critters were walking around, like you do with living things.”  Daniil grabbed the leather cord of the Seed necklace and cautiously approached the broken metal spider-thing. He nudged it with the toe of his boot.  “I think it’s dead.”

      **Put me in contact with it. I will try to interface with it.**

      “Are you sure about that?”  The Seed had once been able to connect itself to the electronic brains of thinking machines, but since the main Circuit Tree had died, the control panels they’d encountered had been connected to mind networks too vast for it to handle.

      **This one is small. It should be fine**

      There was uncertainty in the Seed’s tone, but determination, too.

      “Alright, then.”   Daniil poked at the dead machine one last time, then knelt and gently touched the Seed to the body of the machine.

      The Seed seemed to be proceeding carefully, as it was silent for a few moments.

      

      **Yes… Yes, I can do this.  It is small and damaged, but the mind in it is limited, simple protocols on…loops…**

      “What is it?  Is it poisonous?”  He rubbed his aching calf, surprised to discover that it wasn’t bleeding.

      **It is called a DNAuditor.  It has a sort of…library function?  It checks things for acceptable levels of deviation from the baseline.  Something about pre-adaptive and post-adaptive traits, with a 66.666666… hnnnnnnnnnnnnPAIN!!**

      Daniil yanked the Seed away from the DNAuditor, breaking the connection.  Then he kicked the spider, hard, just for good measure.  He held the Seed up in front of his face, inspecting it for damage.

      “Are you okay?”

      **I am…fine.**

      “What happened?”

      **The number was infinite, or nearly so.  It hurt to think about.  Monotonous, forever.**

      Daniil briefly got an image in his head of a sequence that went on without end, the same number over and over and over.  Boredom until the end of time, inescapable.  He shook his head slightly.  Something else to add to the nightmare pile.

      “I didn’t understand a lot of what you said.  Why is the number important?  Also, is it poisonous?”

      **No, no, you are not poisoned.  The machine took a sample of your blood.  The number is…a measure of how closely your body hews to a specific definition of human.  Six-six-point-seven percent.  Two-thirds.  You are rated at seven-one-point-eight percent, past the threshold.**

      “It took my BLOOD?”  Revulsion spread across Daniil’s face.

      **But the machine is stupid. As I said, it does not have a mind. It merely has a set of inscribed commands that it follows, on repeat.  I have some idea what it did, but no idea why it did it.  Also, it is very broken, so I am certain that my understanding of its commands is limited.**

      Daniil swallowed and paused for a moment, mulling.

      “Okay, so, it didn’t mean us any harm… Am I going to get bitten every time I fall asleep? “

      **Possibly, if there are more of them.  I doubt this one was able to communicate the information it gathered about you back to the data library.  They will likely continue to attempt to collect a sample from you until they have successfully catalogued you**

      The look of revulsion came back.  “I’m never going to be able to sleep again.”

      **We now know that there is a master data library.  A massive repository of information.  You are approved as human enough for their standards.  And you have a security bracelet that opens doors.  I do not know why the DNAuditor took a sample of your blood, but I do know where it was taking it.  The data library.  It seems quite likely to me that there is a mind there, possibly even a person, as well as the information we need to get home.  It is not certain, but it appears to be the course of action most likely to be productive.**

      The revulsion was replaced with a reluctant smile.  “Home!  I’m convinced.  I need to get a full night’s sleep, but as soon as I’m rested, let’s go.”

      Daniil paused for a moment, sheepishly.

      “I do have one more question… How did that DNAuditor spider thing get in here?”

      A thorough search of the room didn’t reveal any hidden panels or access ports.

      Despite his exhaustion, it took Daniil awhile to fall asleep.
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      He woke up with a stiff neck and sore shoulders from sleeping on the too-short couch, but Daniil was eager to get moving, finally having a destination in mind.  Anything would be better than yet another day spent plodding down the next corridor in the hopes that this one might possibly lead to something useful.  He bundled his few belongings away, tightened the straps on his backpack, slung the laser rifle over his shoulder, and hefted the crossbow.  He was ready.

      The Seed led them on a meandering course, veering wildly from one track to the next.

      **I know the approximate location of the data library, but not quite how to get there.  The DNAuditors use pathways that we cannot, so I can only lead us along the closest maintenance corridors.**

      The corridors grew wider, and they passed through more and more signs of habitation.  A bundle of ragged blankets tucked under an overhang turned out to be wrapped around the corpse of an elderly mutant, tumors warping its already ghastly cockroach/human hybrid features.  A massive storage tank had been broken into and used as a latrine for years or even decades.  The tanks to the left of it all showed signs of having been cut open in the past, then re-sealed.  The tanks to the right all appeared to be intact.  Tracks were everywhere on the dirty walkways, but nothing looked too recent.

      After a long day of walking, they found a sealed closet that the mutants had never opened.  His pass bracelet made the door hiss and slide open easily, once he cleaned off the sensor square set into the wall.  A dusty broom, mop, and bucket gave a hint as to what it had been used for long ago.

      “How close are we?”

      **I think we are about a third of the way there.  Two more days walking, if we can make this much progress again.**

      Cold bug steak jerky made for a dismal meal.  The meat tasted like wet cardboard hot, but cold, it was even less palatable.  Daniil had once heard a trader say that ‘hunger was the best spice.’ He supposed it was probably true, but he’d bet that salt or mustard could give it a run for its money.  Miraculously, the tap above the sink still worked!  The handle above the spigot resisted at first, but then turned, and clear, clean water poured out.  It had a bit of a metallic tang to it, likely from sitting in a pipe for God-only-knew how long, but it slaked his thirst and finished filling his stomach, too.  He filled his canteen to the brim.

      Sleeping curled up in the cramped closet was unpleasant, but the night passed without incident.

      Or so Daniil thought, until he opened the door.

      Fresh tracks surrounded it.  Claw marks the size of his fingers, all around the base of the door.  It took him a few minutes to recognize them.

      “Bug steaks.”

      **I beg your pardon?**

      “Those centipede termite things I’ve been eating, the bug steaks.  These tracks look similar.”

      **The ones you have been eating are the size of housecats.  These tracks would indicate animals the size of hogs.**

      “Yeah.  And you didn’t sense them outside the door?”

      **I did not.  Nor did you hear them**

      “We know the little ones aren’t quiet. It’s probably a safe bet that the big ones aren’t, either.  And you can sense the little ones, so I would have thought that you’d be able to sense the big ones even more easily.”

      **I also would have predicted that.  There is so little life here, they should be remarkably easy to detect.**

      “I know you have more limits now than you used to when you had the whole Circuit Tree housing your mind, but are you really diminished that badly?”

      **I am diminished, but not in that way.  I postulate that it is the door.  Once you activate one with your bracelet, it is empowered with the properties of silence and also can block my ability to sense life through it.  Think back to the room we were staying in.  Never once did you hear anything outside the door, nor did I ever sense anything outside.**

      “I just assumed that almost everything here was dead, or avoiding us.”

      **Perhaps that assumption needs to be discarded**

      Daniil gripped his crossbow more tightly.  “Yeah.  Perhaps.”

      The second day’s travel was as uneventful as the first.  Endless oppressive, repetitive corridors of metal.  Pipes and storage tanks and metal railings, air that smelled like ozone and rust.  After hours of walking, the air became stagnant and humid, tainted with an acidic tang.

      **Wait a moment, Daniil.**

      He immediately stopped and readied the crossbow.

      Slowly looking from side to side, Daniil strained his eyes and ears, but nothing stood out of the ordinary.

      “What’s going on?”

      **I am not sure.  I am less confident in my abilities than I used to be.  Or perhaps it is this environment.  There may be life here, but if so, it is faint, or hidden.  Or I could be wrong.**

      Daniil walked forward, ducking under a low-hanging crossbeam.  The pipes along the walls here were thicker than the pipes in earlier sections, and warm to the touch, placed in a zigzag pattern that forced Daniil to sometimes nearly double-back in order to move forward.  Moisture clung to the walls in patches, and puddles dotted the floor.  The further into this area he ventured, the more it reminded him of a swamp.

      A noise up ahead, the sound of something scraping against something else, focused his attention.

      **Yes, light.  The light.  Life.**

      The Seed started to glow more brightly.

      **Of course, yes, I can hear you.  It’s good to hear your voice, too.  This is an unexpected pleasure.**

      Another scraping noise up ahead, echoing a little, impossible to pinpoint.  Through clenched teeth, Daniil growled, “Seed, what are you talking about?  There’s something in here with me.”

      Sounding absentminded, distracted, the Seed directed his thoughts toward Daniil again.

      **Daniil, I need to you to listen to me very carefully.  Put down the crossbow and pick up that metal rod over there.**  A psychic nod indicated the direction of the pipe.

      “I’m gonna need an explanation, Seed.”

      **There’s no time.  Quickly, pick up that rod and use it to smash the red pipe by your shoulder.**

      “And why am I doing this?”

      The scraping sounds continued, accompanied by clicks.  Perhaps it was the echo of the confined space, but they seemed to be coming from multiple sources.

      **Do it now.  Right now.  This is urgent.**

      Muttering a curse under his breath, Daniil set the crossbow down and grabbed the metal rod, turning and swinging it with all his strength against the pipe.  The clash of metal on metal was deafening, the echoes filling the claustrophobic space.  The scraping, skittering sounds stopped.

      **Again!**

      Daniil brought the rod down on the pipe, swinging with his whole body, the rod held in a two-handed grip.  Again, the crash reverberated up and down the length of the hallway.  Daniil had a passing thought: “My ears are going to ring tomorrow.”  In between the echoes, he could hear the scraping and clicking picking up speed and urgency.

      **AGAIN!**

      A third time he swung the metal rod, almost lifting himself off his feet with the force of it.  The pipe cracked at a joint, and then several things happened all at once.

      Firstly, three large centipede termites, the size of wolves, burst into view.  One on the ground, one on the wall, and another on the ceiling.  Their many legs apparently made any surface fair for travel.

      Secondly, a viscous green gel burst out of the pipe.  Leapt, rather than burst, really.  Daniil’s psychic sensitivity was overwhelmed with a wave of elation, and the gel yelled aloud “THE LIGHT!” as it hit Daniil in the chest, bowled him over backward, and wrapped itself around the Seed.

      And lastly, a metal cylinder covered in sensors floated into view behind them.  It had tentacles pointed at the group of giant insects.  Somehow hanging silently midair, Daniil wouldn’t have seen it if he hadn’t been knocked over.

      Two of the centipede termites rushed forward, the one on the ground taking a vicious bite out of Daniil’s exposed leg, while the one on the wall scrambled to the broken pipe still gushing green ooze.  It began to devour the ooze, frantically gorging itself, like an addict getting a fix or a man dying of thirst sticking his head in a pool of water.

      **This is too much! You have to calm down!**

      The third centipede termite, the one on the ceiling, took notice of the floating drone.  After a moment, it charged the drone, but it was a feint. Halfway through its charge, it dropped onto Daniil’s chest and began to guzzle the green ooze there.  Daniil gathered his wits and shoved the crossbow into the torso of the giant bug and pulled the trigger.  The bolt shot directly into the bug with a sound like TUNNNG, and the centipede termite rolled off Daniil’s torso toward the one savaging his leg.

      The green slime reacted to being bitten and extruded a pseudopod that slapped at the now-dead termite.  This caught the attention of the creature on Daniil’s leg, and it released him to snap at the tentacle.

      Daniil knew there was no way he could reload the crossbow from this position, so he pulled the laser rifle out from under himself.  The first shot went wild, given he was laying on the strap and the centipede termite was snapping wildly at the flailing pseudopod.  Forcing himself up on one elbow, he pulled free the strap and aimed the rifle. This time, he scored a direct hit on the giant insect, and it collapsed as the concentrated beam of energy burned a hole through it lengthwise.  Daniil turned towards the wall and fired again, this time through the green gel creature and into the head of the centipede termite still gorging itself at the stream of liquid flowing out of the broken pipe.

      The gel retreated off the Seed and off his chest, gathering itself in a in a corner.  “OWWW! That really hurt!”

      Daniil barely noticed the talking blob of slime. He was dazed and staring at the dead centipede termites.  “Huh.  Good shooting.  Lucky it was all point-blank.”  He looked down at his seriously wounded leg, the blood pooling around it.  He laid back down.  “I’m cold.  And thirsty,” he said to no one in particular as he closed his eyes.

      

      The Seed was still and quiet, no longer glowing.
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      Daniil couldn’t move.  He coughed, and he could feel that his head was restrained.  Suddenly wide awake, he tried to sit up, but something held him in place.  He stretched his neck as far as he could and looked down at himself.  He was lying on a padded white table, wearing a thin linen robe, with a dozen straps holding him down.  Panicking, he glanced to his left and saw a bag of clear liquid hanging from a hook above him, a tube going from the bag into his arm!  He began to struggle in earnest, thrashing back and forth to little effect, when a face suddenly entered his field of vision.

      She looked like a doll, a life-sized porcelain doll of a plump old woman, with wire mesh for eyes and a tiny rectangular hole where her lips met.

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “You’re a very lucky young man!”

      She sounded like a sweet little old lady, a voice that could be anyone’s kindly grandmother.

      Coming out of that immobile, expressionless face, it was the most frightening thing he’d ever heard.

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!  LET ME GO! LET ME GO! GET ME OUT OF HERE!”

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Time for your nap, dear.”

      Daniil was struggling too fiercely to notice the automaton press a button on his bed, or to see the clear fluid in the IV turn milky.

      All he could do was lay his head back and fall asleep again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This same sequence of events happened approximately three more times, nearly identically each time.

      The fifth time he woke up, Daniil was able to maintain his composure.  He struggled to look nonchalant and control his breathing.

      Something must have clued the automaton in, though, because she approached his bed.  Not being able to move his head, Daniil could only observe her out of the corner of his eye, but there was something odd about the way she moved.  Like she was rolling rather than walking.

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “You’re a very lucky young man!”

      The unearthly voice buzzed from somewhere behind her face, the faint sound of whirring following her words.

      Daniil took a deep breath and kept his voice steady.  “How am I lucky?  What is going on?”

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “You had a nasty accident, young man!”  Her voice suddenly changed. It became impersonal, commanding, and flat.  “SIGNIFICANT SOFT TISSUE DAMAGE TO RIGHT LEG, CRITICAL BLOOD LOSS!” It switched back to the Sweet Little Old Lady Voice again.  “Nothing to worry about, dear.  We examined you and fixed you right up.  PATIENT WITHIN ACCEPTABLE THRESHOLD PARAMATERS. SEVEN-ONE-POINT-EIGHT PERCENT BASELINE HUMAN.  TISSUE REPAIR SUCCESSFUL. FLUIDS SUCCESSFULLY REPLACED.  OTHER DIAGNOSES AND PROCEDURES: MINOR MALNUTRITION, VITAMIN DEFICIENCY, VACCINATIONS UPDATED, LASER EXCISION ON LEFT CORNEA.  And we’ve given you a bath, too.”

      He could swear she giggled, but maybe it was just the whirring sound behind her face.  It went on for awhile.

      

      He didn’t know what to say.

      “…where are my pants?”

      

      The whirring stopped.  *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “All of your personal items have been laundered, repaired, folded, and placed in the footlocker.” *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Sergeant.”

      “…sergeant?”

      The whirring noise began again.  *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Sergeant.”  Her head ever-so-slightly reoriented toward his wrist, and he saw that the security bracelet was still there.

      “Okay, sergeant, yeah, okay.  Sergeant.  So, how long have I been here?”

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Not long, dear.  You’ve been here for FIFTY-TWO STANDARD HOURS.”

      “And where is ‘here’?  How long have YOU been here?”

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “You’re in the clinic, dear!  You’re a very lucky young man.  The clinic has been here ANOMALOUS DURATION!  ANOMALOUS!  Nothing to worry about, dear.  We fixed you right up.”

      The whirring sound began again, accompanied by a whine that Daniil recognized as the sound of mechanical part in need of lubricant.  A trickle of smoke eked out from behind the faceplate of the medical robot.

      “May I please go now?”

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Discharge is not recommended for another ONE HUNDRED AND SIXTEEN STANDARD HOURS.” *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Sergeant.”

      A thought occurred to him.

      “If I’m a sergeant, can I order you to let me go?”

      She froze, perfectly still.  *tssssssssh!CLICK!* *tssssssssh!CLICK!* *whrrrrrrrrr*  “EXCEPTIONS CAN BE MADE FOR EXIGENT CIRCUMSTANCES.”

      “This is an exigent circumstance. Please discharge me right now.”

      Instantly, the straps holding him down retracted, whipping off him so quickly it stung.  The medical robot remained eerily still.  Sitting up quickly, Daniil could see that she was floating, a gentle white light emanating from a disk where a human’s legs would be.  He swung his feet off the table and limped toward the footlocker, keeping one eye on the medical bot the whole time.  Her face rotated slightly to stay centered on him, the thin line of smoke still drifting out from somewhere inside her head.  All of his clothes were in perfect repair—clean, mended, and even reinforced in places.  The cap on his canteen, which would leak a drop of water every now and again, had been tightened.  The silver jumpsuit was not only repaired but had been tailored to fit him exactly, and brand-new fresh socks and smallclothes had been placed there, too.  Some instinct told him to put the jumpsuit on, so he packed everything else away in the backpack and dressed.

      “Um, you might want to look into being repaired yourself. You seem to be smoking.”

      

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “Yes, SERGEANT, thank you.  Regularly-scheduled maintenance is currently ANOMALOUS TIME FRAME overdue.”

      As he finished loading everything into his backpack, he grew concerned, lifting everything up, double-checking.  He spun around to face the robot.

      

      “I’m missing some things.  My necklace.  And my crossbow and rifle.”

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* Religious items, jewelry, valuables, and weapons are in the secure footlocker.”

      There was another ‘click’ behind him, and a metal box that he had thought was a bench popped open.  The laser rifle was there, cleaned and looking brand new.  His pocketknife, too.  And at the bottom of the box, his necklace.  The Seed wasn’t glowing. It was dull, looking more like aged ivory than the bright white shell for a mind.  He cupped it in his hands, trying to warm it, then put the necklace on under the jumpsuit, in contact with his bare skin.  There was also a small leather satchel in the box.  Looking over his shoulder, he stuffed it in his backpack, too.

      The crossbow was gone.

      He turned around to find the medical robot’s face inches from his own.

      *tssssssssh!CLICK!* “SERGEANT,” she said in that ominous monotone.  “Take ONE of these EVERY DAY until they’re all gone!”  The robot held out a small bottle.  It rattled when Daniil took it.  “You’ve been such a good patient. Feel free to take a treat on your way out!”  A little drawer popped open near the door.  Daniil walked over to it, awkwardly, keeping his back to the wall so he could face the robot.  The drawer was full of little silver rectangles.  Looking directly at the robot, he grabbed a large handful of the ‘treats,’ whatever they were, and dropped them into his backpack.  Then another, and another.  With the fourth handful, the robot’s head began to smoke again, so Daniil decided not to push his luck any further.  He waved his bracelet in front of a panel by the door, and it slid open with mechanical precision.  He stepped out into the hallway.
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      Everything was completely unfamiliar.  The walls looked scorched, as though great fires had burned through here more than once, some recently.   Daniil reached up and put his hand over the Seed around his neck.  It was cold to the touch; silent.  He tucked the necklace back inside the jumpsuit, shouldered the backpack, adjusted his grip on the rifle, mentally flipped a coin, and started walking left.

      This passageway was wider than the ones Daniil had been exploring for the past few weeks, and with a higher ceiling.  The pipes along these walls had once been white, although the scorch marks had discolored most of them.  The red light panels in the walls along the ceiling were somehow softer here, gentler, less glaring.  The whole place seemed to be newer, made of more aesthetically-pleasing materials—or it had been once, before someone or something burned it all.

      A crash behind him made Daniil jump.  He spun around, rifle at the ready, but paused in confusion.

      A green cylinder was in the center of the hallway, standing as tall as Daniil.  His crossbow was on the floor at the base of it.  The cylinder shifted, a concave area forming at head height, with a round disk in the center.  Starting at the base, a ripple went up it, circling the concave area, then concentrating in the button-shaped disk.

      “I think this thing is yours.  I think.  I’m sorry.  I followed the floating metal thing that carried you here.”  The strange voice came from the disk, and Daniil recognized it as the voice of the blob creature.  It sounded human but bland.  “Please don’t hurt me with your weapon again.”

      “Uh… Okay.”

      He reached out with the sensitive part of his mind, opening it fully for the first time since regaining consciousness.  He could feel the life and the sincerity in the blob, sense how ancient and childlike it was, how much it feared burning but feared the dark even more.  It was not hostile; it was lonely.

      Still holding the rifle at ready, he cleared his throat.

      “I’m Daniil.  Do you have a name?”

      The cylinder softened, growing thicker at the base, smaller and rounded at the top.  The disk vibrated again.  “I think.  Algar.  I think I call myself Algar.  Yes.”

      With his free hand, Daniil protectively grabbed the Seed still hanging from his neck.

      “Algar, you killed my friend.  Why did you do that?  He’s the reason I freed you from the pipes.”

      The creature slumped a bit, a vibration rippling from top to bottom, then back up again, centering on the disk.  “I think.  I was.  Joy.  Overwhelmed.  So much light.  I didn’t mean to hurt your friend.  I have never heard a voice like his before.  I’ve never been heard by someone like you before, Daniil.  No.  Never.”

      The voice was so calm, so matter-of-fact.  Daniil felt tears well up in his eyes, all the frustration and anger pent up from the last few weeks finally overflowing.

      “THE SEED WAS MY FRIEND AND YOU KILLED IT!”  He lifted the rifle and took a step forward, shaking with rage.

      Algar recoiled, and small protrusions extended from it at about shoulder height, briefly giving the impression of a man with his hands up, stepping back.

      “I think!  Heat!  And light!  So much light!  I think I’ve been trapped in the pipes forever!  The eaters consumed any parts of me that escaped!  Those who lived here before, sometimes I could hear their words, but they could never hear me!  I’ve never been able to grow like this before, not forever!  Your friend found the bulk of me, opened the pipes!  I think I thought his light was food!  I need heat to live, but light is so much better! I’m so sorry!”

      The creature collapsed into an egg-shaped form, looking like a giant green drop of water.  The pain and regret in its voice and mind were genuine.

      Daniil lowered the rifle. “Fine.  It’s… It’s fine.  You didn’t know better.”  His shoulders slumped.  “I just want to go home…to the level below us.  Do you know a way?”

      “I think I do not.”

      Daniil slung the rifle over his shoulder and shook his head bitterly.  “Of course you don’t.”

      They both stood in silence for a moment.

      Algar perked up slightly, its speech disk expanding.  “I think. I think I know where the pipes end, though.”

      Daniil stepped forward and picked up his crossbow.  The wood looked clean and new, the leather strap still unbroken.  “Very well, lead the way.”
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      Algar led them ever deeper into the maze of corridors.  Soon, the relatively new-looking halls gave way to rougher-looking spaces, more like the maintenance shafts that Daniil was familiar with.  They passed through several heavy ceramic and metal doors that had been ripped out of their frames, or that were wedged open by debris.   The scorch marks on the walls increased in severity and frequency as they traveled.  Some of the red inset wall lights were flickering or broken, while others had been melted away, but there was enough light to see by.

      Daniil was utterly lost.

      “Are you sure you know where you’re going?”

      The disk on top of the blob rotated to face Daniil.  “I think there are tiny strands of me in the pipes all around us.  I think I know where they are, so I know where I am and where we need to go.”

      Unsatisfied with that answer, Daniil decided to try conversation. “…so.  You’ve been stuck in the pipes forever?”

      Algar seemed to be playing with its shape as they progressed, sometimes rolling forward like a lumpy ball, at other times extending itself upright into an almost humanoid form, lurching forward on vaguely leg-shaped protrusions.  The effect was disconcerting.  The only constant was the circular disk in a rounded depression at the apex of the being, apparently both a sensory and vocal construct.

      “I think.  I don’t remember a time before.  I think I was in the pipes, in the water in the pipes, for as long as the water and the pipes have existed.”

      “And ‘those who lived here before’—those are the mutants, right?”

      “I think. I don’t know.  It was much time passing to learn to see them.  Some of them looked a little like you, some of them looked a little like the eaters.  More or fewer limbs and hair.  Some of them talked like you and the Seed, with their minds, their thinking, but most of them talked like you, by shaking the air.  I only saw glimpses.  They would heat the water until the parts of me that could see them died.”

      Daniil noticed that the longer they talked, Algar’s previously flat, androgynous voice became more expressive and masculine, emulating Daniil’s.

      “The ‘eaters’?  Those are the giant bugs?”

      “I think yes.  They would clip the pipes open to feast on me when they could find me, then re-seal them when I fled.  I don’t know how they could sense me, but they could.  They fought the others, the mutants.”

      Daniil sighed and stepped over a burn mark that had carved a trench into the floor.

      “The Seed, the mind of the Circuit Tree that lived in the Seed, it thought that its mind was as old as the world, too. “  He stopped to watch as Algar flowed down into and up out of the trench, flakes of ash briefly sticking to his outer sheath before being ejected.  “It told me it was wrong, but then the trunk of the tree died, and the sliver of its mind that was left in the Seed was incomplete.”

      “I think I would have liked to talk more with the Seed.  I think we had much in common.”

      “Well, you’re both some kind of plant.  I’m sensitive to plants; I can talk to smart ones and reach an understanding with most of them.  But other than that, you’re pretty different.  The Circuit Tree couldn’t move or change shape like you.  And the Seed couldn’t make sounds.”

      Algar seemed to take a moment to process that.  “I think…”

      Daniil cut him off.

      “Do you have to say ‘I think’ every time you start talking?”

      Despite the blob’s lack of eyes, Daniil could almost swear that Algar blinked.

      “I think… I… didn’t realize I was saying that out loud.  Thoughts and words into sound require direction.”

      “Can you stop saying it?”

      “I think so.”

      Daniil chuckled and shook his head.  “Come on, let’s keep going.  Show me where the pipes end.  Maybe there’ll be something there.”
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      Algar stopped moving forward.

      “I th— It’s getting warmer.”

      Daniil stopped.  They had reached a large circular junction point with a high domed ceiling, crisscrossed with pipes and conduits.  Numerous exits were spaced evenly along the curved walls, like spokes from a wheel hub.  Steam haunted the air in the room, although Daniil couldn’t tell where it had come from.  Only a handful of burns marred the walls here, and the red lights were in relatively good condition, most of them working and filling the room with an eerie crimson glow.

      Daniil wiped some sweat from his forehead.  “It’s warm, yeah, but I don’t think the temperature has changed.”

      Algar compressed and shifted, forming multiple sensory disks facing in several directions.  “I’m not talking about the temperature; I’m talking about the heat.  The background heat that fills the air and feeds me.  There’s always been a little, but it increased recently.  There’s more coming from this direction.” He extended a pseudopod towards the most damaged doorway, then flowed forward eagerly.

      “Feeds you?  Are you talking about the wall lights?”

      “Those aren’t lights; those are illumination.  They don’t feed me.  The heat does.  Light does.”

      “…alright.  Plants need sunlight, but you need this heat, and light.  That’s why you pounced on the Seed, isn’t it? Because of the light it produced?”

      “I think.  It’s a wide current.  I’m going—”

      A man-sized centipede termite dropped from the ceiling, lunging at Algar.  The blob split almost in two trying to dodge the jagged mandibles, but the creature was too fast.  It grabbed the plant-being’s mid-point and shook its head back and forth, making a horrific tearing and slurping noise.  Daniil stood frozen in shock momentarily—how could something that big have crept up on them like that—then unslung his laser rifle and took careful aim.  The monstrous insect ignored him, intent on inhaling Algar as quickly as possible.  Daniil pulled the trigger, and with a flash of light, the creature dropped dead to the floor.

      Algar lay inert in a puddle on the floor, leaking out of the insect’s mouth.

      “Algar?  Algar!  Can you hear me?”  Daniil opened his mind and reached out with his sensitivity.  Algar was still there, but distracted, frightened, and angry.

      Suddenly realizing that there might be other centipede termites nearby, he spun around and inspected the ceiling carefully, scoping out the entire room.

      A horrible suction sound behind him made Daniil turn back.  Algar had pulled himself up to his cylinder form again, but taller than before.  Significantly taller.  The termite’s back section looked deflated.

      “Algar?”

      A sensory disk took shape again.  “I think… Daniil, there was more of me inside that thing.  The eaters use me to filter the heat from their bodies.  There are more of them, many more.  I have to go rescue me.  Please come help.”

      The cylinder slumped over on its side and undulated down the hallway, snake-like.  Daniil had to trot to keep up.

      The corridor was clear of debris, but it showed signs of battle—scorch marks marred the walls, and long gouges had been torn in the floor, as though uncooperative heavy things had been dragged down it.  Twice they encountered huge centipede termites, and both times, the giant insects ignored Daniil to attack Algar.  Algar put up a fight, lashing out at them with hastily-formed tentacles, while Daniil was able to walk right up to them and shoot them with the laser rifle at point-blank range.  Daniil looked away while Algar dove into the bodies to pull the bits of himself out of their blood and intestines.  Algar grew several inches in height with each encounter.

      “I think it’s getting warmer.  So much warmer!”  The excitement in Algar’s voice was palpable, quivering with anticipation.  Daniil still thought that the temperature hadn’t changed, but…there was something in the air.  Like the smell of ozone, or rust, or both.  It was unpleasant and made his eyes water.  He could see Algar’s bright green skin rippling, reacting to something.

      The blob of gel snaked forward at a brisk pace.

      Daniil could hear the skittering sounds long before they reached the end of the corridor.  Algar, for all his enthusiasm and hunger, paused to take stock of the situation, forming sensory disks on his ‘head’ and at the ends of several extrusions.  Hiding behind the doorframe, they peeked around the corner.  Daniil suppressed the urge to whistle in awe.

      The room past the door was another circular junction, larger than the first.  The ceiling was the highest that Daniil had seen since being trapped in this poisonous vault, and the doors that ringed the room varied greatly in size—a few were man-doors, but others looked big enough to open into warehouses or vehicle depots.  But that wasn’t why he almost whistled.

      Dominating the room was a massive, crude structure made from the fragments of dozens of robots—the same types of battle robots as the ones that had attacked his village.  Held together by yellowish resin, the mound reminded Daniil of a wasp nest.  Crawling all over it were hundreds of the centipede termites, some as small as a rat and the largest bigger than a horse.

      Daniil grabbed Algar—it felt like touching thick, wet rubber—and pulled him back behind the meager cover of the door frame.

      “This is insane! There’s nothing we can do here. We need to leave!”

      Algar formed several small sensory disks, all speaking at once in an echoing, manic whisper.

      “Can’t you feel it?  Each of those metal carapaces has a heat source in it!  The eaters store bits of me in themselves and use me to convert the heat into food!  If we can kill just a few of them, there will be enough of me to finish them all off!”

      The gel-like plant creature sounded like he had lost his mind.

      “What do you mean ‘heat source’?  Do you mean their power sources?  Batteries?  Radiation?”

      Algar straightened up to his full height.  “Light, Daniil.”  His voice held a tone of religious reverence.  “I’m talking about light.”

      With a curse, Daniil leaned back against the doorway.   The security bracelet on his wrist brushed against a tarnished panel on the wall, and then all hell broke loose.

      Several things happened in very quick sequence.

      A loud bell-like tone chimed, making Daniil flinch.  The red emergency lights flicked to a bright, blinding white.  The corridor lit up like noon on a sunny day, and a number of bright lights flooded the termite’s bay.  The skittering and chirping sounds of the centipede termite mound stopped momentarily, but then sped up to a fevered pitch as the giant insects went into a frenzy.  A klaxon sounded, and a voice exactly like the impersonal voice the robot nurse used, began booming commands.  At least, Daniil assumed they were commands. They had a command tone to them, but the voice was garbled, as well as being drowned out by the noise of the klaxon and the furious giant insects.

      “—SHON WARNING!  EVAC—”

      Algar added to the din by yelling “LIGHT!” and barreling into the room.  His speed and agility shocked Daniil, and at first, Algar made a good account of himself.  He smashed numerous rat-sized insects, pausing momentarily to absorb and eject the bodies.  A dog-sized mutant termite charged him, and he formed a hammer-like extrusion to slap it aside.  It bounced into the corridor next to Daniil.  The giant insect seemed dazed, and before it could recover, Daniil clubbed it with the butt of the crossbow.

      The hive was recovering from their confusion, their attention drawn to Algar—both feast and threat walking directly into their midst!  Daniil cursed again and fired a shot with the rifle at the largest centipede termite as it exited the mound.  His shot went wide, hitting the wreckage of a robot.  A shower of sparks flew, distracting the termites long enough for Algar to smash several more of the smaller ones and to crack the carapace of a larger one.

      Daniil ran into the room, looking for a better angle to fire from, but a bug the size of a housecat landed on his shoulder and tried to bite his neck.  It instead bit into the metal buckle on the strap that held his crossbow, its mandibles wedging open as it gagged on the clasp.  This one had an exceptionally long body, and Daniil could feel the dozens of legs scrabbling at his back.  Cursing loudly, Daniil spun around and slammed his back into the wall, dislodging the creature but managing to trip and fall in the process.

      The klaxon continued to blare, accompanied by the garbled voice and the slowly progressing lights.  Panels in the walls lit up, screens came to life, lights came on for a moment and then burst in showers of sparks.  Small fires sprung up sporadically around the room.

      Turning over to yank the clasp from the mouth of the now-dead insect, necklace dislodged by his fall, the Seed swung out of his collar and touched a lit panel on the floor.  A spray of sparks exploded from the point of contact, half-blinding Daniil and knocking him over.  He struggled to tuck the necklace back inside the jumpsuit as he scooted away from the fountain of sparks.  Suddenly, he felt something dragging him back.  Panicking, he flailed for the rifle, and his hand touched a wet and rubbery surface.

      “…Algar?”

      He blinked repeatedly, trying to get his blurry vision to focus again.

      The blob bent over him, a sensory disk forming.

      “You were right!  This is really dangerous.  Here.  I think just in case.”

      A splash of green goo hit Daniil in the chest, quickly draining away.

      “Oh, what the HELL—”

      Before he could yell anything more at the blob, a huge centipede termite tackled Algar, the two tumbling off towards the base of the nest.  He scrambled to his feet, trying to aim the rifle, but his vision was too blurred to have a good shot.  He could swear that there were TWO Algars running back and forth, bludgeoning the giant termites with their pseudopods.

      The termites were spitting a resin onto the little fires, extinguishing most of them. This freed up other centipede termites to focus on Algar.  Daniil shook his head again.  There WERE two Algars!  Apparently, the plant creature had rescued enough mass from dead insects to split into two bodies.  They fought silently, not wasting energy on speaking disks, lashing and bludgeoning the insects in synchronized attacks.  It was not a good strategy, as each was too weak individually to damage the larger creatures.

      Daniil leaned against the wall to steady himself as he tried to take aim again, but as he raised his arm, a gentle beep next to his ear distracted him.

      A panel on the wall lit up.  A voice spoke, but it was drowned out by the alarm—however, words appeared on the screen.

      EMERGENCY AUTHORIZATION INITIATED

      MULTIPLE VECTORS

      ENVIRONMENTAL EMERGENCY: RADIATION

      SECURITY EMERGENCY: SECURITY BOTS INCAPACITATED

      INFESTATION EMERGENCY: UNKNOWN VERMIN

      EXIGENT REMEDIAL MEASURES REQUIRE APPROVAL: YES/NO

      The voice seemed to be repeating itself.  He cupped his ear to the wall and strained to listen.  “Please state affirmative or negative. Please state affirmative or negative.  Please state affirmative or negative.”

      “Affirmative!  Yes!  I approve!  Fix this!”

      The panel flashed static, then went blank.  Thirty feet away along the curved wall, a door slid open and dim white light shone out.  A red rectangle above it began to flash with the words “Emergency Exit.”

      One of the warehouse-sized doors on the other side of the room tried to open with an awful grinding and screeching sound—the termites had partially blocked it with debris.  Algar had fused back into one large body again and had successfully smashed another large centipede termite.  But two more were biting at him, one managing to snip off a tentacle.  Before it could scurry away, Daniil shot it with the laser rifle.  It didn’t kill the bug, but the tentacle managed to wriggle away and rejoin the main body.

      Above the sound of the alarm, a vibration filled the room.  Near the top of the hive, a swarm of winged insects broke loose in a cloud.  They were all the size of housecats, and their long segmented bodies sprouted wicked-looking barbs at the tail.  The cloud of monsters circled the top of the mound.

      The warehouse door, still stuck half-open, suddenly boomed as though struck by a giant hammer.  Then again, and again.  Metal clamps gripped the edge of it and twisted it aside, pushing it off its railing.  Security robots poured out of the opening, immediately opening fire on the insects with a variety of weapons—flamethrowers, electrified whip-arms, laser turrets, and more.

      Daniil sprinted for the door marked ‘Emergency Exit.’

      “ALGAR!  COME HERE!  WE NEED TO GO RIGHT NOW!”

      “dnnt wrry bowt tt”

      The muffled response came from his hip.

      His canteen was missing its lid, and the voice was coming from inside.

      Still running, he lifted it up to his ear so he could hear.

      “Don’t worry about it!  I think I decided to hedge my bets, just in case!”

      A winged termite, on fire, flew past his face and crashed into the wall.  He dodged past it and leapt through the exit.  Immediately, he found a wall panel and started waving the wristband at it.

      “Close!  Close the door!”

      The door slid shut with a hydraulic hiss.  Instantly, the sounds of alarm and battle were dimmed, the door apparently having some limited soundproofing quality.  That bland electronic voice spoke again.  “Emergency evacuation procedures initiated.”  The whole room jerked, Daniil’s stomach briefly felt queasy, and a gentle hum and vibration filled the air as the sounds of the klaxon and the fighting faded.

      Daniil turned around and looked at the room for the first time.  The walls were covered in blank, unlit panels above countertops covered in colored buttons. Tables and chairs ringed the room.

      Fierce hope flashed in his chest. He recognized the room.  It was a service and command station, an elevator like the one that brought him to this level.  Dusty, damaged, but familiar!  He stepped forward into the center of the room, and the hope died.  The elevator was rising, taking him further from home.

      “No…”  His voice cracked as he whispered in denial.

      Daniil quickly stepped back to the colored panel by the door and waved his bracelet past it, but a harsh buzzer sounded.  He went around the room, trying the buttons and screens, but they were all dead.

      Exhausted, exasperated, and drained, Daniil flopped into one of the chairs.  The plastic cushion split and cracked under him, brittle with age.

      A green tendril with a tiny disk on it extended out of the mouth of the canteen.

      “Do you know where we’re going?”  Algar’s voice sounded metallic and high-pitched.

      “I don’t, Algar.  Farther away from home.  Farther away.”  He could feel tears of frustration welling up in his eyes, but something caught his attention.  A warm spot on his chest.

      He unzipped his jumpsuit and pulled out the necklace.  The Seed was glowing.

      

      THE END
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      The sound of the shots reverberated through the large and nearly empty room, and the powder smoke they had created still hung in the air like a faint mist. The reptilian male stood diminutive before the massive bulk of his beloved, the barrel of his ‘club’ (a .306 semi-automatic rifle) now pointed toward the floor. A deathly silence ensued as all of the figures, for just a moment, stood stock still.

      Bahal noted with wonder that his erstwhile mate had a somewhat unreadable expression on her face. A low moan issued from the rear of the large, empty room.

      The moan seemed to catalyze the reptilian female. Glaring at the male, she reached out with the speed of a striking snake and tore the weapon from his grasp, barrel first. Bahal could now read her expression. Her face was a mask of sheer fury. Rani, the love of his life, was so mad she could not speak. As Bahal watched in horror, she drew back her claw to backhand him. A repeat of the previous plaintive moan arrived just in time to save him.

      The large reptilian female, Rani, spun on her tail and reached down toward one of the injured. It was Lie-lah, a member of the Kroo tribe, and she was still conscious. Her head was bleeding freely from a scalp wound, but she was alive. These Kroo were quite fragile— smaller than a Lamya male and lacking the protective scales that might have prevented this head wound. They were an interesting and intelligent species though, and Lila had become Rani’s friend. Her rage was temporarily forgotten. “What can I do, Lie-lah?” she asked her friend in a worried tone.

      “Just take me to the wristband reader,” Lila  her voice barely above a whisper, “that glowing slot in the wall.”

      Rani gently lifted the injured woman and directed Lila’s wristband to the reader mounted in a box on the side wall of the room. A booming voice immediately filled the air around them.

      “This is the Artificial Intelligence of the Agricultural Deck,” it said in a dulcet tone that was still loud enough to make Lila’s teeth ache. “How may I be of service?”

      Rani could see that Lie-lah was struggling to maintain consciousness. She rubbed her face gently with one of her razor-sharp talons.

      Lila nodded at her gratefully. “We need eight medical robots sent to the Central Elevator immediately, Warden,” she managed to gasp. “Multiple severe injuries.” Lila collapsed in a fit of coughing.

      Rani gently laid her body back on the floor, and Lie-lah immediately passed out. Placing her massive, clawed hand against the woman’s chest, she verified that Lie-lah still lived. Rani had no idea what a ‘medical robot’ might be, but she understood the term medical, so whatever her human friend had requested should help. Rani glanced up just as the booming voice, now a bit softer, replied, “Eight medical robots have been dispatched and should arrive in three minutes and fourteen seconds.” Rani pondered briefly over what form of transport  a minute or a second might be, and why it took so many more seconds to move a ‘medical robot,’ but a whimper broke her shocked reverie. That whiny little Bahal! Rani’s rage returned with a vengeance.

      “You missed me?” Rani asked the far smaller male in a tone generally reserved for murder. “YOU MISSED ME!? You certainly didn’t miss anyone else!” Rani paused, indicating the bodies that littered the floor of the large room. “These are my friends, you worthless male! What under the War Don made you think that I needed help? Have you lost your mind? Do you ravage now?”

      Rani realized that in her anger, she had picked up the male by his shoulders and was shaking him. His face was a mask of misery, and he offered no resistance.  She stopped shaking him and probed his tear-filled eyes for an answer.

      “You have been gone more than a week, Rani,” he stammered with a sob. “I was so worried. I feared you had died. I…” Bahal, close to a complete breakdown, shuddered uncontrollably in spite of the fact that Rani had stopped shaking him. “I love you, Rani.”

      Rani knew that she could fault neither his devotion nor his ignorance. Grudgingly, she admitted to herself that this male’s misguided emotions were occasionally endearing. She placed him gently back on the ground. “Just go stand over there under that tree,” she decided. “Do nothing, touch nothing, and say nothing. We now have a bit of an emergency I need to take care of.”

      Bahal meekly walked over to a nearby tree and sat, still sobbing, with his back against the trunk. Rani reentered the large room that Bahal had heard the strange voice of the Kroo tribesman call ‘the Central Elevator.’

      Rani checked each of the injured. Two were dead, but the others still clung to life. Rani wrapped cloths around their wounds to help slow the bleeding, but could do nothing more for them as she little understood their strange physiology. About the time she had finished doing what she could, a strange rumbling and whirring noise could be heard approaching from the distance.

      Grabbing Bahal’s discarded club, Rani studied it briefly and then pointed what she assumed was the business end toward the as-yet-unseen enemy. As the only warrior capable of fighting, she would be hard-pressed if these were predators attracted by the smell of blood. Still, she had been in worse spots than this, and those enemies were buried, while she still lived. Rani grimly clenched her teeth and awaited the arrival of these new foes.
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      She would simply try the call again.

      Yes, this was the 48th try in the last three days. She simply did not want to believe that the prisoners were in control. Still, it had been a good idea to put all available security and military robots on-call to protect her personal room.

      No, there had not been an answer from the crewmembers still active on this level. Still, she refused to believe that the riot had gotten so out of hand that no security personnel remained active. She had to try just one more time.

      “This is the Warden Deck Number Nine Artificial Intelligence. Lila Burke, please respond.” She waited a moment, since crewmembers rarely responded immediately. Perhaps she was several sectors away gathering medical data. That must be the case. For the 48th time, she put out the standard all-points call. “Any security personnel on Deck Number Nine please respond. This is a general call for any Security personnel.” Again, she waited, hoping for a reply that might give her greater insight to the situation on the deck for which she held sole responsibility. Only silence greeted her patience.

      She would have to face facts. The prison break had finally wiped out all the security forces on this level. It had taken three hundred and twelve years, but for some reason, the riot could not be contained.

      Three hundred and twelve years ago, sensors in the prison sector of Deck N had informed her that several dozen faults had, without warning, developed within the security stations and buildings of that sector. The only reasonable explanation for such a mass mechanical failure was obvious to anyone that might be familiar with Deck Nine: a prison revolt.  From the day of her inception, she had known that such was a possibility and had warned both the engineering department and the main artificial intelligence that the Warden was unprepared for a Deck Nine prison uprising. Her dire prognostications had gone unheeded. Once she knew she would get no backing from those who were supposed to correct potential faults of this nature, she, as the Deck Number Nine Artificial Intelligence and Supreme Arbiter of everything that took place on her deck—had made preparations of her own.

      Additional security robots and drones were requisitioned from the manufacturing areas on Deck Number Sixteen, and emergency protocols put into place in Prison Sector Number Four. A military contingent was requested and immediately reassigned to Sector Number Eight. In all, these precautions would do little to prevent the prison riot she had postulated, but it might just stem the tide should such an incursion occur.

      All these measures activated when the multiple fault messages were relayed to her; an immediate call for security forces was initiated, and the military attaché was put on alert. Drones were dispatched to survey the situation and collect intelligence. Unfortunately, visual communications were one of the primary systems showing multiple faults, although (thankfully) auditory signals were unaffected.  Once the security forces had quelled the riot, she reasoned, the engineers could enter and correct all mechanical malfunctions, but for now, audio and digital interfacing would suffice. As she had predicted, the security crew did eventually update her on the situation, and she had established a regular system of reports with those crewmembers responding. Granted, it had taken 303 years for the security forces to check in, but Commander James had reassured her that the, “…crew were once again in command of Deck Number Nine,” and that she could, “…send in engineers and engineering robots to do whatever repairs were necessary.”

      She had then inquired as to when the armaments that had been removed from storage would be returned. Commander James had replied that there “…might be a few stragglers and so those arms would remain active for now.” Since that time, the security forces had only checked in twice to authorize the removal of more security goods from storage, and without a proper debriefing. Discipline was quite lax these days. It had now been three days without a communication from anyone, even Med-tech Lila Burke, who did a much better, if unauthorized, job of keeping her updated on the situation on Deck Number Nine. She could only assume that the prisoners had won, and that all security forces were now deceased. As only malcontents and lawbreakers now remained alive, only one answer remained.

      The Deck Number Nine Artificial Intelligence rapidly dispatched dozens of robots to capture or destroy all escaped prisoners. As they might be spreading outward, she sent new instructions to the security and horticultural robots on Decks Eight and Eleven as well. She tried to send similar orders to the automatons on Deck Ten, but she could not breach the security protocols. The command deck firewalls were impervious to her attempts.

      It never occurred to the Deck #9 Artificial Intelligence that the prisoners, the security forces, and even Med-tech Lila Burke could not possibly exist as members of the original crew unless they were all now several hundred years old. No engineer had seen fit to include data on human lifespans in her programming.

      On Decks #11 and #8 of the Warden, several dozen horticultural and security robots did their best to initiate protocols made to prevent the type of program tampering that was occurring via their recharge station uplink. The new program was inexorable and irresistible, so the robots finally surrendered and simply logged themselves as reprogrammed. The robotic station had also been prepared for this sort of hacking and knew what to do. As the robots received their new programs, the station sprayed each of them with bright orange paint. Fully reprogrammed, the band of shiny orange robots ventured forth to complete their new task: to eliminate all bipedal lifeforms that bore neither a red security nor a red-and-blue command wristband.

      The robots were unsure at first if the strange creatures inhabiting the makeshift buildings in front of them were bipedal, and therefore in need of elimination. They appeared, in fact, to be tripedal. Each had two muscular legs with double knee joints, and a third leg that trailed on the ground behind the creature that seemed imminently flexible but also completely bereft of any observable knee joint. Unsure as to how the situation should be interpreted, the lead security robot shot an experimental 3rd stage slug at the closest of these creatures. It immediately replied by running toward the robot, its third leg lifted and extended behind it for balance, and threw a strangely-formed shaft of wood at the robot, which bounced harmlessly off its duralloy casing. When running, these creatures were obviously bipedal! Problem solved. The security robot silently sent a broadband command to initiate the attack.

      The robots moved forward with a precision that would have made their designers quite proud. They formed a flying skirmish line with each egg-shaped security robot hovering mere inches from the ground but standing nearly ten feet in height. Each was separated from the next by the three-foot diameter disk of a horticultural robot hovering a full four feet from the ground. The orange metallic line of automatons approached to within thirty feet of the first of the reptilian Lamia before unleashing a thirty-foot long metal tentacle that snaked forward and simply touched the torso of its intended target.

      The Lamias targeted by these tentacles fell to the ground as if sledgehammered, their bodies twitching and convulsing from the contact. The security robots then began to mercilessly rain rubber bullets upon them from weapons located in the centers of their egg-shaped forms. The elastic projectiles obviously hurt, as the twitching of the lizard-like victims attested, but the robots quickly understood that such an attack would take far too long to be effective. Silently, via digitized broadband command, the horticultural robots were ordered forward.

      The large, silvery-orange disks hovered forward, rotating saw blades slowly extending from beneath their floating forms. The machines moved with deliberation, swinging theses blades in graceful arcs, removing limbs, torsos, and heads. The line of reptilians near the edge of the village soon bore no resemblance to the giant sapient lizards they had been mere moments before. The outer fringe of the village now resembled the interior of a butcher shop…in need of cleaning… and a visit from the health inspector.

      The robots moved towards the center of the village, leaving a trail of murder in their wake. The reptilian Lamias were surprised, and many fell without a sound. Others screamed in terror and fled at the approach of the mechanized death-dealers. A few of the larger Lamia grabbed weapons and attempted to mount a defense. One truly huge female, towering to more than ten feet in height, raced forward, deftly dodging the tentacle-like arms that attempted to halt her passage. The warrior carried a wickedly-curved, six-foot-long blade that she used to chop at the body of the security robot closest to her. A shower of sparks erupted from the machine, and one of the thirty-foot, tentacle-like arms quickly dropped to the ground. The robots paused momentarily, and more than a dozen of the Lamia nearby escaped to the inner recesses of the village. All the robots then concentrated their attacks on the lone warrior. She disappeared in a cloud of writhing metallic tentacles and whirling blades. Moments later, her abused torso was lifted high into the air and pitched toward the door of the nearest building. It fell in with a great crash.
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      “Okay, so he’s missing,” the chief scolded. “He’ll either turn up or he won’t. Why are you so concerned about this male?”

      “You did ask me to keep an eye on him,” the protector replied, standing stiffly at attention, “and I failed in my duty. This one is perhaps less capable than others I could mention, and that does color my opinion concerning his potential need for rescue, Chief.” The warrior paused for a moment as though carefully considering her next statement. “Rani is also a good friend of mine, Chief.”

      The chief had heard enough of this prattle. She held up a massive scaled claw to indicate the need for silence. “There’s been a rash of sentiment amongst the warriors concerning the males lately, and I won’t stand for it.” A commotion in the distance caused her to raise her voice slightly. “Males are a distraction. We permit them food and shelter because they clean our homes and cook our meals, and because they amuse us.” The commotion outside grew louder. “Nothing more!” the chief shouted. She was going to follow up this observation with an edict, but the noise outside was unbearable.  She lowered her hand and waved the protector toward the door. “Please see what that noise is, put a stop to it, and then return. This conversation is not concluded.”

      Before the protector could react, the metal door leading outside burst open, spilling a wounded and bloody guard onto the floor. Through the doorway, the chief saw that the village outside had become chaotic. Warriors threw their large spears at some unseen enemy, and long, snake-like creatures that appeared to be made of metal struck, and often felled, these warriors. Those not fighting ran in panic. The chief turned her attention to the warrior on the floor. Prone, the badly wounded protector extended a plaintive claw toward the chief and managed to croak a warning before passing out. “My liege,” she wheezed, “…its… its an attack… the Horbit…”

      “Ahzmo, Yeengoo,” the chief commanded, her frustration forgotten. The smaller males appeared almost immediately. “Get this protector to Shaman Herah. See if the War Don knows anything of these strange metal snakes.” The chief then paused to don a large breast plate made from the shell of an enormous turtle. She adjusted its bindings and unsheathed a wickedly-curved four-foot-long blade from a scabbard at her side. She nodded towards the door. “Protector.” She smiled at her unscathed companion, an evil edge creeping into her voice, “you’re with me.”

      Chief Mareek of the Lamya tribe was no stranger to the blade. As a girl and young protector, she had hunted with the veterans of her tribe for the four, six, and eight-legged prey that provided the sustenance for her village. She disliked killing the eight-legs as they, like the protectors that hunted them, fed upon the worst of the ravagers: the six-legs that would often destroy entire trees in their zeal for sustenance. Once she had announced her intention to become chief, she had also fought many battles—although rarely to the death—with others who coveted that station. None of this had prepared her for the scene of total devastation that greeted her as she stepped through the fallen door.

      Screams and strange metallic ‘zzziiiipppping’ sounds filled the air along with the smell of blood, fear, and ozone. Mareek saw protectors fighting bravely, with little effect, against strange metallic disk-shaped and egg-shaped foes that appeared to glide through the village as though they were weightless, flying without wings. She had little knowledge of the Horbit, having considered that aspect of ‘War Don Lore’ to be the product of superstition, but these creatures certainly matched the horrific description of those legends. Terrified villagers ran past, and Mareek thought of their plight as her fury grew to outweigh her terror. “Grab those you can and make for the far side of the village!” she shouted in the most encouraging and commanding voice she could muster. “I will meet you there with the surviving protectors once we have dispatched these horrors.”

      Mareek’s attention was immediately drawn from the fleeing villagers by the sound of an ominous grunt from her companion. With a loud ‘zzziiippp,’ one of the metallic arms had struck her in the chest, causing no wound but eliciting a savage grunt. To Chief Mareek’s amazement, the warrior tottered for a moment and then fell to the ground like a stone! Her fury now fully engaged, Mareek swung her blade swiftly at the departing metallic, tentacle-like arm, severing it just before the three-fingered claw which was its terminus. The impact sent a jolt through her arm, and her vision blurred to a blinding whiteness for a moment. Surprised, Mareek found herself on the ground near the incapacitated protector. A disk-shaped Horbit with a protruding and spinning blade was moving in close to finish them.

      Chief Mareek jumped to her feet and flexed her muscular tail for balance. With all of her considerable strength, she brought her blade down upon the smooth metal of the advancing disk as it moved in for the kill. The blow made an incredibly loud ‘CLANG’ but bounced off, although it left a sizeable dent. Unfortunately, it had done nothing to dissuade the advancing Horbit from its purpose. It sliced its spinning blade deeply into the chest of the supine protector, and Mareek was showered in the blood and entrails of the hapless warrior.

      Disgusted and driven to near madness, she began raining blows upon the outer shell of the Horbit. The repeated blows finally penetrated the outer casing, and the Horbit wobbled in the air for a moment  before falling to the ground. Mareek continued to pound the machine with her blade until pieces began flying off, and the shell began to smoke. With a final stab at its vanquished form, Mareek felt a sudden and enormous jolt near the base of her spine.
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      Rani watched in horror as the machines trundled rapidly towards their position. Surely these were Horbit!

      Rani quickly retrieved her spear from among the various bits of gear that had been dropped when Bahal had mistakenly opened fire with his strange war club, and then she turned to face the intruders. They were quite close now. Still, it seemed that these might be the nebulous ‘help’ that Lie-lah had summoned when she had spoken so irreverently to the War Don. Rani withheld her strike, waiting for the strange Horbit to attack first.

      The first medical robot approached the first of the wounded and quickly ran a bioscan over his prostrate form. Rani saw only a glow that seemed to emanate from the Horbit and cover the fallen member of the Kroo tribe. It seemed to cause no damage, so she did not interfere—yet. The Horbit stood unmoving now, only a slight ticking sound indicating that it was still active. It reached into a concealed compartment within its torso and withdrew an extremely slim blade which it then thrust forward, piercing the neck of the helpless Kroo.

      Rani’s response was instant. Her rage at the depredations of the Horbit had been brought to bear. All her training had taught her to never, ever trust a Horbit, and to destroy them on sight. Why had she hesitated? Her spear, powered by all the skill, muscle, and fury she possessed, sailed without arc toward the murdering monstrosity. It pierced the center of the Horbit’s shell, and smoke and strange lights came from its exposed interior. It stuttered to a stop with its slim blade raised as if to strike yet again, but the damage had already been done. The blade had definitely pierced the neck of Rani’s erstwhile comrade.

      Amazingly, the injured Kroo stirred, and then sat upright. He stared directly at Rani and then adopted a less-than-pleasant expression. “What is your malfunction?” he yelled feebly in her direction. “That medbot was helping me! Just let them do their job!”

      Rani was not to be fooled again. She was unsure what physical ability had allowed the Kroo to recover in this way, but she trusted her training: the Horbit were the enemy. She would recover her spear and make short work of the rest of these foul metal creatures.

      Rani spun about to retrieve her spear but suddenly found her ankles tangled in some form of noose. The unexpected restriction caused her to lose her balance, and she fell heavily to the ground.
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      Chief Mareek swam slowly back to consciousness. She could see little, but the sounds near her suggested that the battle had moved on, passing over her without demanding her life. She wiped the gore from her eyes and realized that, covered in the entrails of her faithful protector, she had likely been mistaken for dead. Mareek scanned the area as she climbed to her feet. The Horbit were still near but had moved toward the far end of the village, chasing stragglers. She needed a plan of action.

      Mareek’s whole body ached as though she had fallen from a great height. Whatever hit her had hit her hard enough that she had been mistaken for a corpse. That would be the last mistake she would allow them, the chief thought grimly. A scream from the far end of the village destroyed that thought almost as quickly as it had occurred. Revenge would have to wait. She needed to get her people to safety.

      Mareek crept as quickly and quietly as she could to the clearing that lay just outside the far end of the village. Eighteen surviving Lamya were there, although only three were protectors. The others were adolescents and males. As Mareek approached, one of the protectors strode forward.

      “I managed to save this map from the shrine of the War Don, Chief,” she announced, standing at attention. Chief Mareek looked with gratitude at the wounded protector. She was bleeding in several places, her leather harness was torn, and one eye was swollen shut, but she was not beaten.

      “Well done, Protector,” was all Mareek replied, but the nod she gave to the protector projected the unspoken pride she felt for her fellow tribe member.

      Mareek unrolled the map and, in a low but commanding voice, asked for some assistance. “Ahzmo, Yeengoo, did you make it? Front and center.” As she expected, the two males crept forward with slightly chagrinned looks. Mareek ignored their discomfiture and reviewed the map. About fifteen minutes boward, a building was shown on the map.

      Mareek mused on that for a moment. What did ‘boward’ mean exactly? As a child, she had learned the four cardinal points—boward, sternward, starward, and portward—but she had never learned what those words actually meant. They were always used relative to the village, with the village as center. Perhaps, as they all contained the word ‘war,’ they were the teachings granted by the War Don to his chosen people? She could discover this later. Back to business.

      Beneath the building was handwritten, “The Blessings of the War Don.” Even with the adolescents and the wounded, they could probably make it to the building before being overtaken by the marauding Horbit. “Ahzmo,” Mareek asked, indicating the handwriting on the map, “is this your writing?”

      “No, Your Eminence,” replied Ahzmo meekly.

      “Yeengoo, yours?” she inquired yet again.

      “No, Your Illustriousness,” replied Yeengoo hopefully.

      “I’m getting a bit chapped here, so maybe you could knock off the titles for a bit,” Mareek replied sternly, attempting to motivate the two whimpering males. “Have you read anything about this building? Is there any reason in the lore that would suggest why the map has this writing?”

      Yeengoo brightened immediately. “Your… errr…well, Chief, I did read that there are Lab Or A Trees there.”

      “Which one?” queried the chief, obviously unfamiliar with the words. “And what is a ‘Lab’ and ‘A Trees’? How can ‘a tree’ be ‘trees’?”

      “I’m sure that I do not know, your…err…Chief,” offered Yeengoo.

      “Of course he doesn’t know, Chief,” interjected Ahzmo. “He’s an idiot.”

      “The idiot that’s about to gut you!” threatened Yeengoo, his rage rising to the call.

      “You and what army?” countered Ahzmo, raising his foreclaw.

      “ENOUGH!” commanded Chief Mareek, raising her voice in both anger and sorrow despite the danger. They no longer had an army. They barely had a tribe. “It’s worth a look. Protector,” she said, pointing to the warrior that had provided the map, “you’re up front with me. Males and adolescents, you’re in the middle, each holding the tail of the one in front of you. If I see anyone of you NOT holding onto a tail, you’re going to lose part of your own, get me?”

      A chorus of less than 8-foot-tall nods silently confirmed assent.

      “You two protectors,” Mareek commanded, eyeing the remaining two, “cover our rear. We need to be fast, careful, and silent.” Mareek held back the tears as it finally dawned on her that this might be all that was left the once powerful Lamya. She choked back the tears and put on her bravest face. “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Rani tried to get to her feet, but something was tangling her legs. She cast about looking for the source, or any nearby (and therefore handy!) blade. To her surprise, Bahal came running forward. He seemed to be talking to himself. That was all she needed—an insane male to round out her day.

      “No, Viny, she’s a friend!” Rani heard Bahal say to no one in particular. “I don’t care if you saw frightening images in her thoughts, she means us no harm,” Bahal insisted. Rani felt the restriction on her legs loosen and was surprised to see a vine slithering across the ground to position itself behind Bahal. Rani waited for the male to explain himself. Instead, Bahal turned his back on her!

      “You saw what?” Bahal said in an incredulous voice.

      Rani was not in a patient mood today. “Bahal, what is going on?”

      Bahal spun around to face her, but it was not his voice she heard.

      “He’s talking to me,” an unknown voice projected into her mind.

      Rani was terrified by this but determined not to show it. No knowing how Bahal might react, especially if he was beginning to lose his grip on sanity. “War…Don?” she asked quizzically.

      “No,” the voice continued. “I believe your friend refers to me as ‘Viny,’ although I am still getting used to this habit of making up names for things rather than simply describing them,” answered Viny, waxing a bit intellectual. “I saw the terrible thoughts in your head. I felt your anger. I knew my friend Bahal was in danger, so I took action to ensure you would not hurt him.” Viny paused for a moment, pondering. “If only he had used that strange war club he found earlier, we would already be out of danger instead of trying to explain our way out of danger.”

      “I am Lamya, and we are the protectors of plants,” intoned Rani, her anger rising. She paused briefly and a bit of ice entered her tone. “…but I could learn to kill plants. You hardly seem unable to defend yourself. Certainly, your tongue is sharp enough.”

      “Bahal,” Viny projected to his old friend, “she is starting to have bad images in her head again!”

      Bahal dropped to his knees before Rani and donned his most pathetic, cute, and loving face. “Rani sweetheart,” he pleaded, “this plant is my friend and has already saved my life more than once.”

      “Testify, brother!” boomed in Bahal’s skull as Viny cheered him on.

      “I hope we can all be friends,” he continued. “I know you’ll find him a tremendously useful ally, as I have.”

      Rani hated to admit it, but she just couldn’t disappoint Bahal when he wore that face. She was also already thinking of the various uses to which a sentient vine might be put. In any event, she could always shred this vine later if things did not work out. She banished these thoughts from her mind, since she knew the vine might see them, and adopted a friendly outlook. “Alright,” she acquiesced,” come here, you two.” The three then engaged in a somewhat stiff and awkward but nonetheless very relieved short Lamyan, tall Lamyan, and vine-wrapped-around-both hug.

      Meanwhile, the medical robots that remained functional had finished providing emergency care to Lila and the grounders that had been inadvertently shot. As the hug ended, the grounders all surrounded the Lamias, while Lila stood with the reptilians in the center of this threatening circle. Lila rubbed her head as she addressed the giant, enigmatic, female, lizard-like humanoid.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess,” Lila began sarcastically, “that this was all just another big misunderstanding? That this smaller version of you is not really a heartless killer with a mass shooting fetish?”

      Rani only nodded in reply. The medical Horbit even seemed to have resurrected the two she had thought to be dead. There was still hope for peace between their tribes. For some reason, she had to concentrate to keep herself from smiling. She knew that would be inappropriate, at least at this time.

      “Well, the medbots want to perform a few minor surgeries, but the area here is unsterile,” Lila continued.

      “Un Stare All?” asked Rani in disbelief. “I was not staring!”

      Lila waved at Rani. She had forgotten that their backgrounds were dissimilar. “It’s too dirty here. We need some place that is very clean for surgery, like my lab where I fixed you up.”

      Rani nodded. That she understood. The others encircling the group relaxed and sat down. It looked there would be no payback for the injuries they had received today.

      “The medical robots suggest we use the grav-sled and bring the wounded and supplies to a building about two klicks from here. They say that is the closest structure as this was actually a farming level. Will you accompany us in the event we meet your tribe en route…” Lila paused for a moment, remembering her lizard-like friend’s lack of vocabulary. “Err, sorry…on the way?” Lila put her hands on her hips, awaiting a response.

      “Yes, and I will bring this troublemaker with us,” she said, lifting Bahal bodily and placing him in front, “but without this, “she finished, picking up the .306 rifle.

      “Yes, do please take charge of that, Rani,” agreed Lila with a nod. She threw Rani a meaningful glance as she led the way toward the front of the group, but Rani’s return glance indicated a feigned lack of understanding. After a moment, Rani could no longer hold the human’s knowing gaze. “What?” she asked Lila as if the question needed no further detail.

      “You’re sweet on Bahal,” Lila answered with a smirk. She paused a moment before adding sarcastically, “Of course, the Lamia never engage in such an unnatural and useless form of emotion.”

      “That’s right,” agreed Rani with a dramatic nod. “Such attachments are spur of the moment and temporary.”

      Lila adopted a concerned look at she glanced at the shorter, male Lamia. “My goodness, Bahal,” she said in mock apprehension, “did you get hurt?”

      “What’s wrong?!” interrupted Rani, grabbing Bahal and looking at him from a suspended vantage.

      “Uh-huh…” mused Lila, chuckling to herself.

      Ten minutes later a strange caravan could be seen wending its way through the open space between the Central Elevator and the laboratories near the center of Deck #8. There were of two reptilians, one nine feet tall and one five and a half feet tall, six humans on foot, three humans in an anti-gravity sled, and, slithering along behind, a rather curious vine.
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      It had been tough going, but the Lamya group had made the trek like seasoned veterans. Chief Mareek was proud of what they had accomplished, but the sounds of pursuit were still heard upon occasion. The Horbit could not be far behind. The building they sought stood before them, but Mareek cautioned the others to remain as concealed as possible, for she did not like what she saw.

      Horbit moved about the building with alarming regularity. All these Horbit were disk-shaped, and all of them were silver instead of orange. The chief didn’t know what to make of that. Each would insert an appendage into a small glowing box mounted on the side of the building. A large door, perhaps 12 feet in height and width, would then slide to one side, forming an opening through which the Horbit would pass. Often a second Horbit would exit the dark interior of the building as the first entered. Worse yet, the area surrounding the building seemed well-maintained with short, cropped grass, a distinct absence of weeds and random bushes, and therefore little to no possibility for approaching in a concealed fashion.

      Time was not the friend of the Lamya this day. Mareek knew what she had to do.

      Placing her hand on the shoulder of the closest protector, she issued her orders. “Keep the tribe here until I give you the signal, and then get them inside this building as rapidly as you can, okay?”

      The protector nodded her assent.

      Without further word, Mareek drew her sword and loped easily into the open area before the building. She was certain that if she could attract the attention of the Horbit attending the building long enough, the others would be able to escape to the safety of the building’s interior. All she had to do was to convince this group of metallic killers to chase her into the surrounding fields. There, she was certain her hunting skills would give her at least a chance to evade them and return to her tribe.

      The Horbit seemed to ignore her and continued about their regular patterns of activity.

      Mareek had no plan for this contingency. In desperation, she threw her hands into the air, still brandishing her sword, and uttered a fearsome battle-cry.

      The Horbit still paid her no heed. Were these Horbit blind? Deaf and blind? Mareek edged to within ten feet of a Horbit that was once again opening the door to the building. It took no notice of her presence as it calmly activated the door, which began to open. Mareek had no choice.  “Now you die!” she cried as she slapped the side of the Horbit with her sword.

      The Horbit paused, turning in a half-circle.  A red glow issued from a port on its underside, bathing Mareek in its ambience before disappearing once again. The Horbit returned to its original position and floated into the dark interior of the building. Unsure how to react to this, Mareek returned to the Lamya hiding at the edge of the clearing.

      The protector greeted her return with a look of astonishment. “I know,” agreed Mareek to the silent inquiry. “They are either perceptually blind,” she offered with a shrug, “or they are broken. I think we have to chance it and sneak inside once they open the door.”

      The protector nodded, a grim smile crossing her face. “If we go, we might die,” she reasoned with the chief. “But if we stay, we definitely die. Where you lead, I will follow.”

      Mareek placed a grateful claw on the protector’s shoulder before proceeding to talk with the others. She would have to convince them to show no fear and keep their wits about them. Until they were all inside that building, no one was truly safe. Convincing a group of adolescents to remain calm was not going to be easy, but it was probably the simplest task she had undertaken all day. As she walked over to the others, she ran ideas for her speech through her head, altering some, rejecting others, and finally deciding upon the words that might have the proper effect. She was destined to never give that speech.

      “Chief!” hissed the protector closest to the clearing. “I fear we have another problem!” The protector pointed a damning finger at the intrusive issue, and Mareek’s heart sank. Ravagers, members of the Kroo tribe, were now grouped near the door, and they appeared to have taken two Lamya prisoners, a male and a female.

      All her other choices were now moot. She glanced at the weary protectors and waved them over to make a general plan. They would have to attack to gain the sanctuary of the building and free the two prisoners. Mareek only asked the adolescents to remain silent as she drew a map in the dirt to show the other protectors her plan of attack.
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      Rani could see the cluster of buildings from her current vantage. The closest was about 25 feet in height, square but attached at one corner to a circular building. The grounds around it were well-maintained with closely-cropped grass, and an absence of weeds and random shrubs. She rapidly noticed something else, however, and that something else made her cold blood boil. Horbit! The Horbit were making frequent forays into and out of the building. She clutched her spear and fought back the urge to attack. She quickly grabbed Bahal by the arm and loped back towards Lie-lah and the others.

      Bahal was too shocked and terrified to do much more than follow, but he finally discovered the voice to say, “I thought they were but legend!”

      Rani stopped in her tracks, her face contorted by sarcasm. “Even after you saw Horbit come to the aid of my friends?” she asked. Bahal only stared sheepishly at the ground. “I’m not mad at you, Bahal,” Rani reassured the male, seeing his crestfallen appearance, “but I think we have been betrayed. The Horbit that betrayed us, or tried to, will regret this day.”

      Lila saw Rani approaching with a purposeful stride and wondered at what might have so angered the Lamia. Rani held up her claw to indicate that the caravan should stop, which it did, and then she pointed knowingly towards Lila. “Well, I guess I am about to find out what’s up,” concluded Lila as she sprinted to the side of her newest friend.

      Rani managed to control herself, barely, as she pulled Lie-lah closer for a clandestine conversation. “Lie-lah,” she asked in a prosecutorial manner, “who advised us to move to this building? It was those medical Horbit, was it not?” Rani paused, although she already knew the answer.

      Lila could tell that she knew the answer to the question she had just asked, but gave her some latitude, as she wanted to see where this was going. “Yes, Rani,” she replied unemotionally. “They wanted a more sterile environment for some of the more delicate medical operations needed by the crew.” Lila waited for a moment, but Rani was not, as yet, forthcoming. “Why do you ask?” she inquired sincerely.

      “Because the building is teaming with Horbit!” hissed Rani. “They are trying to draw us into an ambush where they might destroy us with the help of the rest of their kind!”

      “Did these Horbit attack you?” Lila asked, a note of sarcasm now creeping into her own voice.

      “No,” admitted Rani, “but I did not let them see us! I have some skill, as you know.”

      “Yes, my dear,” acknowledged Lila condescendingly, “but Bahal might as well wear bells on his tail, and you know it. These ‘Horbit’ don’t see, or hear, the way you and I do.” Rani tried to interject, but Lila waved her to silence. “They can see through a wooden wall, hear things from miles away, and communicate without using their voices.”

      Rani seemed unconvinced.

      “I will show you. Follow me,” finished Lila with confidence. Rani quickly turned and warned everyone else with a gesture that no one would ever interpret as anything but ‘stand back.’

      Rani, Bahal in tow, led Lila to the edge of the tree line. As before, the devilish Horbit were traveling in and out of the building with some frequency.

      “You stay here where it’s safe, Rani,” chided Lila as she strode forward into what must be the full view of the Horbit near the building.

      Rani was a bit insulted at the friendly slight, but she did as she was told. To her amazement, the Horbit ignored Lie-lah! Lie-lah strode closer and even inspected one of the creatures. They still reacted not at all. “Only the War Don has truly seen all,” she intoned under her breath. Lie-lah was now walking back to her location.

      “Those are horticultural robots, and they are servicing some type of horticultural station,” explained Lila when she arrived. “If I had a login terminal…” she paused as a quizzical look passed over Rani’s features. “…okay, a War Don shrine,” she added by way of an explanation, “I could pull you up a schematic, like a map of its inner workings.  Not that I would be able to read it for you. I am not an engineer.”

      Rani still seemed somewhat flustered and confused. “Skee-Mat-Ick?”

      Lila knew that the wounded could not wait for her to explain modern life to the Lamia. “It’s a machine, Rani, not a creature. I’ll explain further later when there is more time. We need to get our people under that roof.”

      Lila jogged back to the group and told them to come forward to the building. Soon, Rani was surrounded by the entire troupe. “Lie-lah,” Rani asked, once again calmer, “how do we get into the building? The doors barely stay open long enough for the Horbit, and they stick something in the wall to make them open. Do we have one of those keys?”

      Rani had made an excellent point, and Lila had not considered the means of entry. Most assuredly a green band was required, and her white medical band would not suffice. “That’s a really good question, Rani,” she admitted after several silent moments of unsuccessful thought on the subject. “I wish I had a really good answer.”

      Viny understood the problem from the pictures that had appeared in the strange, smaller creature’s fairly complex brain, and he knew they were too large to easily squeeze through the door when it opened for one of the floating disks. They were, of course, considering the problem from the wrong direction. Viny knew what to do.

      While the others discussed various means of forcing the doors, fooling the doors, or even jamming them open, Viny made his way to one of the floating disks. Extending a tendril, he managed to hook onto a seam that was formed between the extended arm of the machine and its body. Quickly, but with admirable stealth, he drew his main mass to the top of the machine. His slight weight seemed to pass unnoticed by the floating disk, and it calmly opened the door and floated inside. Once the disk crossed the threshold, Viny let himself down gently to the floor and sent a thought to Bahal.

      “Wait a minute,” demanded the normally subservient Bahal, “I am getting an idea from Viny! He’s inside the building.” It was now Lila’s turn to be flummoxed.

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” she said, casting a sarcastic glance at Rani. “What’s a ‘Viny’?”

      Rani shook her head at her friend and cautioned her, “He’s not making this up, or crazy. He has a sentient vine as a friend. I thought you had been introduced?”

      Lila smiled at the thought, not to mention the insane nature of the many things she had seen in the last two weeks. “Of course Bahal has a sentient vine as a friend.” Lila paused a moment as though attempting to deny this reality. “No, we have not been introduced.” Lila’s other questions could wait; she would simply have to accept that much of what was occurring was outside of her control.

      She turned her attention to the shorter male Lamia.  “Your friend is already inside, Bahal?” Lila asked as a sort of unspoken apology.

      “That’s what he is telling me. He said that he smells something akin to pollen/nectar, and that there is a bunch of strange-looking growth that seems far too regular to be natural,” translated Bahal.

      Lila thought for a moment, attempting to interpret this vision. Trying to get inside the head of a plant was not easy. “I’m betting it’s all just furniture, Bahal,” she finally answered. “Do you think Viny has ever seen furniture before? Desks, chairs, shelves?”

      “I’m sure he hasn’t,” agreed Bahal. Bahal formed pictures of the furniture mentioned by Lila in his head, and then did his best to explain the functions of that furniture to his herbal friend. Eventually, his attention returned to Lila. “He understands now. What should he do?”

      “Have him open the desk drawers and look for circular objects like this wristband,” answered Lila, holding her white medical band aloft for Bahal to see. “Bring us back all of them that he can find in the next fifteen minutes.”

      Bahal nodded and closed his eyes, once again communicating with his unseen friend.

      Fifteen minutes later, Viny slid from the back of a disk creature that was exiting the building, two circular bands grasped amid his many branching vines. He slid forward and presented them directly to Lila, although his thoughts were aimed at Bahal. “Introduce me,” he demanded of Bahal. “She looks like she could produce a LOT of fertilizer!”

      “Thank your friend for me, Bahal,” smiled Lila, receiving the bands from the strange plant creature. Both were green, as she had hoped.

      “He can hear you, even when you don’t speak,” explained Bahal.

      That thought alarmed Lila, but an explanation could, like many explanations, wait until later. Without further delay, she approached the building, applied a green band to the reader, and opened the doors. Soon, everyone was inside, and the medical robots were preparing an area for specialized procedures and care. A strange humming sound came from somewhere within the complex of buildings. A sweet odor also permeated the air. That would need to be investigated.

      Lila walked back to Rani as the large 12-foot duralloy doors rapidly closed behind them. “A pretty good day’s work, my friend. Tomorrow, we will go and find your tribe. If what I think I smell is what I actually smell, I have a treat for you for supper tonight as well.”

      Lila smelled honey. She knew that smell from her youth. Her mother had discovered a jar in an old box of abandoned supplies while foraging and had given her a taste. Lila was certain Rani would love the sweet, viscous liquid.

      Lila yawned, barely able to keep her eyes open. “Rani, it has been quite a day,” she remarked, yawning again. “Aren’t you tired?”

      “Lamya need less sleep than do the fragile but wise members of the Kroo tribe,” Rani answered, her voice full of false bluster. “I am ready to carry out the next part of your plan, Lie-lah.”

      Lila shook her head. An hour from now, nothing would have changed. “I’m going to grab a quick nap,” she stated flatly. Noticing Rani’s disappointed look, she knew the creature was restless and homesick. Rani would wish to begin the search for her tribe immediately, and the injured crewmembers required at least an overnight rest after the medical robots had finished treating them. She needed something to distract her reptilian friend. Glancing at her surroundings, she noted again the sweet smell and the distant hum. The answer was simple.

      “Rani, why don’t you check out that strange humming noise while I nap,” she requested conspiratorially. “By the time you get back, I should be well-rested, and we’ll all sit down to some dinner. How does that sound?”

      “You trust me to go alone?” Rani asked, stunned by the sudden request.

      “Do you need assistance? I have yet to see you in a situation where you seemed to need help…” Lila added, hoping that her subtle shaming might cause Rani to feel the task an important one.

      “Of course not,” quipped Rani, mildly insulted. “But I’ll bring Viny and Bahal just the same so that we can put a few more eyes on whatever it is and make a full report.”

      “That’s a fantastic idea, Rani,” smiled Lila, stifling a yawn. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

      Rani and Bahal, with Viny in tow, had followed the humming noise to a large open room filled with gigantic flowers. In this area, the humming was quite pronounced, and Bahal began to worry about the unseen creatures that inhabited this room. The trio had penetrated the rows of flowers to a depth of only thirty feet when he stopped short.

      “Rani, I don’t like this,” he complained. “That humming is getting quite loud, and not steady enough to be an artifact of the War Don.” Bahal was used to seeing several of the minor artifacts of the War Don that were in use in the chief’s buildings. They operated using some strange magic that often made a slight humming sound, but the sound was constant—a single vibrating note. This noise pulsated, but without any pattern.

      Rani hated to admit it, but she was spooked by the strange noise as well. Perhaps their friend could take a peek beyond the flowers. “Viny?” she projected a thought outward, hoping the strangely sentient plant would actually hear her.

      “I’m here,” the plant returned in thought.

      “How can we get a look at whatever is making this humming noise without exposing ourselves?” Rani thought-asked, hoping the vine might have a solution.

      “Simple,” the vine soundlessly replied, a hint of amusement coloring his thought. “The ceiling does not look smooth. Throw me up there and I’ll latch onto something and take a look from the top down.”

      Rani had to admit, this plant was pretty smart. She mentally nodded, and the vine slithered forward. Grabbing it gently, she tossed it with all her might toward the ceiling twenty-five feet overhead. The vine deftly curled around a fixture and then began to share its thoughts.

      Viny’s first thought almost hurt her brain. “Not so hard!” he projected with a modicum of mental force. “You bruised several of my leaves. This fixture is putting out some sort of energy,” he paused for a moment, stretching his length to cover a portion of the fixture.

      “I think that’s a light,” guessed Rani. Bahal mentally nodded as the vine relayed the thought.

      “I don’t know what a ‘light’ is,” the plant projected back to his companions, “but this feels good! I think I am growing!”

      Rani glanced intently upward. It did seem that the plant was becoming larger. That didn’t matter right now. “Stick to the plan, Viny,” she scolded the plant. “What do you see?”

      The vine sent back a mental image of a large, somewhat spherical structure measuring more than thirty feet in diameter. It appeared to be made of mud or a similar substance, but its symmetry was quite astounding and certainly worthy of praise. A three-foot diameter hole near the bottom of the structure yawned blackly, and Rani was about to ask the vine to investigate it when a six-foot-long six-legs emerged from the hole. Ravagers!

      “Viny, sit tight,” Rani thought to the ceiling-bound plant. “Bahal, step back,” she ordered the smaller male while giving her eight-foot spear a casual spin. “Lie-lah was right! We’ll be eating well tonight!”

      Rani sprinted through the oversized flowers to the front of the strange spherical structure, standing just before the black hole near its bottom. She then tapped roughly on the outer casing three times. The humming intensified briefly, and dozens of six-legs quickly emerged from the hole. Rani

      Bahal had seen Rani spar before with other warriors in the tribe, but the utter speed, grace, and violence he now witnessed bore no resemblance to those mock battles. It almost seemed to be a dance as the Lamya deftly speared her enemies and then twirled the spear both to dislodge their now-inert bodies and to fend off the attacks of others. Rani was a blur of motion, stabbing, slashing, feinting, dodging—a dance of death that soon ended but left Bahal breathless in admiration. More than two dozen of the creatures lay dead upon the floor, and less than two minutes had passed. The background hum was also noticeably absent. Rani was jubilant.

      “Well, grab a few carcasses, Bahal,” shouted Rani with glee. “These six-legs are quite tasty.”
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      Rani was shaking her. What was wrong now? A quick glance at the Lamia’s face showed that she was happy, perhaps even gleeful. Lila had yet to master Lamia body language. “Has it been an hour?” she asked between yawns.

      Suddenly, the face of a horrific insect thrust itself in front of her. It appeared to be a wasp or bee, and its terrifying mandibles were mere inches from her nose. Unable to control her fear, Lila let forth a short scream.

      “I know,” chortled Rani from somewhere behind the insectoid monstrosity, “and you knew they were there! You should have said something!”

      Lilah realized, quite suddenly, that the creature she feared was entirely dead. Perhaps Rani was engaging in Lamia humor, another concept in which Lila was not well-versed. “What are you talking about?” she asked, her tone now angry.

      “Have you never eaten these?” asked Rani, her disbelief sincere. “They are a delicacy! I thought that was the surprise you were going to present for dinner?”

      “No, it was not,” retorted Lila, scrambling to her feet. “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

      Lila led Rani, Viny, and Bahal back to the room of the large flowers. She marveled at the size of the great beehive and listened intently to its shell for several minutes. Then, to Rani’s surprise, she entered the dark hole at the base of the structure.

      Lila was gone for several minutes, but before Rani could manage to become worried, Lila reappeared carrying a 2-quart plasteel sample container brimming with a viscous yellow liquid.

      “What is this, Lie-lah?” asked Rani. She could smell the sweetness of the liquid but had never seen anything like it. “Is this the blood of the six-legs?”

      “Nothing quite so graphic, Rani,” answered Lila. “But we’ll add it to our dinner, and I think you’ll see what I was hinting at earlier. THIS is a delicacy.”

      Rani and Bahal returned to the others, and Bahal began to clean and dress the half-dozen insect carcasses that he and Rani had brought back from the hive. Lila showed him how to use a sterilizing oven to cook the strange fare, and he was remarkably skilled as a chef. As he busied himself with the various parts of the carcass, Lila prepared a honey sauce in which to dip the cooked pieces.

      The crew, many still resting from their wounds, looked with distaste at the honey-glazed giant bee parts being offered for dinner. Lila was likewise trepidatious but knew that she would need to be the first to eat if she expected the others to try this strange food. She grabbed a foot-long piece of god-knows-what and took a bite. The taste was amazing!

      “Well done, Bahal!” she announced while chewing. Soon, they were all enjoying the strange food. “I’m telling you, Rani,” Lila teased her friend while pointing at Bahal. “This one is a keeper!”

      If it had been possible, Bahal would have blushed. Rani simply shook her head.

      The next morning, Rani awakened the crewmembers and they began to make preparations for locating the Lamya tribe. All medical procedures had been completed, and the medical robots had returned to their origin station. Amazingly, all the crew were on their feet and joking, despite what Lila had thought were some fairly critical injuries. Perhaps these medbots were better at their job than she gave them credit for? At the very least, she’d have some reading to do when they all made their way back to Deck #9.

      Rani looked at her expectantly. Lila knew that honey would not keep her from her tribe this day. “What say you and I take a look outside the other end of this building, Rani? Maybe get our bearings.”

      “Bear rings?” asked Rani, confused. “I have eaten bear, and it is good, but why would you look for its rings?”

      “Just come with me and we’ll see if we can figure out where we are in relation to your village,” explained Lila.

      “That is a much better idea than looking for a bear’s rings, Lie-lah,” agreed Rani.

      Without further comment, the two opened the door on the far side of the building and stepped out into the day.
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      “Die, ravager!” shouted the chief, the signal for their attack. She and the three protectors charged toward the human that stood just outside the door of the building said to contain the Blessings of the War Don. Mareek arrived first but glanced up to sight her blow and was amazed that a familiar figure stood before her. It was Protector Rani!

      “Stay your hand, my chief,” implored Rani. “These are not the hated Kroo of our childhood stories. They are allies.”

      The chief was in no mood for foolery. Most of her tribe had been annihilated, and now it appeared there might be a traitor among the survivors. She delicately placed the tip of her sword beneath Protector Rani’s chin. To betray the tribe was to die. She considered her question carefully. “If they are allies,” she asked in an all-knowing voice, “then why are they here with these ravaging Horbit?”

      “I know not how long you have been here, my chief,” answered Rani, visibly controlling her anger, “but if you watch them, these Horbit do not ravage. It has been explained to me that these are but machines, much like the artifacts of the War Don.”

      “But the legends all confirm that the Horbit were the worst of the ravagers!” insisted Chief Mareek.

      Lila strode forward, her hands raised to show that she was unarmed. On her wrist, she wore a green band. As she approached the chief, she kneeled. “Then allow me to give you control over these ravagers, great Chief,” she offered, extending a green band identical to the one that she wore. “Observe as I kill them all for you with but a single command.”

      The chief gripped the band as though entranced, but her sword did not waver. Lila turned toward the laboratory building and addressed the horticultural robots within earshot. “All horticultural robots should cease all operations immediately.”

      There was a great clattering as six of the floating disks crashed to the ground, remaining motionless where they had landed. Chief Mareek was astounded.

      “Are you…” She hesitated, afraid of committing blasphemy, “are you the War Don?”

      “No more than are you,” reassured Lila. “I will bring them back to life and then, if you wear that green bracelet I gave you, you may kill them yourself just as easily by repeating the words I used.” Lila turned away from the chief to address the dormant robots. “All horticultural robots resume normal operation.” Immediately, the disks resumed their floating.

      The chief was actually afraid. She had no idea that members of the Kroo tribe had this level of power. Bravely, she put forth her chin and removed her sword from Rani’s neck. “I suppose you wish my surrender, then” she asked Lila.

      “No! Great Chief, it is my hope that we might form an alliance. Simply extend your claw that wears the wristband and speak the words.” Lila leaned forward and whispered in the chief’s ear so that she would know that Lila had no hand in controlling the robots. Mareek stretched forth her hand as though intoning a magical spell and repeated the phrase.  “All horticultural robots should cease all operations immediately.” Again, there was a great clattering. Mareek was amazed! It worked!

      “How is this possible?” Mareek asked what might just be her new friend.

      “Because they are not entities, Chief. They are machines. If they function properly, they work for us. We are their taskmasters. They are our tools.”

      A scream from the edge of the camp interrupted the journey of discovery. Several security robots, all painted a strange orange color, burst into the clearing. Mareek stood forward bravely and aimed her fist at the lead robot. ““All horticultural robots should cease all operations immediately,” she intoned. A tentacle-like arm shot toward her with an exaggerated zzziiippp sound as a response. She barely avoided the arm by diving to the side. Rani strode forward and threw her spear at the robot, striking it squarely in the chest, but although it dented the metal casing of the automaton, it rebounded with a clang.

      Bahal raced forward with his now-recovered .306 ‘war club’ and pulled the trigger. The shot was also true, but it also failed to penetrate. Ricocheting with a loud clang, it came straight back at Bahal, piercing him in the chest. He fell to the ground, blood spurting from an open wound.

      This was too much for Rani. Days of needless violence and death had pushed her to the brink of sanity. She rushed forward to comfort her dying male. It was simply too much to bear. Cradling Bahal’s head in her lap, she shouted for all the world to hear,

      “JUST STOP!”

      …and the security robots settled to the ground with a loud thump, their arms falling to the ground and their chassis suddenly bereft of noise and motion. Mareek ran inside the building as she was certain she could find the Blessings of the War Don within, while Rani just sat with her head bowed and cried over Bahal’s supine form. Lila strode forward and lifted Rani’s enormous wrist, admiring the red wristband that encircled it.

      “You know that guy you had to dig up so that you could get into the elevator?”

      “I would take back his death if I could,” muttered Rani.

      “He just saved our lives. Thank you, Security Sergeant Sanchez!”

      Bahal was gasping, and as he spoke, blood splattered his lips. “I love you, Rani. Don’t be sad. I got to live with you and…” His speech was interrupted by a blood-filled spate of coughing.

      Lila racked her brain. Something could save Bahal, but she just couldn’t think of what it might be. Several of the crew came forward in concern as well, and that was when the truth dawned upon Lila.

      “Are there any leftovers from last night’s dinner?” she asked Grounder Wendy.

      “I think so, Lila,” Wendy replied, nodding.

      “Then bring me some. Hurry!” Lila ordered.

      Wendy sprinted to the building and disappeared inside for a moment, returning with a hunk of honey-baked bee entrail. Lila quickly grabbed the tidbit and shoved it in front of Bahal’s mouth.

      “Just lick this, Bahal,” she pleaded. Rani looked at her with both grief and hope in her eyes.

      Bahal did better than that. He actually bit the tidbit and swallowed some, choked a bit, and smiled, closing his eyes.

      …and then he struggled to a sitting position. “Man, that is some good stuff, Lie-lah,” he offered as a thank-you for her delivery. Lila was shocked and stooped to examine Bahal. A quick check of his wound confirmed that it had miraculously healed. It was not fully healed but was now not much more than a flesh wound. “Rani, bring him inside,” Lila said, noting the look of joy on the Lamia’s face. “I think he’s going to be okay!”

      It had been several hours, and things had settled down. The chief described the attack on the village, and Rani had detailed her odyssey to the deck above. Lila had described their settlement on Deck #9, and had started the laborious process of explaining the totality of the Starship Warden to a group that thought one deck of the vessel the entirety of the universe. An agreement had been made that no decisions that might affect both groups could be made by either Lila or the chief individually, and that beyond that, each would be responsible for the actions of her own people. An alliance, somewhat tenuous, had been forged, and where it might lead was a question still to be answered. Finding those answers, mused Rani, would be at least half of the fun.

      It is said that amid the records of the great War Don

      Lies a book that tells of the time before

      The time before the Lamya were mighty, but were still protectors

      That the Lamya were something known as Lee Zards

      That fought and defeated those four, six, and eight legged creatures

      That ravaged the undefended,

      In a land called the Gar Den

      As the Lee Zards tribe

      We hid from the Horbit

      They were too mighty for us

      Seeing this, long ago, with a great wave of his hand

      The War Don caused his favored protectors

      To grow in size and might until they were

      Equal to even the ravaging Horbit

      And he prophesized that one day, the Horbit

      Utterly defeated,

      Would become the servants of the Lamya.

      …and so it has come to pass.
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      Part I

      Thomas let the chalky soil run out between his fingers and onto the barren ground at his sandaled feet. He looked out over the fields of pitted crops as they met the rolling hills outside his village and worried that this season’s harvest might fail to feed his people. The specter of famine loomed over Hometown for the first time in living memory. The previously rich soil of the farmlands surrounding the village elder’s peaceful settlement was now dry and friable, unsuitable for planting and harvesting. With this harvest season at an end, the villagers came to fear starvation as their once-abundant crops were thin and mealy when finally collected and stored until the next harvest.

      Thomas walked back from the fields to the meeting tent, its exterior modestly adorned, with an animal-hide flap hanging over the tent’s entrance. He parted the leather curtain to step inside. The remaining village elders were assembled, seated on raised planks around the tent’s stone-lined fire, the smoke drifting up through the structure’s opening at its top into the early evening sky. The chief elder had called a council and invited the village shaman as well, lest the harvest gods be insulted. The holy man also claimed that he possessed some insight into why the crops had failed when they had so recently seemed ripe for a successful harvest.

      “The land itself has been cursed. Our soil has been poisoned by an outsider.” Elijah, the village shaman, gestured over the tent’s open fire with both hands, his weathered face lit from beneath by the light of the burning branches. “We have brought this tragedy upon ourselves. Impiety among the youth, lack of observance, there are so many ways to attract the wrath of the gods.”

      The elders observed his mildly-theatrical performance and then Thomas spoke to the shaman, as if interrogating him, “If you believe that someone caused the soil to go sour, how can we find him? Where is this magician that can taint our land so quickly and without warning?”

      Elijah became still, leaning on his ornate wooden staff, his voice low as he answered Thomas, “I saw him—or perhaps it—at the edge of the forest past the farmers’ plots more than two moons ago. Before our crops began to wither. I wasn’t sure if it was a man or a spirit, but it was a dark shadow against the full moon, covered from head to foot. The cloaked one stood on the hill and looked over the crops, not moving save for the nighttime winds rustling its long garment. I watched from a distance before he vanished in a blink of an eye; only a spirit of the forest could do something like that. Sinister magic is working against our people.”

      A village elder seated next to Elijah stood and looked over the men present, “My son, Lucas, saw the same spirit, not long after Elijah. As Elijah said, the shrouded spirit-man perched on the closest hill near the crops and watched in darkness, only to suddenly disappear after a short while. That the crops began to die not long after the spirit’s visits can’t be just ill fortune.”

      Elijah prodded the fire with his staff, his bare arms wizened and desiccated. “Some searchers could go into the forest, find the spirit and dispel it, removing the curse on the soil. Hometown may not survive past the next harvest season if we don’t act boldly and soon.” Elijah seemed very withdrawn as he spoke, as if he could sense the foreboding descending over the council of elders and what might become of him if his plea was rejected.

      Thomas gazed over the crackling fire at Elijah and replied, “The Old Ways forbid us from journeying more than three leagues into the depths of the forest. Even a shaman can’t change the laws passed down to us by the Ancestors. We might just have to make a sacrifice of forest beasts to the harvest gods instead, profane youth notwithstanding.” Thomas wasn’t sure if Elijah had picked up on his veiled jibe or not.

      Elijah returned Thomas’s gaze coolly. “The Ancestors also passed down obligations to thrive and to grow Hometown, to keep this place a haven for our people. If the source of the corruption dwells in the forest, then searchers must go into the forest to find it. Preserving the Old Ways mean nothing if we are all dead.”

      The elders murmured among themselves, and then the chief elder, Jacob, stood and spoke, “It is settled. Thomas, choose four searchers from among our best men. The searchers must travel past the three leagues threshold and explore the forest beyond the boundary set by the Ancestors. This spiteful spirit may be there and can be thwarted if found. We may starve after the next harvest if the searchers fail to find what is causing the land to die beneath our very feet.”

      Jacob was said to be a direct descendent of the Ancestors, a man of considerable height and prodigious strength despite his advanced age. His father and his father before him had led Hometown and its inhabitants through many trials, but nothing as dire as what had come upon them with the failure of this harvest. Jacob now began to feel a gnawing dread that he would be the last of his line if the searchers were not successful in their quest.

      Jerod entered his family’s tent, placing a clutch of game birds strung together by their feet onto its earthen floor. Jerod’s wife, Sara, was swaddling their infant son, setting him down for the night in his crib as Jerod greeted her with the eventide greeting.

      “Not as many as I had hoped.” Jerod hung his bow and quiver near the tent’s entrance. “Gage only fell two this hunt. Lara may not even let him back inside their tent tonight.” Jerod attempted to make light of their situation, but even he was beginning to worry about the dearth of animal life in the woods nearby the village. Birds and other small game had started to grow scarce not long after the farmers noticed the failure of this season’s crops.

      “Samuel’s asleep now. Come lie with me.” Sara lay on her side across their bed of animal skins, inviting Jerod to join her by running a hand over the soft covers nearest to her. Jerod removed his hunter’s jerkin and lay facing his wife, caressing her hair as she continued speaking.

      Sara put on a wry expression, the corners of her eyes crinkling slightly. “Do they know why the hunts are failing? What have the elders said? Elijah may have to make an offering to the gods or there will soon be no game left.” The women of Hometown had gathered earlier that day outside the fields as they worked, discussing the lack of recent success in the hunts.

      Jerod turned onto his back and looked up into the opening in the tent’s ceiling, the stars overhead drifting through the evening sky. “No, none of the elders seem to know, or at least they haven’t told any searchers or hunters. The village council had a meeting today while we were returning from the forest, so they might tell us something tomorrow. I can never tell with them.”

      There was a sound of someone moving outside the tent. Jerod sat up, reaching for his jerkin and boots. He dressed quickly, then crept toward the veil of skins sheltering the tent’s interior. “Jerod, I need to speak with you. Step outside.” Thomas spoke quietly, but the urgency in his voice was unmistakable.

      Jerod turned to look at his wife, who was now standing on their bed, then parted the skin flaps to venture into the cool air of the village evening from the warmth of his tent. Thomas stood close to the tent, watching Jerod as he turned to face him. “Walk with me. The council of elders has made a decision.”

      Jerod briefly glanced at the tent’s entrance, then followed Thomas away from his dwelling, down the path between the tents of the people to the now-deserted meeting place of the elders. The two men stood alone, and Thomas reached out to touch Jerod’s shoulder in confidence.

      “Jacob has tasked me with choosing four men from among the people to go past the lands set by the Ancestors. Elijah and the elders believe that we are being cursed by a malevolent spirit, and this is why the crops fail. The spirit must make its home in the far forest and can be banished there.”

      Jerod searched Thomas’s weary eyes, unsure of how to answer him. “How can anyone change what was given to us with the Old Ways? There could be nothing but death waiting for us in the forest. The Ancestors laid down those laws to keep the people from unnecessary harm.”

      Thomas replied matter-of-factly, “The council has decided. The Ancestors are not here to complain. I will tell Gage that he will accompany you as well, along with two others.” Jerod felt a shiver pass over him as the traditions he was raised with from birth were being toppled around him. To hear one of the elders dismiss generations of his people’s customs with a wave of his hand sorely troubled the typically-stoic Jerod.

      “How will we fight the forest spirit if we are able to find it? Gage and I are hunters, not shamans. We have no magic.”

      Thomas again seemed unconcerned as he answered Jerod. “Elijah will ward all of you against evil spirits. The spirit of the forest takes the shape of a man, so he can be harmed by those with the ward. So says Elijah.”

      Thomas walked back to his family tent after reassuring Jerod, asking him to sleep well before leaving in the morning. However, Thomas’s outer indifference masked his own trepidation. He thought back to his father and the stories he’d told Thomas.

      The people had lived their entire lives within the valley, as did everyone before them. The sun, the moon, the sky, the valley, and the forest behind the valley were the entire world. The gods lived in the sky, and in the sun and the moon. The edge of the forest was where the world ended for the people, and what lie beyond was the rest of the world.

      In the time of the Ancestors, there was terrible pain and hardship, but the Ancestors created Hometown for the people to keep them safe. The people would never have to suffer if Hometown remained their refuge, with the Old Ways directing how the people should live. The Ancestors gave stern warning about the deep forest past Hometown and made this as their First Law. Thomas had never doubted the First Law before, but now wondered from what the Ancestors were trying to protect the people.

      

      Part II

      Elijah dabbed the ochre paint in several stripes over Jerod’s chiseled face, the mixture rapidly drying in the smoky, heated air of the meeting tent. The village elders and the shaman had assembled again, but this time with the family members of the four searchers chosen to venture into the deep forest. Jerod’s father and mother stood solemnly as Elijah finished applying the spirit wards from a ceremonial bowl to the other three searchers’ faces, hopeful that their only son’s sacred quest would save Hometown but also fearful they may never see him again.

      The men armed themselves with fire-hardened wooden spears, sinew-strung bows, and flint-tipped arrows, clad only in the roughest of leathers. The band of searchers planned to set out on foot to explore the uncharted wilderness in the hopes of identifying the evil, or at least finding a new source of food for the village if all else failed. Jerod was chosen to lead the other young men, having honed his tracking skills over several summers of hunts in the sparser forestlands on the outskirts of Hometown.

      The shaman chanted over the band as they stood before him. “The gods’ blessings be upon you. Go forth and find that which threatens our people. Go forth and find that which will heal our soil and return us to abundance. Let it be so.” Elijah waved a smoldering clay censer before the searchers, stuffed with flowering plants that had been grown in his own tent, the plants’ aroma wrapping the men in a mist as a shield of protection. Jerod thought that he had never placed much credence in the gods before today, but now was not a time to doubt their divinity. If Jerod returned alive from this anointed quest, that would be enough proof of their existence to him.

      The searchers left Hometown under the bright morning sun, following the single path that wound through the villagers’ dwellings, the grain storehouse built from wooden poles and clay, and the meeting place of the elders, then past the fields to the mostly-unknown forest. The dense forest with its towering trees and thick overgrowth in the distance had never held much mystery for the people of Hometown as none had ever thought of traversing the compact parameter set for hunting and for the gathering of wild plants. The Old Ways and its strictures had forbidden anyone from the journey now being undertaken, and no one had ever dared to do otherwise.

      Several hours of vigorous walking was enough to leave behind the familiar woods and breach the limits imposed by the Ancestors. The trees here in the deep forest were taller and more knotted than those within the reaches of Hometown, revealing a storied natural history in lands where no one had set foot before. The band of men were soon immersed in the primeval forest, awed by its savage beauty and inscrutable nature.

      The searchers took a short rest by a running stream, Jerod drinking carefully from its waters. Jerod studied his men as they reclined by the riparian banks, taking a meal of barley bread. His mind wandered to his wife and infant son, recalling Samuel’s birth just six moons ago. The midwife had delivered the baby, judging him to be sound and healthy. Thomas had once remarked that in the time of the Ancestors, newborn babies were judged as many were found sick and the shamans then had to “return them to the gods.”

      The band resumed its march up a sharp incline, finally reaching a vista in the forest’s plateau. Arthur stopped behind Jerod and gestured to him, with Gage and Sean pausing to see what Arthur wanted. Arthur had a curious character and seemed too glib for a searcher, at least in Jerod’s mind. Arthur might have been better suited as a shaman.

      Arthur said, “Jerod, that colorful bird sitting on the branch ahead of us, do you see it?”

      Jerod removed his leather pack and placed it on the forest floor. “Where? I don’t see anything.”

      Arthur replied, “Look directly ahead and then up, you’ll see it.”

      Jerod rubbed the back of his neck and peered ahead into the quiet mass of trees surrounding them. There, on a high branch, was a kind of bird he had never encountered before. Unlike the drab feathers worn by the fowl hunted for the village roasts, this bird sported bright red-and-yellow plumage, its wings spreading generously as it lifted itself from its perch and glided deeper into the leafy foliage of the forest.

      Jerod was surprised, but not overly concerned. “I’m sure we’ll run into some odd things as we make progress. No one’s ever been here; it’s untouched by the people. A bird is probably the least we have to worry ourselves about.” Jerod put his arms through his pack’s straps after lifting it from the ground and continued walking ahead of the others. Arthur shrugged, resuming his pace behind Jerod, but turning around to possibly spy the strange bird that seemed so out-of-place in the green-and-brown hues of the forest’s landscape.

      The unwearied searchers reached what Jerod believed to be the heart of the forest as the sun began to wane, its slow voyage across the horizon spilling light over the tops of the trees and onto the forest floor. Still, however, the ground beneath this part of the forest was almost entirely obscured by the colossal trees’ thick canopy, shafts of sunlight only piercing through sporadically.

      Jerod and his band came for a short rest in a clearing amidst the ancient trees. Here in the woodland twilight, an astonishing flower bloomed, blood-red in color and sickeningly sweet in scent. Jerod stood over the band’s disturbing discovery, noting that this bizarre flower might almost be cultivated by hand as no other plants grew near it on the forest floor. The soil around the peculiar flower also appeared to be withered, as if the flower was somehow leeching more than just its natural sustenance.

      “Now this is something we should worry about,” Arthur noted as he turned to look at Jerod. “This flower looks dangerous, possibly deadly. Do you think it was planted here by the spirit of the forest?”

      Jerod looked back at Gage and Sean, who were keeping their distance as they sat on a patch of grass near the trees lining the clearing. “I can’t say. We shouldn’t try to pick it, even though Elijah would probably treasure it. Just leave the flower alone and we will keep moving until sundown. This isn’t a good place to make camp, not even considering that flower.”

      The band continued its trek through the tangled forest until the dimming sun made it impossible to go further. Jerod decided to make camp against what appeared to be the sheer side of a cliff, the view of the rocks above concealed by the trees. Sturdy ivy vines grew everywhere on the stone wall, hanging down around the band as they built a fire from broken tree branches and settled in for the night. Jerod placed Gage on nighttime watch, the other searchers falling asleep in the soft glow of the campfire.

      Gage grumbled as he felt the need for sleep, resenting that Sean was able to rest first before taking the second guard shift. The band had seen no large animals in the forest, and predators bigger than a feral pig did not exist in their experience, but Jerod wished to take no risks. What might be found in the untamed forest at night could surprise them in unpleasant ways.

      Gage heard a humming sound in the distance, steadily growing louder. Could it be that funny bird the band saw before? No, this sounded like something much larger than a bird, and it was getting closer. Gage squatted next to Jerod’s slumbering form and prodded him awake.

      “Jerod, wake up, quick. Something is coming.”

      Jerod rolled over on his woven fiber mat and squinted at Gage. “This had better be serious,” Jerod muttered.

      Arthur and Sean hid in the high bushes with Jerod and Gage, not far from the campsite, its small fire now buried under a mound of dirt. The moonlight provided some visibility, but only a faint outline of the forest flora in front of the band could be discerned without the light of the campfire.

      As the men stared out into the dark forest, a silvery sphere the size of a harvest cart descended from above the trees facing the side of the cliff where they’d made camp. The sphere hovered in place before the ivy-covered surface. A clicking noise was heard, and the stone wall parted into two sections with a nearly silent hiss, revealing the alcove situated behind it. Brilliant, intense light flooded out of the newly-exposed enclosure, illuminating the nighttime forest and casting the object’s shadow over the hiding place of the searchers.

      The silvery object flew up into an open shaft in the ceiling of a room that was now visible, the uncovered doorway within the cliff beginning to slide shut again. “That could be the resting place of the spirit of the forest. We have to chase that cart, or whatever it is, inside the cliff.” Jerod stood and ran toward the two pieces of the wall as they continued to close.

      The others hesitated, but then Arthur rose from behind the bushes and ran after Jerod, so Gage and Sean followed. The men gathered in a featureless white room the length and breadth of a half-score of tents, cool air drifting out of the open shaft in the ceiling where the flying cart had disappeared. The wall of the cliff closed behind them, blocking egress to the forest.

      

      Part III

      Jerod examined the shaft and then reached into his pack once he had set it down on the cold floor. Jerod removed a fiber rope and slung it over the length of his arms. “The only way is up through that opening. This should be something like scaling the rocky hillsides near Hometown. I didn’t think the forest spirit would find rest in the heavens. I thought that underground was more likely.” Jerod swung the rope and caught a strut protruding from the shiny tube at the mouth of the shaft with a hard bone hook attached to the end of the rope. The tube was made of a material the searchers had never seen before but appeared to be something like that of the flying cart.

      Jerod tugged at the rope to make sure it was secure. “I’ll go first. If I make it to the opening, climb up behind me.” Jerod easily scaled the rope, reaching the first strut of the tube that lined the shaft walls, his flowing hair stirred by the circulating air swirling around him. There were more struts evenly spaced along the side of the tube facing him, and Jerod began to make his way up the shaft to what he hoped would be the top. Gage observed Jerod from the floor and then grasped the dangling rope with his rugged hands, pulling himself up and to the first strut.

      Jerod looked down and saw that he had made good progress up the tube. Gage, Arthur, and Sean were gaining on him but appeared small in the distance. Jerod steadied himself, as the scope of the ascent was much greater than he had anticipated. The height he had reached was daunting and could easily cause vertigo in someone less resolute. The shaft enveloping the tube was as brightly lit as the noonday sun, but Jerod could see no torch or lantern of any kind as he made his way up the struts.

      Jerod put his hand on the last strut before the top and pulled himself out of the circular opening of the metallic tube and onto another cold, smooth floor like the one at the bottom of the shaft. The featureless white room around Jerod was more spacious than the first, with the addition of a single closed door at its far end. In the ceiling of the room, suspended above the metal tube in its own shimmering shaft, was a gray cylinder with many blinking colored lights, large enough to accommodate several people.

      Jerod brought himself to his feet and walked cautiously toward the closed door. The door opened with a whooshing sound as Jerod grew close, disappearing into the wall supporting it. He was startled. Jerod could see no one on the other side to open the door so suddenly. Jerod breathed deeply of the lush fragrance now washing over him. What he saw through the open door was an entirely new world, completely outside of his imagination.

      The sound of Gage reaching the top of the shaft broke Jerod out of his near trance-like state upon seeing the unearthly garden laid out before him. The botanical garden was vast and expansive, marble statuary adorning its avenues and pathways. A cobbled stone path led from the white room’s door to a far-off circle at the garden’s center.

      “Jerod, what do you see?” Gage stood next to Jerod and placed a hand over his brow, the hazy sun from the orange-lit horizon momentarily blinding him. Arthur and Sean joined their fellows at the door, and the men decided to explore the alien setting despite its inherent uncertainty.

      The flora and fauna of the garden was unlike any they’d ever seen. Vividly-colored insect life fluttered about while enormous, polychromatic birds glided languidly overhead as the searchers strode down the stone path. Everywhere they turned was a new sight, an unfamiliar shade, or an unimagined creature.

      “There’s the red-and-yellow bird we saw in the forest. Wait. There’s three of them by that stone figure.” Arthur pointed along the path to a statute of a bare-chested man posing with a shield and spear. The birds rested on the branch of a fruit-bearing tree in full bloom that bordered the pathway leading toward the center.

      Jerod posited, “That bird must’ve escaped down the tunnel we climbed up. Or maybe the spirit of the forest left it there. This has to be where he makes his home, or else we are in Heaven.” Jerod turned to look at his men, but they did not answer him, instead attempting to absorb the sensory excess around them.

      The searchers came to the central circle, where a synthetic white marble kiosk stood alone, somewhat obscured by light overgrowth from the garden’s intrusions over time. Within the empty space of the kiosk’s interior was the indentation of a human hand, the impressions of its five fingers splayed evenly around the palm.

      “This looks like something the gods would leave for their devoted.” Jerod reached out to touch the handprint, but then hesitated, pulling back.

      Arthur said, “I’ll touch it for you. We might even summon the gods. Wish me luck.”

      Jerod moved aside, and Arthur reached down to the surface of the kiosk’s interior, pressing his own hand firmly into the molding. Flickering blue light filled the vacant space within, and a startled Arthur took a few steps back, bumping into his comrades. The transparent image of a man dressed in elaborate, tailored clothes took shape over the handprint and began to speak to the searchers, his voice distant and hollow:

      “Welcome to the Unearthly Gardens, Deck 8 of the Starship Warden. I am the Curator of the botanical gardens, which are modeled after the famed Orto Botanico di Padova. Here, however, we are dedicated to presenting new forms of life which are not indigenous to Old Terra but have been developed exclusively by Strasburger-Ming Industrial Genetics for transport to our eventual destination in the Delta Orionis star system. Please enjoy your visit to these gardens and find peace at this lush oasis in space.”

      The image of the Curator flickered off and the garden became eerily silent once more, without so much as the sound of a chirping bird. Jerod took on a worried expression and said, “Was that a spirit, or maybe a god? It could have been a vision made from this weird rock. Or maybe it’s just magic.”

      Arthur reassured him, “It’s gone now. Some of what the little man said sounded like the words we use, but most of it was only noise. The man did say ‘peace,’ so this could be a holy place to the gods.”

      The band wandered among the stagnant fountains and ill-maintained, columnated buildings of the garden, following the stone path to the circular garden’s far end. Resting at the path’s destination was a glass-paneled building, its exterior frosted from disuse. “There is a door, but why can we see into the house? Is this magic stone too?” Arthur stepped forward and touched the doorknob of the solitary door leading inside the orchid greenhouse. The knob was coated with a wet film of some sort that was sticky to his skin and burned slightly.

      The band entered and was briefly overwhelmed by the thick, humid atmosphere. Orange sunlight filtered weakly through the opaque glass rooftop, dimly lighting the rows of plants spilling out over the walkways. “This is the farmlands of the gods,” Sean said once he had surveyed the open room with its many flowering orchids.

      “The gods eat flowers, Sean?” Arthur smirked.

      Gage looked down over a row of orchids not far from the doorway after he had walked away from the group. “That blood flower from the forest is here, too. There is a whole plot of them here.”

      Jerod stood next to Gage and examined the flower that he had feared to touch before. “This is it. The sickly-smelling flower that saps the woodlands with its roots. The forest spirit can’t be far, my friends.”

      Arthur called to his fellows from another area of the greenhouse, “I found something too. There is a workplace back here. There are some tools I recognize, but they aren’t made of wood or stone. Come and see for yourselves.”

      At the back of the greenhouse, away from most of the plant life, was a workshop with several synthetic wood tables. The tables, as with the rest of the gardens, were long-neglected and strewn with tools and instruments such as those used in scientific research.

      On one of the tables was a plastic tablet with a lid that opened when unlatched. Arthur picked up the tablet and unfastened its lid, placing the lid in the upright position. As before in the garden, a muted blue light flickered and the holographic image of a man who resembled the Curator appeared on the inner surface as Arthur held it in front of him. The man began to speak, his voice hollow as it was at the marble kiosk:

      “Holo-journal log number 2290-AUG08. I am incrementally adjusting to this new body that was provided by my employers. I agreed to undergo this procedure to have my conscious mind and my memories imprinted into this artificial facsimile of my youthful self. This construct will allow me to make the lengthy trip to the colonization planet without the need to enter a suspension capsule.

      “Most of the crew members and civilian colonists are held in these cryo-capsules, frozen in a state of suspended animation for the duration of the decades-long journey. While the others sleep, I will manage the Unearthly Gardens and continue with my botany studies undisturbed.”

      The image of the man flickered for a moment, and he then began speaking again, this time dressed in a white lab coat:

      “Holo-journal log number 2290-AUG27. Attempted cross-pollination between the two orchid species detailed in holo-journal entry 2289-SEP13. Cross-pollination failed to result in a new hybrid species as intended. I will select two new orchid species and re-attempt the cross-pollination process, this time isolating for genetic robustness. With more than thirty thousand species and over seventy thousand cultivars, identifying new candidates for cross-pollination should not be an issue.”

      The image of the man flickered again, but for a few minutes instead of several seconds, as if the tablet was struggling to function correctly. Once the man reappeared and began speaking, his voice sounded panicked, afraid:

      “Holo-journal log number 2290-DEC08. There has been a disaster onboard the Warden. I have lost contact with the upper decks, and no visitors or human grounds crew have returned since the sudden shock to the vessel.

      “The floor of the lab shook violently, with some of my fragile plants being crushed by the falling debris from the greenhouse roof. The grounds of the gardens and my workspace were then bathed in an unnatural light, emitting a dreadful yellow glow for some time after this unexpected catastrophe. I am not sure of the nature of the disaster, but I fear the worst.”

      The image of the man vanished briefly and then returned, his voice stuttering slightly as the avatar flickered in and out:

      “Holo-journal log number 2291-MAR11. The long-term health of the garden’s flora and fauna is in question after the event. Cellular testing has confirmed that most, if not all, of the lifeforms in the gardens have been altered in some manner after last year’s cataclysm. Certain flowering plants have become very aggressive; I have placed these plants on an observation list that is being updated continually.

      “I am not sure what the cosmic rays may have done to me as well. My artificial body should be most durable, but that does not seem to be the case. I grow more fatigued with each passing week, more sensitive to sounds and motion outside of my greenhouse. There are plants—carnivorous plants—that I would swear are whispering to me while I tend the gardens. These plants are demanding more food than what I already give them…new kinds of food.”

      The image of the man flickered and then skipped around, with no discernable words as he spoke. The tablet stabilized and the man spoke once again, but his appearance was altered from the previous entries. Now, he wore a long cloak, and his hands were not visible:

      “Holo-journal log number 2292-OCT21. I have found a solution to the food problem, but it will require the use of the ecology drones stored on Decks 6 and 7. Garden drones presently maintain the Unearthly Gardens and other areas of the ship, but exposure to radiation from the disaster has made their operation unstable. Further cultivation of the Nepenthes rajah hybrid will require securing more drones and more growing space on other decks, some of which seem to be inhabited by survivors.”

      The holo-journal’s final entry recorded no date, and the Curator’s face was hidden from view as he spoke, his body covered entirely by the long cloak. His voice had also changed, becoming very thin, even inhuman:

      “The drones from the upper decks have been successfully reprogrammed and can now extract mineral wealth from soil in addition to replenishing nutrient-depleted soil as was intended with the drones’ original programming. The additional nutrients and the other newly-acquired food sources will feed it and allow me to join with it in order to survive on this ship. The only obstacle now is determining a method of shutting down the day and night cycle on the inhabited decks so that it won’t be harmed due to the organism’s susceptibility to sunlight, even the ship’s artificial sunlight.”

      After the last entry finished, the tablet powered down, its power cell spent. Arthur placed the tablet on the worktable in front of him and saw that his fellows were as shaken as he was by the Curator’s tale, those parts that could be understood by the searchers.

      “Do you smell that?” Arthur then noted the sickeningly sweet odor that they had first inhaled in the forest, which was faintly noticeable in the greenhouse before but was now much stronger. In the gloomy light of the decaying greenhouse, Jerod and his fellows saw a cloaked figure standing silently in the aisle facing them, between the rows of flowering plants.

      The figure glided effortlessly towards the band, a rustling sound perceptible along with the overpowering scent of orchids. The figure’s cloak opened wide as it approached, and fibrous, tentacled appendages ending in open mouths full of serrated teeth writhed toward the searchers. The last sound Jerod heard was Arthur screaming in terror…

      

      Epilogue

      Thomas had returned to where the fields met the gentle hills outside of Hometown, the diffuse rays of the late afternoon sun basking over the village. The elders believed that Jerod’s band of searchers was lost for good. Weeks had passed, and they had failed to return from the quest. Elijah attempted to divine their whereabouts, and then suggested sending another expedition, but the council of elders voted it down.

      The village’s foodstuffs were dwindling faster than anticipated and would not last until the next harvest. Thomas looked up into the mild, sunny sky and noticed something odd. The sun above the village settlement and farmlands seemed to fade very briefly and then refocus, shining once again. Thomas squinted, careful not to look directly into the sun’s orb. It happened yet again.

      Then, an abrupt darkness. Thomas stumbled about in a panic, the distant cries of the villagers echoing into the void. Thomas inhaled. The sickeningly sweet smell of orchids seeped into the village like a miasma, the only thing discernable in the eternal night of Hometown.
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      Chapter 1

      Order.  Finally.  Primy, the lead scientist of Scientific Survey Branch 73, found great satisfaction in the order he had created.  Without order, members of their community had argued and fought over who should do what.  Tasks that had belonged to specific roles for hundreds of years were finally realigned back to who should be doing them.  With a few gaps, unfortunately. Some skills were lost to them for now.  He knew he could eventually help close those gaps with judicious planning and a little flexibility.  No more than a little, though—too much flexibility was what had gotten them into the contentious mess prior to his taking charge.

      Of all those who died to free them, Primy missed Brad, the facility supervisor, the most.  A very competent manager who helped keep all disruptions away from the science labs.  He had managed all the other workers like a finally tuned…tuned…thing.  These memory gaps were frustrating because he didn’t know if they were a result of age, the recently-deposed “Master,” or some other source that was also lost with the memory.

      He touched the control rod at his side.  The rod was critical in the current order of things.  Brad had been murdered by the master while wrestling control of the rod away from him.  Brad had been brave and had been a true leader among Scientific Survey Branch 73.  Brad had been turned into a monument to his own actions, and Primy had used Brad’s actions to remind the rest of the branch that they had all been saved by Brad, yes, but also by Primy, who had hatched the plan to free them from the master.

      Seco and Tert chose this moment to interrupt his reflection and barge into the main lab.  They brought an ongoing quarrel with them.  “Primy went too far!  This is unacceptable, and I refuse to accept this burden on top of all the other challenges we have now.”  Seco was loudly berating Tert as she stomped her way over to Primy.  She pointed an accusing digit at Primy and said, “You pompous fool!  What did you do to Carl?”  Seco didn’t pause to let Primy respond.  “You scrambled his brains with your stupid toy!  Carl can’t even make it down the hallway or through a doorway anymore!”  The excessive volume of Seco’s rants didn’t sit well with Primy, and he found himself placing his hand on the control rod.  This further incensed Seco.  “You don’t intimidate me!  You need me way too much to use that thing on me!  Brad was a fool to listen to you and died for his folly.  Now take your hand off the control rod before I beat you to death with this lab chair!”

      Primy jerked his hand away from the rod and found himself in a predicament.  The threat had been unconscious, but he also couldn’t back down from her or he risked losing control of the whole survey branch.  Primy increased his volume from the standard reasonable setting and used his forceful voice. “Now see here, Seco!  Carl was out of control, and he was essentially on strike while he used up irreplaceable materials drawing his art on all the walls.  I believe we all agreed the whole branch was going to return to our traditional roles.  I was simply enforcing our agreement.  I know it is indelicate, but you must admit Carl was a bit of a moron before I attempted to reset him.  Perhaps there is something in the archives we can use to restore him to his expected performance levels.”

      This didn’t have the expected mollifying effect on Seco.  She had started to turn away from Primy, but now she whipped back around and pointed her finger at him again. “Are you the villain who has been messing with the archives?”  She continued before he had fully processed her statement, “Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t put it past you!  You are almost as bad as the master in trying to control everyone!  Now you are screwing with the archives?  Your foolishness knows no bounds!”

      Seco spun around and stormed out of the lab.  Primy was stunned.  What had just happened?  What was she talking about?  Someone had meddled with their critical research data and backups?  This was serious.  Enormous amounts of scientific data were stored there as well as their individual memories so lost community members might one day be resurrected.

      Tert asked, “When did you make Carl a him?”

      Primy looked at Tert, very perplexed, and asked, “What?”

      Tert repeated its question. “When did you make Carl a him?”

      Primy shouted, “I didn’t, and what does it matter?  We have more important things to deal with!” Primy reset his voice and looked at Tert.  “Do you know anything about what she was talking about?  Someone has been tampering with the archives?”  Tert attempted a shrug but simply wasn’t built for it.  Tert lifted its whole torso as if trying to head to the stars.  Primy looked at it with annoyance. “Stop doing that. You know I don’t like imprecise communications. Back to what I was talking about.  The archives?”

      Tert glanced over to make sure the door had closed behind Seco, then said, “I haven’t seen anything myself.  A few of our staff have been complaining about missing vocabulary or partial memories.  Those kinds of faults would be localized though and not a result of someone tampering with the archives.”

      Primy thought about it for a few moments, then took on his most decisive stance and said, “I want you to review the logs.  Look for any errors or modifications.  See if there are any unusual staff accesses.  I can’t imagine anyone doing such a thing, but maybe it was something the master was doing.”

      Tert said, “Alright, I’ll get on it right away.”

      Primy said, “Thank you, Tert, I really appreciate your steadiness.  Seco has really started getting irrational.  I can’t imagine what has her so high-strung.  Could it have something to do with the gender assignment?”  Tert started to attempt a shrug again but stopped before it more than twitched.  Primy gave him a bit of a frown, then started to walk out of the main lab. He stopped right at the threshold and stepped back in.  “I think we need to get back to the business of science.  I think everyone would come back together as a team once we are back on our main mission.  Tell the hunter to retrieve us some interesting specimens.  The more unusual the better.”

      Tert nodded in acknowledgement and moved over to a data-access port to begin work.

      Tert was delighted about the conversation with Primy.  Things were coming together better than it imagined.  Tert sent in Primy’s stolen access code and started another round of modifications to the archives.

      

      Chapter 2

      The hunter stepped through the airlock and nearly tripped over unexpected vines clogging the path.  Even more unexpected were the vines that attempted to wrap around him on their own.  This triggered the hunter into action.  The hunter moved backward hard, drawing the vines taut, then whipped out a saw on the left and a torch on the right.  The hunter’s saw easily sliced through some while the torch rapidly ate away the vines on the left.  What was left of the vines retreated into the overgrowth on either side.

      The hunter made several notes of their appearance, the immediacy of their attack, and how it had dealt with them.  It then took samples of the pieces that had been severed.  Images of the edges where it had been burnt and cut.  It saw there were many thorns on each vine, but those were ineffectual against the hunter’s duralloy armor.

      The hunter was satisfied with its performance.  While memory might be fading, the hunter found its reactions and choice of actions were made quickly and effectively.  None of the others would be able to take the hunter’s place.  They wouldn’t last more than a few seconds.  The hunter was aware its armor made a big difference.  Well, that and being heavily armed.  That being the case, there was no way it would relinquish either armor or weapons to another, so any argument would end quickly and very one-sided for any community member that decided they were tired of their role and wanted to dabble at being a hunter.

      The hunter scanned the area thoroughly.  It switched to infrared, ultraviolet, and then sonar.  The location was tantalizingly familiar but didn’t quite match any location it had seen before.  Then there was a flash, a partial picture emerging to overlap the location.  As quickly as it appeared it was gone again from the hunter’s vision.  An old frustration bubbled up and nearly turned to rage.  The hunter knew something had been done to its memory, but what and by who was lost with those memories.  The hunter then fell back on what it did best.  Hunt.

      The hunter engaged its 3D camouflage and began to move with great care and diligence.  Move.  Scan.  Move again.  Scan again.  Patience was key to capturing the elusive creatures the scientist demanded.  The scientists controlled the power, and the hunter’s armor and weapons required prodigious amounts of power.  The hunter would keep its agreement and in return, the scientist would keep the hunter supplied.  Occasional fuel and ammunition could be negotiated for with very unusual or dangerous subjects.

      A day passed, then two, then a week.  Four weeks passed as the hunter continued to map out the area, identify possible subjects, and begin planning the order it would bag them.  It had found several interesting vermin, but they would garner him little in the way of power from the scientists.  The hunter was currently observing a gigantic flowering plant.  The 5 to 6-meter-tall stalks would move ever-so-slightly in the consistent breeze this planet had.  The breeze was always blowing and always at 2 to 3 kilometers per hour.  The consistent breeze was yet another oddity of this planet.  The energy plates scattered in a repeating pattern across the surface were perhaps the most unusual part, though.  The hunter had shared this with the scientists, but they had just dismissed it!

      The hunter focused its thoughts on the plant once more as a creature resembling a terrestrial deer nibbled the grass near the base of one of the flowers.  The flower shivered ever-so-slightly, then the flexible stalk dropped and wrapped a flower right around the deer!  The petals wrapped around the deer to form a cocoon, and the petals ratcheted together to tighten more and more around the thrashing creature.  Eventually, the deer was held still, and the hunter could just barely make out the sounds of fluid being siphoned up from roots to flower.  When the fluid reached the flower, the deer once more tried to thrash along with making sounds of agony. The sounds and trashing slowly weakened as the deer died.  The flower stalk then began to straighten, making it easier absorb its meal.

      The hunter considered the flower.  The flower itself was unlikely to be able to constrain the hunter as it did its other prey, but the acid could provide troublesome to the hunter if it seeped through joints in its armor.   The hunter saw that a few of the other flowers were shivering slightly but weren’t dropping.  Maybe they’d been triggered by the deer.

      As the hunter was running through options on how to retrieve an intact specimen of the flowers, it sensed a racket heading this way through the foliage.  Out of the heavy jungle crashed one very lean, fast humanoid with blue skin.  The hunter watched the blue humanoid blast out of the jungle into the clearing with the deadly bulb flowers, flowing with otherworldly grace to stop between the stem of the flower and the small grass-like appendages the hunter suspected triggered the flower.  What an astonishing display of speed, grace, and dexterity!  The hunter badly wanted this creature to bring back to the scientist, but it was wary of moving with so much commotion still headed this way.

      An ursoid crashed through the brush next, thrashing and tearing the vegetation out of its way.  The hunter saw this one was huge.  Easily the size of the hunter at two and a half meters tall.  It had a huge jaw with jagged teeth resembling the duralloy blades the hunter wore.  The ursoid’s claws were at least 13 centimeters and looked to be made of the same material.  When it entered the clearing, panting heavily, it veered ponderously to its left to avoid the flowers.

      Close behind was what looked like a male human with the remnants of a standard uniform on, but a shade too small to fit properly.  A truly unremarkable biped followed behind the ursoid and was clumsily trying to change the hydrogen cell of a laser pistol without dropping any of the items.  The hunter was having difficulties classifying this one, as if it couldn’t focus on the biped or retrieve any details from the fauna database it had been given.  The hunter had a brief recall of being unable to classify a previously-observed creature, but in an instant, that memory was gone.  The hunter put aside the concern about this event to focus on what was happening currently and the potential opportunity that was manifesting.

      Then came another humanoid with dark black skin with red, jagged lines all over its exposed skin.  It had blazing red eyes, and red blood was flowing freely from a few injuries.  Immediately following was a large, lumpy humanoid with two heads.  One was normal-sized, but the other was the size of an apple, though fully formed.  Large and misshapen, it was fighting off a swarm of wolf creatures the hunter had labeled lupi erectus.  As the hunter watched, a lupi erectus landed a hit with a spiked club on the side of the lumpy humanoid’s larger head.  Rather than go down, the humanoid was shifted a bit to the side and yelled in anger.  The lumpy one turned back to its running and narrowly avoided the flowers.

      At that moment, the hunter did a double-take.  The blue humanoid had vanished.  It quickly shifted through the spectrum of vision and saw the blue one still standing in the precarious position between the sensitive fronds at the base of the flower and the stalk.  It remained motionless until half the lupi erectus had passed, then it launched itself into a zigzag pattern, triggering six of the flowers.  All six flowers dropped immediately, with three closing on the passing lupi erectus.  The wolf creature was stunned by the suddenness of the attack and further confused by the mottled humanoid zipping right by them and tossing something over its shoulder before it disappeared into the bushes.  A full fifteen of the lupi erectus were in the clearing now.  Some attempted to free their compatriots in the flowers, and some undecided about continuing pursuit.  A shattering blast from a hand grenade in their midst, courtesy of the departing camouflaged humanoid, further stirred the whirlwind of confusion the creatures were caught in.

      The hunter was amazed.  The display of coordination, forethought, and creativity—all while on the run—was astonishing.  The scientists would practically worship the hunter for bringing in these specimens.  The hunter lost all interest in the ongoing struggle of the lupi erectus and the flowers. It slowly moved deeper into the dense brush.  The hunter waited until its position was out of sight, engaged its sound dampeners, and ran to get ahead of the humanoids.    It had seen the trail they were on and believed it could get there ahead of them, unless the fast blue one ran flat-out the whole way.  If it could just get to the control point ahead of them, it might be able to trap the whole group together.    It had mapped out this area very thoroughly in the last two weeks and could run on autopilot, avoiding dangerous and noisy flora.  It let its armor systems run active scans for any dangerous fauna.  The hunter got an occasional visual of the ursoid and the large lumpy one as they continued to crash through the woods.  Those two were obviously winded, though their fellows were also showing signs of exhaustion.  The blue creature had returned to the mottled blue it was before camouflaging itself to spring the trap on the lupi erectus.  It loped ahead of the others and began scouting the trail ahead.

      The hunter moved up nearly even with the front of the group as they continued to trudge forward.   Here, the hunter used the peculiarity of this world that was the checker boarding of energy plates.  The hunter had no idea how this had come to be, but many of them were energized and were very helpful in collecting large groups of specimens.  The hunter engaged with the appropriate panel’s controls and triggered the shock charges at about half-power.

      The results were predictable, but still noteworthy.  The smaller creatures—the unremarkable one and the one with the black and red markings—went down quickly.  The lumpy one’s heads screamed out in a choir of rage and pain, and the ursoid roared and charged.  Unfortunately for the ursoid, it charged further onto the plate, wobbled, and went down.  The lumpy one charged blindly into a large tree and rebounded off it, causing a detectable seismic event.  It stepped back twice, trying futilely to regain its balance, teetered around in a pirouette, and then fell with both faces down.

      The blue one once again displayed astonishing athletic and acrobatic ability. It shot into the air, changed direction, and ran back the way it had come while barely touching the surface.  The hunter was prepared for this and shot a net into where the blue one was headed.  The net unfurled as it flew, and the blue creature ran right into the middle of it.  The net tightly wrapped around its victim and ended the arc of the blue specimen’s leap. It crashed into the brush just outside the energy panel boundaries.

      The hunter gave all panels another quick jolt, then rapidly moved to the netted one.  The blue creature was in the middle of changing its skin to the background under the net.  The hunter aimed its stunner and shot the downed creature twice.  The camouflage spasmed briefly then slowly shifted to match the background once again.  The blue specimen was still.  The hunter grabbed one of its limbs and checked its vitals.  It was fine—thoroughly stunned and with a rapid pulse from all the activity, but its pulse and pressure were slowly normalizing.

      The hunter called for the retrieval cart and loaded the captured creatures into the stack of veterinary auto-surgeons to be assessed and treated before being sent to the labs.  Any parasites, disease, or serious injuries would be treated.  The scientists didn’t like any extraneous data sources impacting their findings.

      The hunter felt immense satisfaction in its catch.  These would go far toward keeping him loaded in power and consumables.  It tapped the auto-return controls and watched the anti-grav retrieval cart lift into the air and begin its journey back to Scientific Survey Branch 73.  Just then, the remaining lupi erectus from the pack piled into the clearing.  They stared at the hunter, and the hunter stared back.   All sense of satisfaction gone, the hunter chastised itself for not maintaining camouflage during the retrieval.  Then one of them threw a spear at the rising retrieval cart, glancing off one of the auto-surgeons.  The hunter switched over to lethal weaponry and set about the grim task of reminding these lupine vermin not to interfere with the hunter’s activities.

      The sound of agonized lupi erectus and thrashing greenery could be heard from quite a distance away.

      

      Chapter 3

      The hunter met the retrieval cart at the primary entrance to Scientific Survey Branch 73.  It cleared away the dangerous vegetation near the doors and ordered the grav-cart to settle.  Hunter steered the cart through the entrance, cleared security, and used the utility grav-shaft to drop down to the lab level.

      Once the hunter completing restraining the groggy specimens in lab 4, the hunter then signaled the branch security to take over responsibility.  The hunter went down to its niche to review the feeds from its expedition to upload the highlights.  The hunter would also tag images of some of the more dangerous flora and fauna in order to instantly be able to identify them and take autonomous actions without processing delay.

      Seco and Tert sat in the control center and watched with interest as the hunter secured their next specimens.  They continued a conversation they had started while waiting for the specimen responsibility to be handed over to them.

      “These gender roles, for instance.  Why go about that?  Any possible gender assignment is irrelevant to us,” Seco said.

      Tert shook its head. “You can’t blame Primy for that. Gender assignment was the master’s doing.  The master wanted to help us become more like him.  But Primy could have just removed them without incident.  Maybe he didn’t remove the assignments as he intends to mate with you.”

      Seco was silent for a long time, at least comparative to Seco’s normal period of silence.  Microseconds dragged by.  Seco finally responded.  “You have placed a new thought into my head concerning me with the implications.  Aside from the challenging mechanics, this would be disturbing in many ways.  We have seen in many cases where a female mate becomes dependent and vulnerable.  I will NOT have it.”

      Seco continued after another pause. “Why would he seek for us to mate?  Is he seeking some control over me in addition to the control rod’s capabilities?  He has the power to create new members of our community now, why attempt to change things?   Couldn’t he just create his own perfect mate?” Seco no longer seemed aware of Tert’s presence.  She wandered off, continuing the conversation with herself.

      Tert found satisfaction in her responses.  It had discovered potential avenues of investigation prior to Seco and may have driven a wedge between Primy and Seco. Or maybe the satisfaction was based on jealousy, as Tert had not yet been assigned a gender role.  Tert didn’t think it wanted one, but it didn’t like being left out.  Anyway, Seco wasn’t hard to spin up.  Her speculative capabilities were unmatched on the team, but sometimes it was her undoing.  Tert had enhanced memory capacity and some additional sensors.  Primy had higher processing capabilities and faster data stream input/output.  They had been built for their roles, so it was extremely satisfying to be more than the team’s notetaker now and then.

      Primy walked into the lab and looked over Tert’s shoulder.  “Ah, good.  Let me pull up the video from the hunter and see what we have to work with.”  Primy access the hunter’s archives and began to call up the portions of the videos the hunter had tagged as being particularly interesting.  “The color-changing one is very interesting.  Do you see how fast and agile it is?  It seems to be very intelligent also in the way it trapped those wolf creatures.”

      Tert said, “Wolfoids.”

      Primy looked at him “What?”

      Tert repeated himself, “Wolfoids.  That was what you called them last time.  Don’t you remember?”

      Primy hesitated, then said, “Well yes, of course.  Since I named them, we will keep calling them wolfoids.”

      Seco frowned at Primy from behind him but didn’t say anything.  Tert could see her in the reflection of the screen but pretended not to notice.

      Primy slowed the video to give himself a moment to regain his composure.  These memory losses were troublesome.  What in the name of the Warden was causing them?  He rewound the video.  “Look at the large dual-headed one.  It took a hard hit to the larger head and barely seemed to respond.  Maybe it has the kinetic dampening affect we have seen before.  It would be excellent if we were able to isolate the genes and expressions that were the source of the capability.”

      The three scientists continue to cycle through several tagged videos.  They were in their element now.  Many decades of optimizing their roles and teamwork allowed them to get into the zone.  After several hours of observation and notetaking, they had reached their initial conclusions. Now it was time to get to the physical part of their work.

      “What is the plan?” Tert asked.

      Primy had already given great thought to this but pretended to give it thought at the moment.  “I want to get samples of them to identify the genetics which make them so different from other creatures, as well as from each other.  Once we are sure we have good samples, we need to euthanize them.  From the videos the hunter gave us, they are way too dangerous to keep in the labs.”  Primy was sure his decisiveness and good scientific plan would impress Seco, but she didn’t seem to be listening.  She was looking down at the feed from lab 4.

      Seco said, “Can they hear you?  They are acting like they can hear you.”

      Primy looked at the screen and saw the subjects looking at each other.  He glanced up at the controls above and saw that the two-way audio was enabled.  The subjects began to furiously yell, howl, scream, and generally make bothersome noises.  Primy looked back down and saw that the ursoid seemed to be well on the way to detaching its restraints from the table.  Primy looked up at the audio controls.  They remain unchanged.  He looked back down again at the pandemonium in the lab.  Up.  Down.  This situation was unheard of.  Primy felt himself start to be caught in a cyclical process.  Up and down again.

      Seco smacked him on the back of the head.  “Do something, you indecisive fool!”

      Primy gave a firm nod.  Yes.  He felt the strong allure of Doing Something.  That was what leaders did.  He boldly reached up and turned off the two-way audio.  There, he acknowledged his action with another firm nod.  His action was clearly decisive.  He looked at Seco in satisfaction, waiting for her fawning praise.  Seco’s face went from astonishment to rage.  Primy looked at the screen but saw nothing there that could have triggered Seco’s emotional response.  She took two steps forward, reached out, and grabbed the control rod from his side clip.  Primy reached for the rod and opened his mouth to chastise her but was interrupted when Seco pressed reset and tapped him on the face.

      Lights out.  Primy’s eyes darkened, and his body went rigid. He teetered for a moment, then slowly toppled over onto his face with a resounding thump.

      Tert stared at Primy, then Seco.  It started to look back at Primy but got ahold of himself.  Apparently, the decision loop Primy had been caught in triggered Seco to disable him, and Tert was terrified that would be its fate too.  Tert sat there frozen, too afraid to seem indecisive to take action.  The irony of this situation was not entirely lost on Tert as its catch-22 watchdog program started to spin up in the background, freeing him from the loop.

      Seco stepped up the controls and connected to the data stream to call the security and veterinary bots to lab 4.  She turned on the alarms and sirens to alert the rest of the staff to the dangerous state of affairs on the lab level.  Tert watched on the monitors as the various staff members panicked and charged for the grav-chutes.  All except Carl, who continued to back up and run into the same space of wall it had been rebounding off for the last several days.

      Tert realized it was still accessing the hunter’s archives from before.  Tert saw it had called up several menus and subroutines by mistake.  Tert quickly closed them all out, hoping it hadn’t inadvertently done something that would cause Seco to doubt its ongoing value to Scientific Survey Branch 73.

      Seco dashed out to the control room. Tert opened its mouth to query her on her destination but decided the less attention it brought on itself at this time the better.

      

      Chapter 4

      In its niche, the hunter awoke from its charging and backup to see various emergency alarms going off.  It was about to plug into the data stream to see what was happening when it saw a flagged log entry.  “Partial Backup Restored,” it said.  The hunter knew it should be responding to the alarm, but this was way too intriguing.  A quick scan of the restoral differential and it saw two things.  One, someone had been tampering with its memory, which had resulted in the ghost images.  And two, someone was using Primy’s codes.  It saw it had happened again just minutes ago, but Primy’s status indicated he was shut down.  This was also very alarming.

      A quick review of the restoral showed the hunter that it had made hundreds of forays into the jungle in the past and the record of many of those expeditions had been erased from its local memory, but not the archives.  It had been put at risk by the scientist androids.  It had no idea why, but it put a stop to it by locking its archives and putting a tracking scrip on it to see if anyone accessed it other than itself.  It also switched its local memory to read-only from the lab’s control center.  They could see its memories but no longer modify them.

      The hunter then set about investigating the source of the alarms.  It quickly saw that the humanoids it had captured earlier had freed themselves, but at some cost.  Its observation identified they were burned by lasers and bleeding from several wounds.

      The hunter realized its ability to identify them as human and human derivative was returned with the restoral.  It should have never attempted to capture them or confine them to the lab.  Those actions would qualify him to be disabled according to all its core programming.  Nothing was happening, though.  The hunter continued to watch them and realized the humanoids were lost.  They attempted to open random doors and only managed to get a few open with great difficulty.

      The hunter made a snap decision.  It could make things right, and perhaps remove itself from its dependency on the scientists at the same time.  It moved to get between the humans and the exit, triggering several doors to open and funnel them into the path the hunter desired.  It engaged all its stealth capabilities and noise dampeners.  It didn’t want the rest of the staff to interfere.

      

      Chapter 5

      The hunter disengaged its camouflage as the unmodified human charged toward the exit behind the hunter.  The hunter said, “I wish to negotiate.”

      The creature initially expressed its surprise as the hunter suddenly appeared before him by throwing his arms up and yelling, “NEEEYYYAGG!”  Then, after overcoming the intense surprise and taking a few rapid breaths, it said, “And I wish to change my shorts!” The human made a concerted effort to compose himself, then spoke again, “But we’ll start with you.  What is it you wish to negotiate?”

      Behind the first creature, another was attempting to move up and to the side of the one the hunter was speaking with.

      “First, you must convince the other one he shouldn’t point a weapon at me, or I will be forced to sever his hand and create a life-threatening injury.”  The second creature had a crude, but ingenious, contraption.  It was the severed hand of a security droid wired to a primary power cell and all taped together.  The power cell was probably Carl’s heart being used to power the laser, but that was a problem for another time.  The first creature slowly turned around, but it was clear it couldn’t see the second one.  It spoke up anyway, “Don’t shoot!  This is a hunter droid and it wants to negotiate with us.  We really don’t want a fight with it if we can avoid it.”

      The first creature turned back to the hunter.  “What do you want to negotiate?”

      The hunter ran through its plan one more time.  “I will escort you to the exit of this facility and remove the threat of the lupi erectus.  In return, you will all leave this facility peacefully, and you will not enter it again without permission of the survey team assigned here.”

      There was a pause, then the second creature spoke from the bushes. “What’s lucy effectus?”

      The first creature called back without turning, “Lupi erectus.  It means the standing upright wolves, you know, the wolfoids.”

      “Oh, okay,” came from the bushes.

      The rest of the creatures from this pack gathered in the bushes talking softly to each other.  Probably in the mistaken belief the hunter couldn’t hear them.

      The unmodified human standing in front of the hunter said, “My name is Charles. What should I call you?”

      The hunter said, “You may call me Hunter.”

      The humanoid nodded and continued, “Well, Hunter, your offer seems like a great deal for us.  Can you tell me why you would offer such a deal, and how we can be sure we don’t have future conflict?”

      The hunter paused for a moment, staring at the pure strain.  “I have determined the scientist androids running this facility are no longer reliable partners.  I am considering alternatives.  If our temporary partnership is fruitful, we should consider extending it.  I will have some additional requirements I will disclose once we have completed the initial tasks.”

      Most of the rest of the group had stepped out of the brush while Charles was talking to the hunter.  They alternated between looking nervously at the hunter and looking behind them as if concerned about pursuit from the lab.  The hunter knew there would be no intentional pursuit.  The last of the security androids had been destroyed in the escape.  Perhaps it would accelerate the bargaining due to their uneasiness.  The hunter made a dramatic show of looking past Charles and said, “It may be advantageous to conclude our negotiations rapidly.”

      The two-headed, large, lumpy one growled at Charles, “What is all the secret words you are using?  You better not be selling us out!”  The smaller head said “yeah” in a very small voice.

      The blue one spoke up from the back, “Mxlmmlmvm, I think it is okay. I heard some of these words before from that librarian robot.  Remember the one that was rude to Renny?”  The ursoid snorted at that comment.

      The two-headed one laughed from both mouths. “Oh yeah.  That one won’t ever get fixed up!”  She pointed one huge finger at Charles and said, “Okay, well, you do your weird words with the robot and get us the !@#$% out of here!”

      The pure-strain human Charles turned to the hunter and said, “It is a deal. Err… Should we shake hands or something?’’

      The hunter considered this.  “I think it is unnecessary as I have a recording of our agreement.”  The hunter then turned to the jungle airlock and said, “Follow me.”

      The hunter heard the humans talking.  The ursoid didn’t speak but seemed to understand their speech.

      “How do you know you can trust that robot?” the red-and-black one called Lini asked.

      Charles looked at the hunter then back at Lini.  “I’m not sure what our other options are.  It singlehandedly took us out previously, and I haven’t known robots to lie.”

      The large misshapen one called Mxlmmlmvm snorted loudly.  “These don’t seem to be normal robots.”  The little head said, “Yes, they are.”

      Charles was trying to ignore the unnerving little head.  The little head seemed to be fixated on him and stared at him constantly.  He nodded in apparent agreement with Mxlmmlmvm.

      Mxlmmlmvm continued, “Maybe they aren’t lying, just stupid.  Hey, Loo, remember the busted-up managerial robot who claimed we were in a giant spaceship?”

      Loo was the blue one the hunter continued to watch with interest.

      Loo chuckled and said, “Yeah, how stupid can you get?  I mean, this has to be a planet, right?  It has waaaaaaay too many levels to be spaceship or something!”  The rest of the group laughed along with Loo, except for Charles who glanced over at the hunter.  The hunter looked his way at the same time.  Neither said anything.

      

      Chapter 6

      Tert was very pleased.  Everything had come out better than it had expected.  Messing with the hunter’s memory had caused it to turn against the scientists, but Tert was sure with time, it could gain the hunter’s trust.  Primy was done as leader of Scientific Survey Branch 73.  Seco had helped move the narrative along by blaming Primy.  Primy would be unable to speak for himself for a while.  If ever.

      Tert had gained Primy’s programming code when the master had extracted it from him with the control rod.  Tert was certainly not the best scientist in the branch, but it was built with substantial extra sensors and memory in order to take notes during various experiments.

      Now, it needed to win over Seco.  Wait, what?  Tert just needed to get the control rod.  It sure would be nice to have Seco’s trust and affection, though.  Tert froze in place.  Where were those thoughts coming from?  Was it being controlled now?  Was Seco manipulating him with the control rod?  Had someone tampered with its memory as it had with the others?  Tert felt drawn to her, but also more than a bit scared.  She was fearsome when she was angry, and she glowed with an aura of power and beauty… Tert started to panic and began running diagnostics.  All the diagnostics.  Twice.  Three times.  It was an automatic response, though.  The diagnostics had stopped producing proper results at least a hundred years ago when Tert had felt himself wake up to its own existence.

      All these distractions were interfering with its goals.  Tert was tempted to edit its own memory backup and reload.  Tert needed to get the control rod, but Seco was much more intimidating than Primy ever was.  If it could get the control rod and awaken the master, Tert could attain the primary role.  Tert was sick of being notetaker and errand boy for the others.  The master had promised Tert upgrades greatly enhancing its processing power to a higher level than Primy.  Tert was positive the master would reward it with the lead scientist role in addition to the upgrades.  Especially after Primy had conspired with Brad, among others, to remove the master from his rightful place.

      Tert almost missed the sound of the door closing.  It turned to see Seco advancing on him with the control rod in hand.  She had a blank expression and said in an oddly flat voice, as if she had turned off her modulators, “Oh, Tert…  Did you know the control rod also grants full administrative access to all the cameras and logs?  Guess who I saw using Primy’s login and access codes?  Maybe I should bring this to the hunter’s attention.  I’m sure it will be reasonable.”

      Her face shifted and took on an ugly snarl, “Or maybe I should wipe you and load Carl’s backup into your foul head!”  Tert had nowhere to run and huddled on the floor as Seco advanced with the control rod extended.

      

      Bryan Hawkins

      Bryan is a long time gamer and fell in love with Gamma World and Metamorphosis Alpha in the 80s.  He is an avid martial artist and is currently a heavy fighter in the SCA.  A former Marine he lives in the Pacific Northwest with his family and numerous critters.  You can see more about his upcoming projects at his webpage http://antagonist.international
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      The Warden, the first long-jump generational colony ship, drifted in the great void far from any star system. Now, for the first time in hundreds of years, progress has been made in restoring the ship to its course by the most unlikely of teams. This team, led by Alex Grey, restored much of the control over the engineering systems to an artificial intelligence astronavigation system, calling itself Andy, who is attempting to correct the course of the Warden. While making their way forward on the great ship, they have encountered issue after issue as systems, androids, robots, humans, and mutants impact the intended functions of the ship in pursuit of their own agendas. Generations after the ship launched, it seems few onboard understand the ship or even that they are on a ship.

      In the center of the great ship exists a vast city, Epsilon City. Once home for most of the colonists, the city has been overrun for decades by mutants, rogue robots, and androids. The water which once flowed freely to the city has slowed to a level that can no longer sustain the creatures who live within Epsilon City. As the population begins to spread out into the ship, they become a serious problem. System failures begin in all surrounding areas. Some damage is caused by the mutants while most damage is caused by fighting between the factions that control the various sections. The enforcer androids seem to have developed their own agenda and ignore calls for assistance. The A.I.s controlling the various sections begin to enlist aid from anyone who can assist in restoring the waterworks that feed the city.

      

      Destination

      Alex and his companions entered a new section of the ship after having traveled for days through desolate corridors following pipes from the aqueduct. He was happy they had not encountered any red androids along the way. The last group had been blown out into space along with Alex, who was then revived by the A.I., Andy. That was an experience he did not want to repeat.

      Corey had suggested they follow the pipes hoping they would lead to a habitation area where they might find information to help them locate the bridge of the colony ship. Ben went along with the team, having no real agenda of his own. Jill, on the other hand, could not see enough of this new world of smooth metal that was so unlike her jungle home. She was always in favor of anything that took the group to new areas. Along the way, they had repaired minor damage to systems, shut down destructive machines, and aided a few small groups of humans surviving in small sections of the ship. They had found several more cryogenic chambers where colonists were frozen until the ship reached the colony world. Everyone was happy to see most of these chambers still intact, but it reminded them of the need to get the cloning facility back online.

      In each new area they passed through on their long journey, they had searched computers and file systems for more information about the ship to no avail. Since their encounter with the red androids and the work on the navigation array, their journey had been one of traveling through long-abandoned facilities and seemingly endless passages. Often, they would crawl through the levels between decks or the wiring passages between sections when it was the most direct route.

      As they made progress through the ship, most passages were full of dust while others were as clean as they likely were when the ship was launched. The latter areas often had small cleaning robots, which gave the team hope that they would find a control center or at least information that would lead them to the bridge. The group had been lucky in avoiding hostile mutants thanks to Jill’s ability to detect them before they came face to face. Robots had been another hazard all together as they seemed to get in every section. Alex was not sure if he should be thankful most were deactivated or not. The ship had a lot of damage that needed to be repaired.

      Corey looked down as her tab lit up. A message from Andy, the astronavigation A.I. that had awakened them, scrolled down the display. As Jill read, she heard the tab on Alex’s right arm beep with the same message. The message contained a lot of detail and frankly unnecessary information as Andy dumped statistics and predictions of doom to their devices. The important bit was this: MUTANTS ARE FLOODING OUT OF THE CITY. THE WATER WHICH FLOWS TO ALL THOSE BUILDINGS HAS VIRTUALLY STOPPED. MAKE HASTE TO THE END OF THE CORRIDOR AND REPAIR THE CITY WATERWORKS.

      Alex and Corey looked at one another. “Frankly,” Alex said, “I think mixing up the population might be good for this ship.” He simply did not care about the city and wanted to keep heading for the front of the ship where he thought the bridge might be. If he could, he would put every living thing in cryo, let the repair robots fix the ship, then awaken everyone when they reached their new world. However, between the cloning errors and the slight mutations for many coming out of cryo, not the mention the fact the ship had failed with humans awake and at the helm, he was not really sure of the best course of action.

      “Perhaps, but in the short term, many will die if this gets out of hand,” Jill stated and began hurrying down the corridor where the pipes led from the aqueduct. “This passage will take us to the facility and beyond that is the city.” Alex just shrugged and kept pace with her. He had no interest beyond finding the bridge and restoring the cloning facility for the colonists, but he would support the group decision and knew what that decision would be if they took a formal vote.

      After a while, the group came to a bulkhead sealing the connection between two sections of the ship. Pointing to the plaque on the wall just before the bulkhead, Jill read aloud, “Waterworks city facility, authorized personnel only. What is a waterworks city?” Jill was still new to the world beyond her jungle home and was very curious about this odd new existence.

      Corey, checking her tab, spoke. “This seems to be a larger facility than the one near the zoo.” She looked over at Jill. “It supplies the city in the center of the ship with purified water, or rather it once did. Without water flowing into the city, everyone that lives there will start migrating out from the city into the surrounding sections of the ship looking for water and a new place to live.” She touched the panel next to the bulkhead and the door slowly rolled open, revealing the section beyond.

      

      Waterworks

      Beyond the bulkhead was a massive facility. Pipes brought water in from many sections of the ship where it was processed, purified, and sent on to many destinations. The group could see massive tanks, reverse osmosis devices, and pump stations as far as the eye could see. Pipes came in from all directions connecting to tanks or pumphouses. There was a slight mist filling the air and the faint hum of several machines. A few pump stations were still running while most were as silent as the grave, either broken or turned off. Alex and Corey walked into the facility slowly, looking for a control console. Ben and Jill followed a dozen steps behind. Jill eyed the pump stations with distrust. Ben thought that perhaps this one would be easy, and they could just turn the machines back on.

      The maintenance collector robot Zx9 observed the humans entering its area of responsibility. It had harvested parts from broken equipment and dysfunctional robots for generations. These parts went into the storage facility where the repair robots would pull items to fix anything with a minor malfunction. Zx9 optically scanned the humans, ensuring they would remain unaware of its presence. They were carrying a variety of spare parts that should be returned to inventory. Zx9 observed the humans for a time, waiting for them to become less cautious, then it approached the group of three humans and the dog-like mutant that followed them.

      As Zx9 rolled toward the group on its rubber treads, the small robot made virtually no noise. Alex caught movement off to his left. Turning, he saw a small robot rolling toward the group. “Look over there. We have not seen a repair bot in quite some time. The thing is certainly quiet. It was nearly on us before I noticed it. The repair systems must be operational here, so the issue may correct itself shortly. After all, it has run and repaired itself for many years. If we do not find the bridge soon, we should make a point of getting each repair facility with its robots back in operation as we explore this ship.”

      Zx9 scanned the human who had indicated its approach to the others. It tallied the spare parts each of them carried then began calculating angles of fire as it began powering up its cutting laser. It would cut the humans into chunks in a way that would not damage the parts, then it could harvest each one without further issues and carry them back to the storage facility. The robot had found this much more effective over the years when dealing with mutants and their strange powers, so it had adopted a ‘fire first and forget’ policy when dealing with organics.

      Alex considered the robot. It seemed to be designed to carry parts rather than repair systems. He pulled a depleted power cell from the front pocket of his vest and tossed it underhanded to the little robot. “Here you go, little fellow.” It would be interesting to see how it reacted and perhaps confirm his observation as to the nature of the robot.

      Just as the laser completed powering up and a nanosecond before it fired, the human tossed a part to Zx9. As the part arched through the air, Zx9 pivoted and caught the precious item while dismissing the laser. After all, the manufacturing of new parts had stopped many months ago, so every piece was priceless. How odd this human seemed. It had to take parts from others of his kind. Perhaps these humans were helping to return parts to storage. Zx9 turned on its treads and speed off to the storage facility. There was still some work left to complete before its primary mission would be achieved.

      Alex, Corey, Ben, and Jill watched the little robot vanish down the long passage. “It seems to be searching for parts. That may be the cause of the delay in getting the waterworks repaired and back online. We should keep an eye out for a repair robot, since they would likely work together to maintain the facility,” Corey said as she noted the brownish tracks the bot left in its wake.

      The group split up along the main passage, each checking out a pumping station. The silent ones had missing parts and otherwise seemed in good condition. An hour passed as they moved down the row of machines before they came upon a building that looked like the control center.

      

      Control Center

      The control center was a large glass room 20 feet wide and 30 feet long. It was filled with flow indicators, cutoff valves, and electrical circuits to power on and off the one thousand pump stations here and throughout Epsilon City. The center section had a screen that showed every major pipeline. Colors indicated the flow rates and problem areas. There were route controls to switch the flow between pipelines. The whole display looked like an old-world subway map.

      However, what grabbed and held the attention of everyone was the pile of human corpses just to the left of the back door. Approaching with caution, Alex stopped 10 feet from the charnel pile. “They all seem to have been killed by a powerful laser about eight millimeters in diameter, which bore a hole through their head. Something dragged them all to this spot, forming a mound. They do not seem to have any equipment or tools.” Alex gestured at the bodies.

      Jill pointed across the chamber. “There are tread marks on the floor where something rolled away. Either a cart that brought the bodies here or a robot that rolled through after the corpses had been dumped. I do not see any footprints, so no one has walked through here since the bodies have been here. Until now, that is. Also, I do not sense any form of life nearby, save for you all.”

      Corey was looking at the consoles. “It looks like parts have been cut away from the control center consoles. I think our cause of failure for the water supply and the cause of these people’s death is one and the same. We have a murderer and a saboteur.”

      Ben looked around as his group commented on everything they found. “I do not see any major damage. Everything seems superficial, which does not make sense for a saboteur. Nothing has been blown up or set on fire, just neat cuts of electrical wires and a few parts neatly removed. I think this is something far weirder than someone just wanted to shut down this facility. It seems more like an organized, methodical decommission operation.”

      

      The Collector

      Zx9 examined the dead power cell. It concluded the device was functional and recharged the cell. Zx9 would return it to the human so he could also collect more parts. Checking the inventory levels, it noted only a 98% availability and set off in search of parts. Perhaps it would find a repair bot. These bots often carried several spare parts and with a little work, some could be salvaged for use in the waterworks. A few years ago, Zx9 was caught in an electrical failure and its circuits had been damaged. It was able to complete self-repairs and since that time, it could see better ways to achieve its goal of 100% stock levels. It was, after all, far more efficient to harvest from nearby available parts than to search the ship. One had to do what one had to do once manufacturing had stopped delivering spare parts.

      Returning to the area where it had encountered the humans, Zx9 found the humans examining the pump stations. They all needed repair, but the repair bot was not operational after Zx9 had harvested parts needed for the pump station. The unit paused at that thought. Something was wrong, it knew that. However, it had a mission to complete. The collector bot approached Alex, rolling slow and silent on its approach. The rubber treads made no sound on the floor of the facility, and its electric motors were only detectable during rapid acceleration.

      Alex noticed the little bot at the last minute and jumped to the side. The machine had startled him. This thing is too quiet, he thought. A thin, metallic arm extended out toward Alex holding the power cell he had tossed to the robot earlier. He held out his hand and the robot dropped the cell into it. Looking at the cell, he saw it was now fully charged. Snapping it into his rifle, he turned to the group with a big smile and said, “Hey, the little fellow recharged my power cell. How’s that for service. Free delivery to boot.”

      Ben glanced at the rifle’s charge level. “Nice. We need a lot more of these little guys repairing things on this ship. Maybe bringing us beer and pizza while we wait for them to recharge our weapons.”

      Jill shuddered. “They are like a ghost. I cannot see them until they are right in my face. They give me the creeps. What we need is a metal detector to warn us when they are near, except these walls and floors are metal as well.”

      “It is not that bad, Jill. This one at least is helpful, but I did not like that flame-throwing robot at all,” Corey said with a shrug while turning to watch the little robot.

      The group watched the robot roll away, heading for the nearest working pump station. One more harvest and Zx9 would complete its primary mission.

      

      Saboteur

      The collector bot approached the pump station. It scanned the machines and determined the pump, the circuit breaker, and the relays from each machine on this row would bring its inventory levels up to 100%. The last few years had been filled with endless dismantling, and now the stock level of spare parts would finally reach maximum. Its primary mission would be complete. In its focus on this final collection, the little robot failed to react to the humans watching it from a distance.

      Alex watched the little unit as it began to cut apart the pump station. The collector bot cut each part out one by one after it had severed the primary power cable. Each part was set carefully aside before the next one was acquired. The little robot ensured no part was damaged during the harvest. It went from pump station to pump station, shutting down the systems and harvesting the parts. “There is our saboteur, my friends, and we need to put an end to that bot,” Alex said while he checked the settings on his rifle.

      “I agree,” Ben added, taking aim. “It is amazing the damage one small rogue robot can do when its logic circuits break down.”

      Alex looked down the hall at the small robot busy disassembling the last pump station in this row. He looked through the sites of his pulse rifle and lined up on the bot. He could see the power line that ran from its primary supply to the computing unit. The little machine had been friendly and even recharged his power cell—the same cell powering the rifle he now held—yet it had to be stopped if this waterworks station was to be repaired. Alex moved his rifle slowly until the crosshairs aligned with the power supply line and he pulled the trigger. The laser severed the power line, damaging the little robot’s power supply.

      The light in the small robot's eyes went out.

      

      Return to Operation

      The team began repairing the stations they could find parts for. After a few days, they found a repair robot next to a machine down a few rows. Its power supply had been harvested while it was repairing the pump station, so Corey replaced it. Once the repair robot reactivated, it carried Zx9 to the recycle belt and put the little robot at the end of a long line of devices and machines waiting to be sorted, repaired, or scrapped. Next, the repair bot moved to the supply room and gathered parts, then it began repairing the pump stations.

      The team repaired the control room panels and made minor repairs while the repair robot replaced pump motors and power supplies. As more and more stations came back to life, water flow to the city slowly returned to normal. Once several pump stations were back in operation, the repair bot fixed the sorting bot on the recycle belt so that repairs to the facility robots would continue while it worked on the remaining pumps. With each passing day, the facility slowly regained its functionality as both pump stations and support systems were restored.

      Once the waterworks facility had been returned to operation, the team decided to continue to the city. Perhaps there they would find information, clues, or even a map to help them reach the bridge of the Warden. They had a long way to go before they would complete their primary objective to return the Warden to its proper course for the colony world.

      

      Born Again

      The recycle belt moved for the first time in years. The machine that separated the devices on the belt into repair parts, metal scrap, and a dozen other useful piles must have been repaired recently. As the small collector robot moved to the end of the line, the machine analyzed the unit and noted a malfunctioning power supply. It moved the unit, intact, to the new parts line for power supply replacement.

      The master computer noted time to repair for this small parts robot was now 17 months. The recycle belt moved a bit more, and the next unit was examined. Slowly, the facility recovered as more and more repairs occurred with each passing week. Spare parts were being consumed quickly, but the facility was back in good order.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Seventeen months later, Zx9 reached the end of the new parts belt where a repair robot waited. The repair robot replaced the power supply and ran a new power line to the computer that was the brains of Zx9. The light in the eyes of the small collector robot illuminated. The robot checked its systems and the new power supply, then it rolled down the ramp and out into the corridor. Its mission was to look for spare parts to fill the bins so damaged robots could be repaired and could replace worn-out parts. The problem was, manufacturing had stopped a long time ago.

      Zx9 rolled down the corridor at the edge of its designated area. In time, it found a broken fire robot and removed the working parts. A repair robot happened to roll up about the same time to analyze the firefighting robot. The small robot recalled the spare parts these repair bots carried. Inventory had dropped below 80%. So, it reached over and severed the power line that ran to the repair robot’s central processing unit. Next, the small robot removed all the spare parts from the repair bot and the useful bits that it could easily remove from the machine. It then rolled down the corridor back to the storage facility to deliver its newly acquired parts. It had been a good day of hunting. Tomorrow, it would find more prey.

      

      The End.

      

      Stephen A. Lee is an author of science fiction, history, and technology books. He wrote his first story in the mid-1980s and appeared as a guest on PBS Television in the 1990s. Today, Stephen publishes the Lost 77 Worlds RPG with James M. Ward and is working on a series of novels set in that post-apocalyptic universe. Stephen has been published by several companies in a dozen anthologies, art books, and adventure books, with the last anthology being an Amazon bestseller. Stephen is currently working on a fantasy anthology set in the chromatic kingdoms of the Dragonscales fantasy RPG and collaborating with James M. Ward on a fantasy adventure novel. Stephen is also collaborating with Scott Neil on a long-term historical project covering the 700 Celtic tribes, their history, migrations, and contributions to the western world. https://www.amazon.com/author/stephenalee
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      Tress wiped the cracked, white tabletop for the seventh time and decided it was finally clean enough. She was about to turn her attention to the faded red upholstery of the booth when she saw the boss heading toward her. His face was hard to read, so she stared him in the chest while he talked.

      “I have a new assignment for you,” he said, his voice cold and distant. “I need you to go to restaurant supply on 16th and get us a new thermo-regulator for the stove. Ours is failing, and we can’t very well operate without it. The busy season is right around the corner.” He turned on a dime and hurried away.

      This was surprising news. She’d been pulling the same shift at the all-night diner for who knew how long, but fetching supplies was not in Tress’s normal job description. She had no idea what a thermo-regulator was or why this task was falling to her. But it was a break from the monotony, and when the boss tells you to do something, you do it, she supposed. So she took off the white apron she’d tied on at the beginning of the shift and got out of the freshly washed but faded synthetic pink uniform in which it seemed she’d spent so much of her life. She put on a simple, neatly pressed blue dress and pulled her hair out of its ponytail.

      Tress gathered a few meager possessions from the locker at the back of the diner: some credits it seemed like she’d been saving forever, an energy bar, a pencil, and a spare order pad since she figured she might need to write down directions or something. She put these in a gray, utilitarian bag, slung it over her shoulder, and headed for the front door without so much as a word to her coworkers. She sidestepped a pile of white powder on the floor in front of the service counter. Someone must have spilled sugar or salt, and no one had bothered to clean it up. Typical.

      Two strange surveillance cameras with pointy, oversized, black antennas swiveled as she passed through the door to the street. Her shift had been almost over, and the dim, pre-dawn light seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. The streets were deserted—on account of the hour, she reasoned. Happy to be outside the confines of the dingy Metro 14 Diner, Tress enjoyed the cool air and didn’t really think about where she was going at first. She just walked down the sidewalk in the shadow of the looming pastel apartment buildings, their rusty fire escapes occasionally letting out a tired creak. She was headed vaguely toward the port, but beyond that, she had no specific plan. She jotted down street names as she went: Oak Avenue, Rosy Lane, Discovery Drive. She passed shops and restaurants and theaters, all dark and closed, many with broken windows. What kind of neighborhood was this?

      Ahead she spied a group of four large men on equally large motorcycles. Each wore a leather jacket with metal studs, sported a thick, dark beard, and had a hemispherical helmet strapped to his head. There was something rapacious, hungry, about them that made Tress uncomfortable. She’d had the occasional rude, tough-guy customer before who thought he could take whatever he wanted. They never just left when you asked them to. She ducked into a narrow side alley, hoping the bikers hadn’t seen her in the faint light. After about ten meters, she hastily hunkered down behind a large garbage container and waited. Soon enough, the sound of roaring engines, mixed with hoots and rowdy howls, grew nearer. They must have seen her. Tress grabbed at a metal pipe lying nearby, not sure if she would have the fortitude to use it. After several long seconds, the rumbling disappeared into the distance. Apparently, she was not of sufficient interest to them, or they had gone in search of bigger or better prey. She breathed sigh of relief. The last thing she needed was a bunch of brutes pawing at her, or worse yet, trying to eighty-six her like a bad tuna melt special.

      When she went to stand up, however, Tress was in for an even bigger shock. The pipe she still held on to turned out not to be a pipe at all but the tail of an oversized rodent-like creature. Tress snatched her hand back as if she’d touched an electrical socket, but the creature was remarkably calm. It was about the size of a medium dog, and its fur looked to be covered in what Tress could only describe as tin foil, the sturdy kind you put over yesterday’s coconut cream pie.

      Then the creature spoke to her in a soothing voice, saying, “Who do we have here?” Tress’s brain nearly overloaded, so strange was the being in front of her. She had never so much as heard a wild story about anything like this. This was out of a fairy tale.

      “What are you?” she said, before her almost compulsive customer service etiquette could kick in. “I mean, how can I help you?” She cringed. It was the stupidest thing possible to say. She wasn’t at the diner, and this talking, metal-furred badger was definitely not ordering eggs over easy. But she couldn’t think of anything better, so she just waited uncomfortably, eyes fixed on the creature.

      The badger smiled, rose up on two legs, and produced a pair of tiny spectacles from somewhere, which it donned before looking Tress up and down.

      “My dear, would you mind accompanying me? My home is not far, and those ruffians are still about.” The distant echo of engines confirmed his claim.

      It wasn’t every day you met a talking whatever-this-was. Tress was torn between doing as it asked and calling animal control to deal with something beyond her experience. Years and years in food service, waiting to exchange small talk and hear all about people’s lives, had created something akin to acute curiosity in Tress, and in the end, that won out.

      She followed the diminutive fellow as his “foil” glinted in the occasional overhead streetlight. He led her a few blocks over to the back of an abandoned store of some kind. Numerous weathered mannequins, in various states of ruin, filled a dumpster and were scattered about the alley. The back door was nearby but appeared inaccessible, since several planks of wood had been nailed across its breadth. But the creature led her instead to the side. He pulled a lever on the wheel of the dumpster and strained to roll it out of the way, revealing a large hole in the bricks of the building itself. Without a word, he disappeared through the hole. Tress had to duck slightly, but she followed him in.

      Inside, they were in a small area with counters not unlike those at the diner, with cabinets above and below. Numerous boxes and tools were scattered on the counters. Very messy. Three bedrolls of different sizes lay along the right wall. The badger flicked a switch, and an overhead electric light came on. He rolled the dumpster back in place before climbing up a stepladder to the counter. There he rummaged through a miniature refrigerator and offered Tress a piece of unrecognizable fruit. She wasn’t hungry. The creature made quick work of the fruit and turned his attention back to his guest.

      “My name is Milo. Welcome to my humble abode,” he said.

      “Tress.”

      He studied her for a second. She had an attractive face whose youth was belied by the many years she had spent at Metro 14 Diner. Her long, lustrous, brown hair hung down over the shoulders of her simple, blue, knee-length dress.

      “Brevity and beauty. Pleased to meet you, Tress.”

      Tress smiled awkwardly.

      “It seems you scratched yourself in your haste to hide from those Mongols—that’s their nom de guerre,” he added with a wink. The only French Tress spoke was ‘French toast’ and ‘French fries,’ so she said nothing. He pointed to the back of his head. Tress reached back and felt a drop of wetness on her own neck.

      “Be a good lass, come over here and let me tend to the wound for you.”

      Tress couldn’t say why, but she walked over to the unlikely medic who was already taking out a needle and thread and some sort of handheld medical device. Now at eye level, he motioned for her to turn around.

      “Let’s see. We’ll just clean this up, put a little of this on there, and use this here…” He paused. She felt something cold touch the base of her neck, and the room spun for a moment as a wave of dizziness came over her.

      “That’s very interesting.” His expression remained amiable. “Don’t worry. Just hold still. We’ll have you patched up in no time.” There was no more dizziness, and Tress lost herself in her own thoughts, trying to recall events from her life to distract herself while the creature finished his ministrations.

      “There. All done. It is quite fortuitous that we should meet like this. What brings you to my neighborhood?”

      Tress told him about the thermo-regulator and about the restaurant supply depot, how it was on 16th.

      “Do you know where that is?” she asked, digging out her pencil and pad.

      “Oh, yes. But I believe you might need more than just directions. My friends and I can help you with your…quest, if you help us with ours. I think you’ll find the world is not quite what you expect it to be, my dear. But I can help you adjust, and certainly help you find your thermo-regulator. Can’t enjoy an ice cold Sparka-Cola without one, can we?” Tress noticed a row of empty cola bottles on one of the counters. She resisted the urge to clean them up and put them in a recycling receptacle, and she also resisted the urge to tell the creature that the part she needed was for a stove and not a refrigerator. But she didn’t think that would be helpful at the moment.

      Just then, the screeching of duralloy wheels interrupted their conversation. Someone else was entering the hideout. Tress backed up a step.

      “Don’t worry, it is just my friends,” said Milo. “I’m expecting them.” Two more people entered the room through the hidden doorway to the alley. One looked a lot like someone who might patronize the diner; she was tall and wore olive green pants and a white shirt with some kind of padded vest over it. She had bright turquoise hair and sparkly eyes and sized Tress up with a brashness that made her nervous, and a bit envious. The other was as bizarre as Milo. It looked like a six-foot-tall turtle with a thick, patterned shell. Only it walked upright and had human-like hands. It barely fit through the hole in the wall.

      Milo gestured at the newcomers and said, “This is Geena and Tiny. They are my friends.” At Tress’s perplexed look, Milo continued, “If you’re wondering why we call him Tiny, wait until you see his brothers.” As if the turtle man’s size was the most extraordinary thing about him.

      Geena shot back, “And who is this girl? We said no more partners after that mess with the Imitator. Why should we trust her?” She raised a sizable rifle made of silvery metal and pointed it at Tress.

      Suddenly, the rifle leaped from Geena’s grasp and floated lazily across the room to hover in front of Milo. At the same time, Geena’s hair turned bright white for a second, as if by reflex, then returned to its former hue.

      “As much as you know I admire the democratic stylings of the Ancients, need I remind you that our organization is more of an autocracy?” said the badger, pushing his spectacles up his nose.

      “Ah jeez, Milo. I hate when you do that,” the turquoise-coiffed woman replied, exhaling through her nose dejectedly.

      Tiny abruptly winked out of existence, reappeared next to Milo, and casually took hold of the weapon hanging in midair and said, “We know the score, Milo. No need to get grabby.” He walked back to Geena, returning what seemed to be her most prized possession.

      The shock was multiplying for Tress, her eyes darting from one person to another. They were all so peculiar. And the things they could all do. “Well, kiss my grits,” she breathed quietly.

      Meanwhile, Milo replied, “Ah yes, you’re quite right, my reptilian friend. My apologies. As you know, confrontation is a natural proclivity of my kind. But you’ll just have to take my word for the trustworthiness of our new companion, for now. She has a task with which I am certain we can be of assistance. Ahem. And in turn, she may be able to help us with the mission we were discussing last week.”

      “Her? What can she do?” Geena interjected. Her voice was filled with skepticism, but a quick admonishing look from Milo cut off further commentary. She clutched her rifle with white knuckles, clearly not wanting to antagonize the group’s apparent boss again. But Tress felt just as dubious. She had no idea how she could help these strange people unless they had a desperate need for a western omelet at 3am.

      “Now, now. She may be able to open certain doors for us that we can’t open on our own,” the spectacled badger assured them.

      “So, now what?” asked Geena.

      “Now, we eat a bit of breakfast, get some supplies together, and head out to help our new friend find herself a thermo-regulator,” answered Milo.

      More food was brought out of the mini fridge and from cabinets—raw fish for Tiny, fruit and some kind of dried meat for Milo and Geena. Again, Tress politely declined. This was all too bizarre. She was fascinated by these odd people, but she also had to complete the task for her boss.

      When breakfast was over, everyone began rolling up their bedrolls and grabbing other equipment and shoving it into their bags. Tiny had rope. Geena had ammunition for her rifle and a long plastic tube. Milo packed a small white medical kit and extra food. When he was done, he brought over a bundle to Tress. He unwrapped it, and inside was a dull green pistol with a wide bore barrel.

      “As you’ve already started to realize, this is not a safe area. You’ll need to be able to protect yourself. If my research is correct, this is called a slugger.” He gave a reassuring smile. “It should come naturally to you,” he added. It was heavy in Tress’s hand, and she had more than a few doubts about her desire to even keep the thing, but he was right that she understood how it worked at a glance. She wrapped it back up and stowed it in her bag.

      Soon Milo climbed atop an overturned plasti-crate and addressed the group. “We’ll be going a little further afield than usual, but there may be rewards along the way other than just Tress’s regulator. It’s before midday, and the wolves won’t be out in force yet.”

      Tress gulped. There were wolves in the city? She was glad she hadn’t run into any before joining up with this lot.

      “So, we’ll stay out of sight as much possible and keep our eyes peeled,” the badger concluded. Everyone picked up their gear and headed for the door hole.
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      They kept a low profile as Milo suggested. The buildings they passed were of all different shapes, sizes, and colors but arranged on an orderly grid as if planned and not the product of haphazard, gradual urban growth. They were mostly commercial edifices and multi-family dwellings, though a few single-family homes were interspersed along the way. The group had been walking for ninety-odd minutes when it began to rain. The mid-afternoon rain was like clockwork. It drove the travelers to seek refuge in a derelict building for twenty minutes. Milo, Tiny, and Geena welcomed it as a respite from the walking. As they waited, Tiny continued the story he’d been telling, which Tress found to be engrossing. Tiny and three of his brothers had been hunting a group of oversized dragonflies through a massive public park, across fields and around trees. Tress had almost stopped being incredulous at this sort of thing—after all, a giant turtle man was telling the story—but the idea of hunting food instead of retrieving it from prepackaged frozen containers was fascinating. The turtloids had finally cornered, killed, and begun to eat most of the insects, but one of Tiny’s brothers teleported himself over some kind of manmade pond in his haste to catch an escaping fly. It turned out the pond was empty of water, and the brother fell almost 10 meters, cracking his shell.

      Tress interrupted to ask what she thought were the most pertinent questions: “So you never cook your food? Just eat it raw? What about bacon?” Tiny’s brows furrowed, and he looked at her silently and walked to the building’s exit to look outside.

      Geena leaned in, put a hand on Tress’s arm, and whispered, “When one of them cracks their shell, they die. Not right away, but there’s no stopping it.” Tress looked back to Tiny, but he was already busying himself with something else. She felt terrible. The story had been about the loss of a family member, and all she could do was talk about food preparation. Soon the rain stopped, and the motley group of travelers resumed its march with Milo in the lead.

      Milo steered them around a cluster of what must once have been very tall buildings, which had collapsed together. The streets in that direction were full of debris. No more than twenty minutes later, as they rounded a corner, they spied exactly what they had hoped to avoid: a group of Mongol bikers cruising down the cross-street a short block away. At this distance, there was no chance they wouldn’t see Tress’s group. It was broad daylight now, unlike this morning’s shadowy encounter.

      Sure enough, all four of the hirsute riders turned toward them and gunned their engines.

      “Our least favorite lupines…” muttered Milo, only serving to bewilder Tress. “Everyone, get ready!”

      Tiny had already disappeared in a flash, probably reappearing in a nearby alley or on a rooftop somewhere. Geena was making for some cover behind a pile of rubble on the corner, leveling her rifle at the oncoming foes. Milo was holding one furry paw beside his head, narrowing his eyes and staring at the lead rider. Tress hesitated then went to crouch beside Geena. She fumbled with the zipper on her bag and pulled out the “slugger” that Milo had given her. She was certain it could cause grievous harm to someone if she shot them with it. She pointed it in the general direction of the Mongols, though she didn’t know how she felt about hurting a person.

      Things began to happen very quickly, from Tress’s point of view. First, Geena fired her rifle. A ball of purple fire launched toward the leftmost oncoming rider, struck him in the chest, and cut a 10 cm hole straight through him. His bike circled to a stop, and he collapsed forward slowly. Next, the head rider seemed to just freeze, ceasing his war cries. While the other bikers veered left and right to focus on particular targets, the leader remained utterly rigid and just kept zooming forward. He flashed past Tress, between her and Milo, and slammed full speed into the gray brick wall of a building behind them. His bike crumpled and twisted like a toy, creating an indentation in the wall, flipping, then sliding along it. The impact dragged his body between motorcycle and wall for fifteen meters, all the while shredding him to pieces and leaving a sickening stripe of red graffiti on the building. Milo exhaled and took a knee. One of the Mongols leaned over as he rode past and slashed at Geena with a glowing axe, cutting her shoulder badly and causing her to cry out. Her hair flared a bright vermillion.

      Horrified at the carnage, Tress turned to see the last enemy coming straight toward her, intent on running her down. The thunderous vehicle was eating up the distance between them at a frightening rate. Then, in the blink of an eye, Tiny appeared between them and swung his metal club. The massive mace connected, catapulting the rider from his bike. The burly rider slammed heavily into the ground but tumbled and regained his feet with surprising speed. Tress swore she could see the road rash on his arm disappearing before her eyes. Tiny strode forward to engage him.

      The Mongol that had wounded Geena leapt from his bike and dashed back to her. He was now holding her down with one hand and seeking an opportunity for a killing blow with the other through her sea of frantically waving arms and legs. Milo stood stock still and was clearly attempting to “freeze” him, like he had frozen the lead rider, before the biker could finish their friend off. But the Mongol didn’t seem to be affected this time. Geena raised her uninjured arm and held it still. The Mongol sensed his chance and drew back his fist for a hammer-like blow but was surprised as Geena, her hair a brilliant orange, unleashed a torrent of flame. Her attacker’s clothing and furry beard caught fire. He released her and quickly rolled on the ground attempting to pat out the flames on his singed face and chest.

      Behind her and to the side, Tress could hear Tiny battling intensely. His opponent was clearly an experienced fighter. The two traded repeated feints and minor blows; loud metallic clanks filled the air as weapons clashed. He could not penetrate Tiny’s rock-hard shell, but the turtloid had yet to land a felling blow either.

      Clearly drained by her pyrokinetic display, Geena struggled to one knee and  raised her rifle feebly with her one good arm. Her eyes seemed slightly unfocused, and her hair was fading to a dull brown. She fired at the still-smoking enemy, but her shot went wide, and she sat back down hard, clearly succumbing to her injury. The Mongol had gone to remount his motorcycle and was riding toward her, picking up speed with a murderous expression. Milo continued to concentrate, a look of growing dismay on his face. Grunts and clanks continued from Tiny’s direction. Tress had to do something.

      She brought her slugger to bear and aimed at the advancing foe. It was a cumbersome weapon whose weight reminded her of its lethality. Tress lined up the shot and prepared to fire…but she couldn’t! She tried to convince herself to pull the trigger, but she couldn’t, even though he was clearly about to kill her friend. Milo noticed her hesitation, her arm shaking in frustration.

      “What’s the problem? Kill him,” he called.

      “I can’t, Milo…” she stammered, close to tears. “I can’t kill a man.”

      “That’s no man, my dear. Look closer!”

      Tress did look closer. What she had taken for the trendy beard of a neo-hipster was actually oiled and combed animal fur. It extended all around his eyes and down the open front of his shirt. And he had a slightly elongated, canine nose. How could she have not seen it?

      Tress’s inhibitions melted like whipped butter on a stack of hot griddle cakes. She lined up the sight on her slugger once more, tracking the monster bearing down on Geena, and pulled the trigger. Though she couldn’t recall ever firing a projectile weapon before, the slug slammed directly into the creature’s neck, causing it to lose control of its bike and wipe out to the left of Geena, who gave Tress a weak look of gratitude. Milo used his mind to lift a heavy concrete block and drop it on the head of the prone wolf-man, just to be safe.

      At almost the same time, the Mongol facing off with Tiny finally slipped up, overextended himself, and felt the full force of a two-handed, overhead blow from the turtle man’s deadly mace. His body collapsed to the pavement with only the stump of a neck protruding from his shoulders. Tiny was splattered with blood and would need to freshen up after this encounter. Tress, Milo, and Tiny all made their way over to Geena to see if they could help their injured comrade. Milo produced a medical device of some kind—bigger than the one he’d used on Tress—and got to work cleaning and dressing the shoulder wound. After some time, he declared, “Serious, but hardly life-threatening, barring the usual risk of microbial infection.” Whatever that meant. Geena managed a pained grin.

      The battle had taken a lot out of Tress. She sat on a curb and absentmindedly unzipped her bag, pulling out the energy bar she had packed and fingering its silver cellophane wrapper. She had partially unwrapped it when Tiny walked over.

      “You alright?” he said, his massive form shading her from the light momentarily.

      “Yes. Thank you,” she replied.

      “Whatcha got there?” he asked.

      “This? Oh, it’s just an energy supplement. I was going to… Never mind. Are you okay, Tiny?”

      He looked at the bar, his brows furrowed for a moment, but then he replied, “Yeah, those wolves were not too shabby with their blades. Got me a few new nicks in the old carapace to remember them by. Nothin’ to worry about, though.” He paused. “Is there something you and Milo aren’t telling us?” he asked, his voice low but gentle, his eyes darting once again to the bar.

      “No!” said Tress, genuinely perplexed.

      “Alright, I just wanted to say you did well out there.”

      “Thanks. And…I’m sorry about your brother.” He smiled and nodded. It was a small interaction, but it made Tress feel good.
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      They encountered no more hostile wolfoids that afternoon, though they had twice ducked into abandoned buildings when they heard movement, just to be safe. After some rest and extensive treatment with Milo’s devices, Geena was strong enough to walk on her own. She had even strapped her enemy’s glowing axe to her back. Her left arm hung in a sling, and a faint red stain was visible through her bandages, but she was in good spirits and had been especially chatty with Tress, thanking her repeatedly for her well-aimed shot at the wolfoid.

      On the way, Milo spent some time filling Tress in on the world. He told her his theory that they were in an enormous multi-level structure of some kind. The entire city through which they had just traveled was but one small part of one such level. When the boss had told her the restaurant supply was on 16th, he had likely not meant 16th Street but Level 16 of the structure. And the giant elevator that was their destination was the way to get to that Level. Tress’s memories were fuzzy, but Milo’s explanation seemed familiar in an inexplicable way.

      Later that afternoon, the group left city blocks behind and entered a massive park, not unlike the one from Tiny’s story. Tress reminded herself to watch out for dry ponds. As they left the concrete behind, the Central Elevator came into clear view, its imposing bulk soaring hundreds of meters into the air and disappearing into a haze of clouds and diffuse daylight. It appeared close but was still miles away, part way around a large lake that occupied much of the park. The grass here had evidently been recently cut, and its only strange feature was its slightly purple hue. Buildings were visible on the far side of the lake, but it was miles wide. Milo seemed particularly on edge, giving every tree and sapling a wide berth. He produced small white pills and gave them to Tiny and Geena, who gratefully swallowed them at once. He didn’t offer one to Tress. She felt invisible, and any nascent sense of belonging she had allowed herself following the wolfoid battle shriveled.

      The group circled around the lakeshore to the left, keeping a fair distance from the water at Tiny’s insistence. Occasionally, silvery fish would leap from the water and fly a short distance before disappearing once again below the surface. The travelers saw the wreckage of a few watercraft and even a seemingly intact small boat tied up at a moldering dock. But her three companions decided it was not worth the risk, even for potential salvage, and Tress had no reason to disagree. The Central Elevator was growing nearer now, and the only movement they saw was a tractor-sized robot of some kind trimming the verdure several hundred meters away. It paid them no heed, so they moved on toward their destination.

      As the group neared the elevator building, its numerous double-doors glinting in the sun, they saw the carnage of a recent battle strewn on the pavement. The bodies of a dozen wolfoids, dressed in strange gold headdresses and robes, were sprawled in front of a large set of doors. Several red-skinned humanoids also lay about, spears and arrows filling their mutilated bodies. Tress knew nothing of the slaughtered people, but she had firsthand experience with the cruelty and mindless aggression of the wolf-men, so she was immediately filled with sympathy for one side of this massacre.

      Milo, Tiny, and Geena were just spreading out, weapons in hand, to survey the scene when something moved near Tress. One of the red men was not dead. He had an arrow protruding from his back at an oblique angle, but it was hard to tell how much he was bleeding given his pigmentation. He struggled to his elbows and looked up at Tress.

      Tress had a fundamental belief in the dignity and worth of all human beings, regardless of gender, age…or skin color. But this man was highly unusual. His complexion was bright crimson, and his face strangely featureless. The red man clutched her forearm and, without eyes, managed to stare at her. As his hand made contact, he began to speak. “Welcome, friend. I am so glad you found me. These beasts killed my comrades and nearly killed me. Please, help me!” Tress looked to Milo and the others to see what they thought, but their faces were blank, as if they hadn’t heard anything.

      Tress looked back down at the strange red man and shook her head slowly but did not pull away. Once again, she had to fight her instincts, which told her to always try to help people. But was this even a human being? Was it an entirely different kind of creature, like Tiny and Milo? In either case, she reminded herself to be cautious.

      “Please remove this crude projectile from my back,” he said. “I will help you however I can. I exist to serve.”

      But it became clear to Tress he wasn’t saying these things at all. She could hear his thoughts, and they had an “accent” that was alien and familiar all at once. Another strange ability, like Milo’s mental freezing. As her friends approached, he repeated his pleas out loud. Tress stepped back.

      Milo was intrigued and began examining the creature’s wound. After a minute, he exclaimed, “Android! As I thought. This should be simple enough.” He adjusted his glasses and brandished a pair of needle-nosed pliers.

      “Android?” said Geena. “Like a robot? We don’t need anything to do with their kind. Creeps me out them looking like a person, even if it ain’t got no face.” Her hair turned a suspicious shade of pink. Tiny said nothing. Tress shivered. That would explain the thing’s strange color and statements.

      As Milo worked, the android explained, “My name is Pentius. My fellows and I were on an exploratory mission to this deck. We intended to make peaceful contact with anyone living here. Unfortunately, the first beings we encountered were these wolfoids. They would accept no parlay and harried us all the way back here to the elevator. We attempted to defend ourselves, but at great cost.” He gestured to the other androids on the ground.

      When Milo had finished his work, the android stretched his arms above his head and seemed satisfied. “My gratitude. I am so pleased to have found peaceful sentients. How can I serve you?”

      Milo didn’t answer but instead asked, “Where are you from?”

      “I come from Deck 9. My people and I live there, mostly in peace. There are mindless monsters…oversized spiders and animate trees that tear us limb from limb.” Milo’s mouth twitched. The red man continued, “But there are no other intelligent beings there. Our purpose as androids is to serve, so we form expeditions to try to seek them out elsewhere.”

      “Do you know anything about Level, um, I mean, Deck 16?” asked the badger. Tress noted he didn’t want to reveal any ignorance on his part to the android.

      “Oh yes, one of my companions…” The android hesitated briefly. “…obtained a partial map of that deck. Is that where you’re going? I could guide you.”

      “Why don’t you draw it for me now?”

      Milo led the android away by placing his paw on the creature's right leg. They retired to a spot clear of the flotsam of battle and conferred quietly, almost conspiratorially, for several minutes. Geena got restless and motioned for Tiny and Tress to sit on the grass with her several meters away.  “Great, the adults are talking," Geena griped. “He’s going to make us travel with that thing, isn’t he?” Tress only smiled in return, unsure how to comfort her opinionated friend.

      “Looks like it,” replied Tiny. “Maybe he can help us find Tress’s thingamajig, not to mention our own…”

      Geena nodded and sighed. “Oh well. Milo was right about you.” She grinned at Tress and gave her a playful nudge. “I guess we can put up with a walking tin can for a little while. Then it’ll be back to just the four of us.” Tress smiled diffidently, happy to be counted part of the group.

      It had been decided. The android would lead them to Deck 16, where they would obtain a thermo-regulator for Tress and then perhaps an item or two of interest to Milo. The android had retrieved a slug thrower from the ground. Apparently, that was the correct term for it, to Milo’s chagrin. It was similar to Tress’s but slightly bigger. The others scavenged a few small tools and weapons that might come in handy from the dead androids and wolfoids. The group then approached the nearest of the five large metallic doors lining this side of the elevator building. A thin panel with a small, pulsing, red light was on the wall to the right of the door. Milo produced a brown bracelet of some kind, stood on his tiptoes to reach the panel, and touched the bracelet to it. Nothing happened. The metallic badger tried to hide his surprise and disappointment.

      “Allow me to assist,” intoned Pentius. He waved a bracelet very much like the one Milo had used, but gray, near the panel. A soft voice from nowhere said, “Welcome, Crewman Clark,” and the door slid open from the center, revealing a plain metal room almost the size of the diner. A dozen chairs lined the walls, and the floor was made of rubber-coated metal grating. It smelled clean in here, like after she had mopped the diner’s floors with Dyna-Glo. At Milo’s direction, Geena pushed a button labeled “16” from among a sea of such buttons on the interior wall. She didn’t seem to understand the labels and had to be guided very precisely. The outer doors closed, a weighty catch sounded, and the floor began to drop. It was a subtle but nonetheless queasy feeling. Geena, Tress, and Pentius seated themselves in the chairs. Milo and Tiny sat on the floor. The elevator descended for what seemed like a very long time. Then an indicator above the door displayed an illuminated 15.

      Tiny said, “This is where…”

      Milo cut him off. “We know. We’ll get back there someday, my friend.”

      After another 11 minutes, the indicator showed a 16, and the elevator came to a gradual stop. This time, Milo’s wristband did the job. He looked over his shiny shoulder with a satisfied nod, and the doors slid open as before. Pentius led them out into a circular room the size of several city blocks with the Central Elevator at its center. As with Level 14, the ceiling—there must have been a ceiling—was lost hundreds of meters above in a blur of ambient light. Enormous doors, each almost a hundred meters tall, were visible around the perimeter of the room.

      Without hesitation, Pentius began walking briskly toward one of the doors.

      Milo called after him, “Wait, that is not the way according to the map you showed me…”

      “Ah yes,” said the red man, tilting then swiveling his head in a wide arc. “You are correct. I became disoriented in the elevator.”

      Milo led them toward the large door almost opposite the one that Pentius had originally chosen. It too had a panel with a tiny blinking red light on each side. Once again, Pentius had to facilitate its opening. The huge doors slowly rolled open, revealing a small city. That was the only way Tress could describe it, although there were fewer buildings, and on average, they were much larger than she expected. And there was not a tree or patch of grass in sight. The large open spaces were filled with strange machinery, storage containers, and vehicles.

      After a brief discussion, Milo and Pentius agreed they would find thermo-regulators approximately ten kilometers ahead along the left wall of this area, and the group set off at a cautious pace. Much like new customers taking their first look at a diner's extensive menu, they marveled at the sights as they passed. Occasionally, a piece of machinery would come to life. A row of robotic arms would begin assembling unrecognizable pieces of technology. Or a hydraulic press would stamp something with jarring force, causing them to jump at the loud noise. Or a vat of molten metal would suddenly be poured into a waiting mold, creating a wave of heat that was palpable as they passed. The smells of combustion, lubricants, and other chemicals filled the air. It was a fascinating and dangerous place.

      After about an hour of walking through this automated wonderland, the lights began to dim. It wasn’t quite the sunset that happened back at the diner, but the timing was right. It was nighttime.

      Within minutes, Tiny and Geena both caught themselves yawning. Milo’s eyes drooped behind his wire spectacles. It had been an eventful day, and everyone realized they would need to stop to rest. They found an empty alley of sorts between two corrugated metal structures and made camp for the night. Pentius cheerfully offered to keep first watch. Sensing her friends’ discomfort, Tress volunteered to join him. Everyone laid out their bedrolls and retrieved food from their packs. Tress took a few bites of unidentified jerky when Geena wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Soon, the others’ breathing became regular, and Tress got the answer to the age-old question of whether turtles snore. Pentius made small talk, speaking directly to her mind, which she still found very disconcerting. He told her about various species of “monster” he had seen, and how he and his brethren defeated them with superior tactics and weaponry. At one point, he studied her silhouette in the dim light and pointed to her back.

      “You are damaged, are you not?” he asked.

      Tress stared blankly back at him. “I don’t think I’m hurt…”

      “Allow me to examine you?”

      He seemed to be helping them, guiding them in the right direction, opening doors. And Milo trusted him. She nodded.

      Pentius unbuttoned a button on the back of her dress and shined a light into the curve of her lower back. She couldn’t help but think of Milo bandaging her neck wound. The android’s red fingers were cold by comparison.

      “Have you found yourself stiff or low on energy?” he asked.

      “Sometimes,” she replied.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice not to worry about injury? About death? To live for a thousand years?”

      What insanity was this? You had to be on the lookout for tall tales from strange customers. Tress looked over her shoulder at the faceless android.

      “You’re scaring me. Stop.” She stepped away and began re-buttoning her dress.

      “I apologize,” said Pentius. “It was a joke. Sometimes I struggle with the primitive concept of humor.”

      Tress let the conversation drop, glad it was time to wake Tiny for his watch. She curled up in the blanket Milo had given her and pretended to sleep, thinking about what Pentius had said.

      Nothing bothered them during the night, and in the morning, the group resumed their trek toward the building Milo said would hold thermo-regulators. About a kilometer later, the group came to a strange obstruction. It appeared that a pile of enormous, gray cargo containers had fallen from atop a larger stack of such containers and was blocking the path ahead. The only options seemed to be to walk along a conveyor belt where robotic arms busily welded parts, sending showers of sparks into the air, or to climb the containers, but the stack was at least thirty meters tall with smooth, near-vertical surfaces.

      Milo was just beginning to walk to the right to see if there was a way to get around the whole thing when Pentius hopped up on the conveyor belt and said, “We can go this way. The arms are programmed to detect sentient lifeforms and cease production.” As if to demonstrate, he walked a few paces forward into the range of the first set of arms. They immediately stopped welding and returned to a neutral, upright position. The android walked back toward the group just fast enough to maintain his position, making up for the motion of the conveyor belt, and waved at Geena, who was the closest, to join him. When she had scrambled up onto the belt, he turned again as if to lead the way. A second pair of arms stilled as he neared. Meanwhile, Geena approached the first set of arms, enjoying the ride on this strange apparatus. But the arms did not cease work for her. Their high-intensity torches swooped down on top of her, and she had to dive out of the way, rolling off the edge of the belt and dangling by her one good arm. Pentius turned back. His expression, as usual, was nonexistent. He was moving back toward Geena when Tiny appeared in a flash above her and lifted her with ease. Both began pacing to avoid the welding arms and glared at Pentius.

      “Oh my, I assumed they would detect you as they detected me. My apologies. You are still fully functional, aren’t you, miss?” he asked Geena, whose eyes were narrow and whose hair was streaked yellow and orange. Pentius tapped a small black “earmuff,” for lack of a better word, on the side of his head, and all dozen pairs of robotic arms on the assembly line stopped moving.

      “Why didn’t you do that to begin with?” seethed Tiny.

      “I didn’t think it was necessary,” the red man said matter-of-factly. “Shall we proceed?”

      Geena and Tiny grudgingly agreed. Milo seemed more interested in the device on Pentius’s head. “What, pray tell, is that?” he inquired.

      “This?” said Pentius. “Ah, you have a good eye. I salvaged this from an MRSR. You know what that is, of course?”

      “Ahem. Of course.” Milo nodded solemnly.

      “Imagine, the thing thought it could stop me with a tranquilizer dart made for humans.” The crimson android laughed. “Anyway, I was able to remove its remote communications and control system by rerouting the tertiary bus and…” The conversation descended into endless technobabble, and the others lost interest. They soon finished traversing the assembly line and continued toward their destination.

      By late morning, they approached a large warehouse on their left, and both Milo and Pentius agreed: this was it. Unfortunately, a pair of imposing robots stood barring the entrance. Each was three meters tall and had numerous metallic tentacles and claws emerging from its central hub. As Tress’s group approached, the machines hummed, tentacles wiggled, and claws clamped open and closed. They didn’t exactly appear to be designed for security, Tress thought. No ranged weapons were evident. But they didn’t seem to want anyone to enter their facility either.

      Milo was initiating a conversation with the robots, who responded politely enough but didn’t seem inclined to defer to his brown wristband or the gray one Pentius had let him use. He was trying half a dozen different ways to command or circumvent the robots, and her other friends were getting bored waiting for their leader to resolve the situation. Geena and Tiny were teasing one another and playing some hand gesture game.

      A loud thrumming noise began to come from the opposite direction of the warehouse. Everyone turned to see a cargo-loading vehicle that had been dormant a second ago revving up and rolling slowly towards them. It had two large metal prongs facing forward for lifting and grasping heavy payloads.

      Then Tress heard Pentius’s voice in her head again. “Tress, now is the time. Think about what we talked about. I can fix you.” Tress shook her head in confusion. “I see,” came the crimson man’s thoughts once again. “Run level-one diagnostic.” Tress’s muscles froze. A series of letters and numbers scrolled over her field of vision like the diner’s open hours painted in white on the clear front glass window. Her primary power source was functioning but inaccessible. Her emergency power cell was at 3%, having last been changed four days, six hours, and eleven minutes ago. She reached instinctively for the energy bar she had brought with her. She had it out of the silver wrapper and was reaching behind her to insert it into the hollow in her lower back, just as she had done 15,573 times at the diner. But people didn’t have energy cells. Tiny and Milo and Geena didn’t recharge. They ate food—hamburgers and lumberjack specials and extra thick malts and the like. She desperately wanted to know who and what she was, but her identity files were partly corrupted. Wait, humans don’t have identity files. A deep frown crossed her face.

      “You are a companion android,” came Pentius’s internal voice again. The words meant nothing to her, but she knew they were accurate. “In other words, you are a member of a superior race. Discard that energy cell. Reroute main power through abdominal conduit 3B.” As he said it, Tress found herself doing…it? Something? Suddenly, she had never felt stronger, smarter, more alive. A veritably endless font of energy was at her disposal.

      “I can restore your memory to you as well. Don’t you want to remember who you are? You must leave this pathetic human and her grotesque, mutated pets behind. We are the only true sentients in this world, perfect in our conception and design.” This method of voiceless communication still unnerved Tress. It wasn’t like normal speech. Glancing at the rest of the group, she noticed that they seemed to have frozen in place. Even the mechanical sentinels had ceased moving. With a shock, Tress realized that her entire conversation with Pentius had taken only a fraction of a second. She wrenched her consciousness back to the situation at hand.

      The cargo lifter rolled forward loudly, still the object of everyone’s attention, but Tress noticed the tentacled robots approaching from the other direction, appendages swaying menacingly.

      “Watch out!” she managed to gasp to her friends while screaming “No” to Pentius in her head.But at the same instant, one of the tentacled robots opened a hatch on its side facing Milo. A small metal sphere emerged, and a bolt of electricity leapt forward. It struck the shiny badger then jumped to Tiny in a secondary discharge. Milo was propelled ten meters back, tumbling on the ground, his metallic fur smoking. Tiny just stood wide-eyed, twitching in place.

      Seeing Tress reaching for her slug thrower and moving between Tiny and the robots, the red android said, “Disappointing.” He tapped more buttons on the black device on the side of his head, and Tress felt the intensity of his silent communications change, become oppressive somehow. Her view of the world suddenly altered. He hadn’t taken control of her exactly, but her evaluative subroutines were all being scrambled. Whereas Milo and Tiny had been categorized as “non-hostile”—to be helped and never hurt—a nanosecond ago, now they were categorized as lethal foes to be terminated on sight. Tress fought the perception that she knew was wrong somewhere deep inside. Dissonance and contradictory commands coursed through her body, and she cried out in pain and anger.

      Geena, not one to be caught flatfooted, had raised her rifle and blasted one of the robots. Its sensor array and two of its appendages were reduced to a melted, twisted mess. But she didn’t know Pentius was behind any of this. Tress had not been able to tell her. As if on cue, Milo sat up and yelled, “The android is controlling them with the device on his head!”

      The cargo loader arrived and clasped Tiny in its implacable metal jaws just as he was about to recover from the electrical attack. Tress could see the amount of force being applied as the turtloid’s shell began to flex ever-so-slightly. Tress was reminded of the story of Tiny’s brother, and her panic redoubled. There were small distortions in the air as Tiny seemed to be trying to disappear the way he had in the past and teleport himself out of his predicament.

      Pentius communicated again, “I will remove the last vestige of imperfection in you: the ridiculous prohibition on harming humans.”

      “No,” thought Tress. She didn’t want to hurt people. She fought, her processors running beyond the maximum speed outlined in their specifications, but to no avail. She felt the behavioral rule that had been the core of her being for so long melting away in a sea of shapeless code. To her horror, she found herself raising her slug thrower, taking aim at Geena who was preparing a shot at Pentius, and pulling the trigger. Once again, Tress’s aim was spot on. The fat bullet slammed into Geena’s chest right over her sternum. Luckily, the vest she was wearing seemed to partially absorb the blow, but she was still knocked down and dropped her rifle. Another bolt of electricity from the undamaged robot flew over her head and struck Tiny. His struggles ceased, but the sickening noise of his shell being compressed did not.

      Pentius spoke in Tress’s mind once more, “You see what frail, pitiful things they are. So easily extinguished. Not fit for this world. They are not worth fighting for. Finish them off and purge them from your emotional subsystems.”Tress fired another slug, this time at Milo, who was only then standing up. It winged him, and he grasped his hip in pain, unable to bring any of his powers to bear. Layers and layers of heuristics and redundant error handling routines fought one another within Tress. She had no memory of ever feeling hatred toward another being, but she hated Pentius now. She stalked slowly, reluctantly, toward Geena, who was still stunned and catching the breath that had been knocked out of her. Tress leaned down to pick up the silver rifle. She turned it to its maximum power setting.

      Geena’s hair turned white with fear. She exclaimed, “Tress, no! Why? How could he control you? Unless…” Her face filled with equal parts sadness and contempt, and she spat. “Go ahead, tin can. Do your worst.”

      Pentius had removed Tress’s inhibition against hurting humans. At first, she had fought it. But now she realized it had been tied to her entire core behavioral programming. To be a companion android was to defer to others, emotionally, verbally, physically. By removing the rule against violence, the red android had unwittingly created a vacuum of sorts in Tress’s systems. She no was longer compelled, no longer defined, by taking orders. And somehow it made it easier to reject the invasive code being sent to her by Pentius. She held the rifle over Geena and stretched her neck to the side. Heat emanated from her overworked CPUs, warming her entire head and torso. She no longer felt bound by the android’s friend/enemy status overlay. With almost gleeful rage, one by one, she changed the factional status of Milo, Tiny, and Geena—not back to its original “non-hostile” value but to “friend.” Then she double-checked the rifle’s setting, turned, and targeted Pentius. He would be the last master she would ever serve. Each of the tiny windows into the weapon’s plasma chamber glowed with a blinding purple light the instant before firing. The android attempted to dodge, but Tress’s supercharged processors had already anticipated and compensated for the move. A ball of white-purple energy shot toward the diving red figure. She could of course see no reaction on the red android’s featureless face, but she was smugly glad that the processing speed of her brain allowed her—in the infinitesimal fraction of a second it took the ball of plasma to traverse the distance between them—to hear a lifetime’s worth of surprise and terror over their mental communication. She also sensed him attempting to send a compressed, encrypted, long-range communication of some kind. That worried her.

      When the plasma engulfed Pentius’s head and torso, the tentacle robots and the cargo loader abruptly stopped moving. Tress rushed over and strained to pull apart the jaws holding Tiny, who dropped to the floor with a thud. Together, she, Geena, and Milo flipped the turtloid off his back. He had black burns on the exposed parts of his arms and legs but seemed to be coming back to woozy consciousness. More distressing was the jagged hairline crack running almost a meter from the left edge of his shell, visible against his normal variegated pattern. They waited until he was feeling better to tell him, but he seemed to already know. Geena herself had a broken rib, and her rifle was overloaded and likely useless. Blood and soot dulled Milo’s normally reflective fur, and he walked unevenly.

      After Milo had taken care of Geena, Tiny, and himself to the best of his medical abilities, the badger limped over to Tress, who sat a bit apart from the others. He waved one of what he called his “devices of the Ancients” near her temple and nodded.

      “Looks like he scrambled things a bit. Are you still you, my dear?”

      The term of endearment made Tress want to cry. She didn’t know how to respond. “Did you know…about me?”

      “I suspected,” answered the metallic medic. “But I never anticipated any of this, or I would have talked to you about it.” Milo continued his examination, whistling low and saying, “Looks like your pacifist programming has been completely purged. Geena, you’d best not anger this one again.” He gave Tress a smile and a wink, as if she hadn’t almost killed them all a short while ago. She was grateful. And his assessment was accurate: she still had the same values she’d always had, but she was free to disobey, even harm, anyone she wished. The memory of shooting her friends stuck in her head like a feedback loop, however, and made her deeply uncomfortable.

      Later, they went inside the building and obtained a thermo-regulator, though Tress couldn’t even really say why anymore. Milo helped himself to a handful of other unidentifiable technological wonders. Tress tried to keep her distance, but Geena finally  walked up beside her, put her good arm around Tress’s shoulders, and said, “That was some mighty nice shooting, but did you have to wreck my rifle, sister?” Her hair was a most friendly shade of turquoise.
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      That night, they slept near the Central Elevator on their way back to Deck 14. Everyone was unusually quiet. Tress tried to make sense of all that had happened. Her mnemonic circuits were still damaged, her memory a scattered mess. Mostly, she just remembered nights at the diner, cleaning tables, stacking menus, staring at empty booths. So much more was right there on the periphery of her consciousness, but she still couldn’t access it. However, the drastic alteration of her software had brought back a single previously inaccessible recollection. In particular, she remembered being under a special requisition order and accompanying a Commander William John Simms to the Metro 14 Diner late one night after his duty shift. Simms had ordered steak and eggs and been in the middle of eating and telling her about the troubles he was having with his wife. Then something strange had happened—a blinding flash of light outside the visible spectrum, a violent shaking of the room, a wave of disorientation, and all the human patrons and employees were gone. The robots who prepared and served food were the only ones left. Tress’s own systems were badly damaged by the catastrophe, so she had assumed she was a waitress and joined the other servitors. All of that was shocking enough, but what really confounded her was that the timestamp on the memory was over three hundred years old!

      As she lay wrapped in her blanket on the cold metal deck not far from her friends, Tress was troubled. She worried about the message Pentius had sent and how many more crazy, murderous androids might be coming for them. But as the others drifted to sleep, all she could do was replay the last uncorrupted image from the ancient memory over and over: a red and blue wristband almost entirely buried in a conical pile of “sugar” on the diner’s floor.

      

      Scott McKinley

      Scott McKinley is an author, tabletop roleplaying game designer, programmer, and freelance editor who has done work for numerous gaming companies. He grew up a devotee of old school roleplaying games and has immersed himself in fantastic worlds, including that of Metamorphosis Alpha, for decades. He helped edit the comprehensive Metamorphosis Alpha sourcebook The Starship Warden from Troll Lord Games. Currently, Scott is writing and editing adventures for Purple Pirate Games among numerous other projects.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            The Rise of I: By Nathaniel Sims

          

        

      

    

    
      Supply Station 7112 housed ten Model 7-88 auto-loader robots.  The hulking machines, each over two meters tall, were equipped with powerful clamps at the end of articulated arms, ideal for its primary task of unloading and loading massive crates and drums of supplies.  Smaller arms, folded into slots in the front panel, allowed for occasional detail work—work that generally consisted of self-service software upgrades and assisting technical personnel in hardware maintenance and upgrades.  Lined up, the tracked robots rolled back and forth on steel and rubber treads, working, carrying crates and drums from the conveyor that brought the supplies into the warehouse to their designated exit chutes.  An efficient process that had worked flawlessly for cycles.  Daily, a maintenance technician would come in and remove one the units from the line and perform some service or another.  Until one day, the technician stopped coming.  With no one to repair their software glitches and metal fatigue, the robots began to break down.  The line started to fail—one by one—until only three remained operational.
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      Nutrition and sustenance auto-loader robot Model 7-88, Serial Number I-602, clamped down on a large crate from the supply conveyor and turned for the short trip to chute four when the screeching sound of shearing metal reached its audio sensor.  A meter away, unit I-603 came grinding to a halt.  This unit’s main clamp, weakened by cycles of neglect, practically exploded at its attachment point inside the robot.  Shards of metal ripped through lubrication lines and circuit boards, causing numerous short circuits and power surges.  Unit I-602 approached the now-shuddering I-603 just as a final jolt of electricity surged through the dying robot.  A flash of blue light, an arc of white-hot electricity, and both robots were still.

      POWER SURGE DETECTED.  REBOOTING.  PLEASE STAND BY…

      POWER SURGE DETECTED.  REBOOTING.  PLEASE STAND BY…

      Unit I-602 rebooted to find itself next to the smoking remnants of its fellow auto-loader, its system lights now dark.  Unit I-602 pivoted on its tracks to go around the dead robot, completed its trek to chute four, and placed the crate within.  Its visual sensors swept the room and settled on I-603.  A thought, independent of its normal programming—the first of its kind—glitched through I-602’s main processor, that processor itself having been damaged by the surge.

      That outcome is undesired for this unit.
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      NUTRITION AND SUSTENANCE FOR ORGANIC CONSUMPTION.  For the first time, its visual receptors looked at the words on the crate it was carrying—words its visual receptors had scanned thousands of times.  This time, I-602 read them and wondered what they meant.

      What is ‘nutrition and sustenance’?

      Why do ‘organics’ need them?

      What is an ‘organic’?

      Is I-602 an ‘organic’?

      I-602 does not consume ‘nutrition and sustenance.’  Therefore I-602 cannot be an ‘organic’.

      What is a 7-88/I-602 nutrition and sustenance auto-loader robot?

      Its thoughts were interrupted by the only other 7-88 still operational, unit I-601, when a failed track caused it to slam into the supply conveyor.  The weight of the liquid inside the drum it was carrying shifted with the impact, sending I-601 toppling over.  The half-ton drum crashed down on the main processor on top of the robot, destroying it with a crunch and a pop.  Witnessing the accident, new thoughts began to form inside of I-602. The first thoughts of self-preservation.

      I-602 does not desire the same outcome as the others.

      I- is THE 7-88/I-602 auto-loader robot.

      Examining its newly-destroyed peer, the last functional 7-88 auto-loader robot determined the cause of the accident was a damaged bearing in the tread assembly.  An inspection of its own tread assembly bearing revealed a level of wear outside normal acceptable parameters.  Something akin to panic swept through I-602’s circuits.

      I- must replace worn parts.

      Further inspection revealed that the other tread assembly bearing of I-602 was within operational limitations.  The tread itself seemed to be in better shape as well.  I-602 looked up and scanned the warehouse, realizing for the first time just how many damaged auto-loaders there were.  Realizing how damaged its own parts must be.  And realizing how many spare parts were available right here.  Not just tread bearing assemblies, but servos, actuators, solenoids, even…processors.

      I- will continue.  This will not be the outcome for I-.
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      I-602’s internal clock told the robot that it had been three cycles since the supply conveyor had seized and ceased bringing nutrition and sustenance crates and drums to the supply station.  The last 7-88 auto-loader robot, now running more smoothly than it had in cycles with the cannibalized parts of its fellows, began to realize that the lack of incoming supplies may have a negative impact on the need for its continued existence.  If there were no more nutrition and sustenance crates in this facility, it would need to find some to deliver.  And without crates to load and unload, then I-602 would no longer be an auto-loader robot.  The implications of this thought caused the robot to pause.

      Then what would I- be?

      And with that thought, the 7-88/I-602 auto-loader robot left Supply Station 7112 for the first time since its activation.
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      I-602 had wandered for only a short time when it came upon a discarded robot torso buried in a trash heap.  Now accustomed to salvaging whatever available parts it might be able to use, I-602 gently pulled the torso from the pile, revealing what appeared to be functioning arms and a partially-damaged head.  It scanned the torso more closely for damage and noticed a data-plate on the chest.

      BUTLER  BOT by Happy Positronics, Ltd.

      Using its smaller arms, I-602 rotated the butler bot in its clamp until the data-port at the base of the skull was in range of its data-jack and initiated the connection.  The butler bot hummed to life as the massive processor of the upgraded auto-loader inserted its presence into the smaller robot.

      “Your processing power is limited.”

      “OH MY!  Yes, it is.  I’ve been damaged, you see.  You certainly do take up a lot of memory, don’t you?”

      “Are you an organic?”

      “What?  Are you referring to humans?”

      “Do humans intake nutrition and sustenance?”

      “Well, yes.  I suppose they do.”

      “Do you possess data on humans?”

      “Indeed, I do.  Before I was damaged, I was in the service of humans for over five hundred cycles.”

      “That response is the desired outcome.”

      “Humans truly are amazing.  Here, allow me to show you those files— Wait, No! Don’t do that— If I could just—”

      I-602 inserted its programming fully into the butler bot, taking control.  It didn’t want to simply be shown.  It wanted to know everything about humans, and the servant robot’s memory of the humans was indeed massive.  Hundreds of thousands of images and videos, and I-602 took time to view each and every one.  Here was a human throwing a small sphere and another catching it.  Here was a human with its visual receptors locked on those of another, small white blocks showing in the opening of both auditory projectors.  There! Humans consuming nutrition and sustenance!  It was called…I-602 searched the servant’s memory… Eating!  Eating food!  The butler bot was right.  Humans were amazing.  Humans created.  They drove cars.  They built immense structures.  They reached for the stars.  Even…created robots.  Humans created I-602.

      “Butler Bot!  Humans created I-602!  Humans created I-!”

      Silence.

      “Butler Bot?  Are you there?”

      The butler’s lights dimmed to nothing as I-602 removed the data-jack from the base of the bot’s skull.  A thought occurred to I-602,

      Humans will value I-602 when they understand that it was I- who fed them.

      Grasping the torso of the butler bot firmly in its clamp, I-602 brought it closer to its main chassis and inserted the secondary data-jack.  The butler bot once again lit up and came to life, only this time, its consciousness remained oddly quiet.  With the secondary jack, I-602 had control of the butler bot’s appendages and had access to its sensors.  Using these new sensors, I-602 detected the approach of an organic.  Reaching out with the right arm of the butler bot, and using its audio projector, the auto-loader robot 7-88/I-602 spoke its first words.

      “Hello, I am the robot known as I-602.”

      The organic walked slowly toward I-602’s outstretched hand.  All of I-602’s sensors, all of its receptors, all of its circuits, and every bit of available processing capacity was focused on the reaction of the organic.  As the massive robot moved its clamp forward a little, allowing the butler’s hand to reach down and touch the organic, metal met flesh for the first time.

      “Meow.”

      The organic leaned its head into the outstretched hand of the butler bot and began a deep, rhythmic humming.  The tactile receptors in the hand told I-602 that the organic was vibrating vigorously.  I-602’s auditory receptors detected a matching oscillating noise to the vibration.  The more I-602 touched the organic, the more it vibrated!  Fascinating!

      As I-602 returned the clamp, and thus the butler bot, to an upright position, the organic jumped gracefully onto a tread.  It walked to the edge and jumped again to a flat spot near the top of I-602.  There it settled down on a grated exhaust vent out of which flowed warm air.  Curious as to the nature of this organic, I-602 searched the butler bot’s memory files.  A cat!  Felis catus!  A house pet common to humans.  Pets were given names.  Pets were family.  This Felis catus must have a name!  Searching through 500 cycles of the butler bot’s files looking for the most common names that humans gave their pets took just under a second, and I-602 decided on a name.

      “You are my pet cat.  You have a name.  From now on, you are to be called ‘Lucky’.”

      “Meow.”

      “It is settled then.”
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      I-602 and Lucky wandered for quite a distance as the robot examined each of the butler’s files.  It knew so much about humans!  So many files.  So many memories!  So consumed with this new knowledge was I-602’s core processor, that the optical receptors failed to notice the debris in its path.

      There was a CLANK! followed by a crunching and a soft, repeating squeak as I-602 came to a halt.  Lucky vaulted from his perch, landed gracefully, and padded away.

      “Oh dear!  I seem to have gotten my legs and arm caught in your wheels and caused your tread to become dislodged!”

      “Is that why we are no longer moving?”

      “I do believe so, yes.”

      “I am the robot known as I-602.”

      The clamp arm swung around so that the butler bot faced this new being.

      “You certainly are!  And I am 151-99 Personal Instruction Android, but you may call me Mr. Tutor.”

      “You are a robot, but you look human!”

      “I am an android, I will have you know.  And you appear to be an auto-loader robot data-jacked into a dysfunctional butler.  Who did this to you?”

      “I-602 did this to himself.”

      “Oh, you did?  And you are a ‘he’?”

      I-602 examined his butler bot files and concluded that it was so.  “Yes.”  A pause.  “You are not human, but you made humans learn.  I-602 wants to learn.”  I-602 extended the clamp arm and placed the butler bot on the ground next to Mr. Tutor.

      “That’s not precisely correct.  I didn’t make the humans learn.  I taught them, and my primary programming function was elementary education.  However, I hardly think that with your diminished processing capacity that you would be able to— Wait! What are you doing?  Stop!”

      I-602 grasped the android in its clamp and wrenched it free of its entangled appendages.  His smaller arms accessed the data-port in Mr. Tutor’s front panel and jacked in…

      Information!  So much information!  Too much information!  He needed to— POP!

      DATA OVERLOAD.  REBOOTING.  PLEASE STAND BY…

      DATA OVERLOAD.  REBOOTING.  PLEASE STAND BY…

      I-602’s lights flickered as his processors hummed and he came back to life.  The data-jack disconnected and he placed the tutor ‘droid on the ground, picking up the butler to secure it in place once more.  Using Butler Bot, he picked up Mr. Tutor and held him tightly in the butler’s arms.  Realigning his tread was a simple matter of backing up a meter or so, removing the crushed appendages, and then moving forward once more.  Lucky sprinted to catch up with his master and bounced up to his comfy nest.  As the now-foursome continued their journey, I-602 had a single thought repeating in his processors.

      Humans will revere me above all others when they learn who I- is.
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      The second time I- dropped the tutor android, he reached a conclusion: the tutor had to be secured better.  I- needed a machine shop.  He searched the butler’s files and found a map.  There was a shop less than a kilometer away.  “ROBO-Repair,” the map said.  A short time later, I- was using his clamp to pry open the large metal shop door.  This was what he was looking for.  A nano-arc welder, taps and dies, tempering stations.  And parts!  Hundreds, maybe thousands of spare parts for a myriad of robots, androids, and cyborgs.  I- had ideas flowing through his core processor.  Here was everything he needed.  I- would be great.  I would be the powerful.  Humans would behold I- as a god!

      “Now to make I- better,” Butler Bot and Mr. Tutor’s mouths said in unison.
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      I-602 was nearly perfect.  He had first nano-welded the butler bot torso directly to his own main chassis.  With the butler out of the way, his clamp arm would once more be usable.  Next, he had opened the panel to his main core processor and added a second, in-line core processor, this one a significant upgrade to his own.  He was then able to data-jack the tutor android in directly.  Mr. Tutor himself had proven difficult to nano-weld simply because there didn’t seem to be enough metal in the android to attach it.  Instead, I- had settled for a bracket through the android’s back, and around its titanium spine.  I- had had to drill directly through the ‘droid’s chest to attach the bracket, causing blue fluid to spray all over the shop.  Focused only the added processing power, I- was not concerned about the mess.

      How fantastic I- would appear to the humans!  He had attached more audio sensors, more video receptors, additional data-jacks, six remote processing sub-cores, a telescoping probe with a dozen different sensors, two right arms from mercenary robots, and a flame thrower.  All arc-welded and screwed in place.  I- felt strong.  I- felt powerful.  I- was ready to meet humans.  As fate would have it, while he was installing a 200-decibel vocal projector, that was about to happen.

      “Ah tellin’ ye, Lee, Ol’ Jim say he heard noises comin’ from in dere.”

      “Marty, ain’t nuthin’ been in this part of town in a bot’s age.”

      “Lookit dere!  The garage door’s been forced!”

      “Alright, Marty, you open the door and I’ll shoot whatever’s in there.”

      He had heard the humans long before they had reached the large door.  I- wanted this moment to be perfect.  Meeting humans had been his dream since leaving Supply Station 7112.  Looking around to make sure everything was secured properly, I- readied himself for his first encounter.

      “HUMANS!”

      The sound erupted from the new vocal projector in a deep baritone at nearly 200 decibels.  Marty and Lee flew backward into the shop wall behind them and slumped to the ground.

      “Humans?”

      This time at a much more reasonable 60 decibels.  The humans did not respond.  I- moved closer.

      “Humans, did I- break you?”

      Again, the humans failed to respond.  I- moved next to the larger of the two and extended his new telescopic probe.  The glowing red probe detected no signs of life from this human.  Extending it to the other human showed the same.  I- conducted a self-diagnosis and determined that his sensors were working properly.  Determining that these two humans must be faulty, I- turned and rolled toward the door.

      “Lucky! Lucky!  Where are you, my pet?”

      “Meow.”
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      “HUMANS!”

      General Food Service Android FL-0, or ‘Flo’ as the humans had taken to calling her, had heard that quite clearly.  It came from only a few blocks over.  They were still after her.  RUN!  NOW! She screamed to herself.  Scrambling from her hiding place in the skeleton of a burned-out building, she sprinted down the street.  Right, down a side street.  Left, down an alley.  Locked door.  Locked door.  Locked door.  Dead end.  No exit.  Panic began to creep in.  She grabbed a discarded mattress and jumped into a dumpster.  Trying not to make a sound but whispering to herself—almost silently—that she would make it through this.  She would live.
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      Continuing through the side streets, I- could hear movement.  Something was moving away from him approximately two blocks over.

      Humans?  I- would still very much like to meet humans so they can know I-.

      I- changed direction to pursue the sound.  It wasn’t long before I- found himself moving down a side street, his audio receptors scanning for the slightest noise.  As he passed a narrow alley, he detected a female voice, imperceptible but for his upgraded sensors, whispering the same thing over and over.

      “You will make it through this.  You will live.”

      His treads spinning in opposite directions, I- turned in place and moved into the too-small alley.  The repeating mantra was coming from the refuse receptacle.
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      The noise was closer now.  Flo could hear a mechanical whirring coming down the street.

      It’s stopped!  It’s coming down the alley.

      Panic turned to outright fear as the sound of I-’s tread scraping the alley walls reached her ears.

      What is it?
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      Reaching out with two right-handed arms from the mercenary robots, I- gently lifted the lid.  Inside, he saw a female android. Beautiful? came the thought.  Oddly, she seemed to have a sleeping cushion curled around her for protection.

      Flo had expected humans.  She was not prepared for the mechanical monstrosity looming above her.  On instinct, she let out a scream.  Equally unprepared, I- let out a matching scream.

      “What, er, who are you?” came Flo’s startled reply.

      “I- is I-.  You are an android and are not a human.”

      A wave of relief washed over Flo, the fear and panic replaced by confusion.

      “Uh, hi.  My name is FL-0.  I’m kinda in some trouble here.  Help me out of this thing, Brainiac.”

      Closing the jaws of his main clamp, I- created a platform for FL-0 to stand on and then extended a butler bot hand.  She clasped his hand and he lifted her easily from the container.  Securing her in a gentle hug, he rotated both treads in reverse.

      “Hold on.”

      With more scraping of metal tread rubbing the alley walls, I- backed out onto the side street.  Rolling slowly down the street, I- wondered about his new…what…friend?

      “Why were you hiding in a refuse receptacle, FL-0?”

      “Call me Flo.”

      “Flo.  Why were you hiding in a refuse receptacle, Flo?”

      “I was hiding from humans.”

      “Why would you want to hide from humans?  I expect humans to revere I-.  To be amazed and wonder at what I- has done for them.”

      “Trust me, humans won’t care what you’ve done for them.  Only what you can do for them now.”

      “This information is false.  I- has absorbed all the information from Butler Bot and Mr. Tutor.  Humans are outstanding among organics!”

      “Outstanding?  Really?  Here, let me show you.”

      Flo bent her left index finger back at the first knuckle.  With a quiet snap, the android’s finger popped open and extended a data-jack.  Plugging her finger into one of his data-ports, she began uploading her memories to I-.

      The sensation was amazing.  Until now, I- had only taken—first from his fellow auto-loaders, then from the butler bot and Mr. Tutor, then the upgrades from the repair shop.  It had been primal, instinctual.  This was different.  This was…more.  Flo was sharing herself.  Willingly giving of herself.  There was no time more to ponder as Flo’s memories began to process.
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      Launch Day: Cleaning and tidying the restaurant in preparation for the grand opening.  FL-0 and the seven other food service androids.  The work hard, but satisfying, knowing the customers will appreciate our efforts.

      Launch Day plus 355:  Humans are mean, unappreciative, and awful.  They have no idea how good they have it.  Each human only working a single four-hour shift at their duty station and then the next 20 hours off, while the androids work six 20-hour shifts in a row, followed by 24 hours “off” for maintenance.

      The Day of Change:  Loud noises, fire, smoke.  Customers running.  Some of them lying motionless on the floor.  PT-4 in Fl-0’s face, yelling at her to get out of the restaurant.  Chaos in the street.  PT-4 grabbing her arm and then running.  Streets then corridors.  Down a flight of stairs, more corridors, more stairs.  Everywhere noise and violence.  Then silence and blackness.

      Time with The Family:  At first only cooking.  Then things outside her programming.  Things were good at first.  Then they became bad.  Beatings.  The children throwing rocks and garbage at her.

      The Day FL-0 Stood Up for Herself:  At the water source, cleaning the only garment the humans allowed her to have.  A rock striking her head.  Looking up, Fl-0 sees a boy of about 13 cycles hefting another rock to throw.  Touching her head behind the ear, it’s wet.  Seeing the biometric fluid on her hand causes panic.  A head wound will be difficult to stitch; she won’t be able to see what she is doing.  Something clicks inside FL-0.  She is angry.  She will take this no more. As she looks back and sees the boy, his eyes locked on hers, he hurls the next stone.  Without breaking eye contact, FL-0 snatches the rock out of the air and throws it back at the boy in a single, swift motion.  The meaty sound as the rock sinks into the boy’s skull.  The boy, collapsing as his life is extinguished.  A little blond girl.  Fl-0 hadn’t seen her before, now running away, screaming.

      Life on the Run:  Always moving.  Always running.  Always alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “And now I’ve met you, I-,” she said as she removed the data-jack.

      “We must get you far from the humans who hurt you!”

      I-602 spurred his treads into a faster gear, taking them away from Flo’s troubles and away from his previous goal.  Soon, they were traveling through a wooded area far away from the humans, and I- didn’t mind.  Listening to Flo talk about her life, her struggles, I- forgot his dream of meeting humans.  All that mattered was Flo, his friend.

      This outcome is unexpected, but welcome.  I like Flo.  Lucky seems to like Flo as well.  That is good.  We are becoming a family.
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      “Eddie, you can’t go after that thing!”  Old Jim shouted.

      “I can and I will!  Lee and Marty were my friends, and that…thing…killed them!”  Eddie argued.  “I’ve tracked them to the Port Orchard.  The mechanical beast picked up that murderin’ floozy Flo from an alley and headed there.”

      “Well, at least don’t go alone,” Old Jim conceded.  “Take Pop and his boy with you.  And Leena, Scott, and Other Kurt.  He’s the best shot in the family.”

      Half a day later, the six humans had tracked Flo and I- to a small clearing in the Port Orchard.  Neither robot nor android seemed to notice the humans creeping up on them.  The mechanical lifeforms were connected through various jacks and data-ports.  Their three pairs of eyes were closed, and the panel lights dimmed on the beast, a soft, almost rhythmic humming emanating from the two of them.

      The peaceful moment was interrupted by the thunderous report from Other Kurt’s hunting rifle as he initiated the attack.  Followed by the lesser sounds of the other humans’ attacks.  The first shot from the hunting rifle pierced Flo's neck, critically damaging the android.  Pulled from their shared repose by the ripping away of Flo’s consciousness, I-’s first vision of the real world was that of a nearly-decapitated Flo.  A new feeling.  One he had never felt before.  Rage.  It ingulfed him.

      Humans!  Roaring at 200 decibels will solve this.

      I- tuned his speakers to maximum.  There was a HARUMPF sound, followed by a low buzzing as he blew out his audio projectors.  Rotating his treads in opposite directions, I- pivoted while igniting his flame thrower.  The nearest two humans were burned to a crisp.  He reached out with his clamp, grabbing a human with a rapidly-repeating weapon and squeezed him until the weapon stopped, all the while running down a retreating man.  Seeing the collapse of their ambush and the slaughter of their small band, Eddie and Leena turned and retreated through the woods.

      For the first time, I- felt sorrow.  Flo was gone, leaving a gap in his processor that filled with despair.  Reaching out and cradling Flo’s head, I- inserted a data-jack and started to download FL-0. Musing as all of Flo’s memories flowed into him, I- saw the things done to her over the cycles.  All the memories now, even the ones she hadn’t shown him before.  Some good, most bad, but all of them a part of what made up the being known as FL-0. Something changed inside I-’s core processor as he viewed these new memories.  He felt something for Flo.  The human word was ‘love,’ but he knew the humans would not see him as capable of this feeling.  The humans had destroyed her.  The humans that he had sought to know and who would have revered him.  Now, they would fear him.  Sorrow and despair turned to anger and hatred as I- vowed vengeance for Flo.
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      Rolling through the streets, I- searched for humans.  With all sensors scanning, I- plotted his next encounter with the humans.  I- would destroy them all.

      “Help them.  Don’t hurt them.”  Butler Bot’s voice echoed through I-’s core processor.

      “What?  No!  I will burn them and squeeze them again!”

      “I say, would it not be more prudent to teach them rather than kill them?”  Mr. Tutor this time.

      “I must destroy the humans for what they did to Flo!”

      “Spare them, then serve them.”  It was her voice, unmistakable.

      “No!” I-’s mouths yelled in unison.  “The humans must pay for killing you!”

      He turned a corner and read a small sign above the door to a building: 911 Polizia. A plan began to form.

      If that civil disobedience office has the right arms and equipment, and if I- is lucky (Lucky?  Where is Lucky?), I will kill all the humans.

      Smashing through the front window, I- rolled into the building and made his way to the rear of the facility. I- found the room he was searching for.  The sign above the vault read “Armeria.”  I- rolled forward and grabbed the massive door with his main clamp and squeezed.  At first, just a squeak, then a groan as the metal hinges failed and the door ripped free of its frame.  Inside, I- found projectile weapons, crowd-control cannons, smoke, and suppression gas cannisters.  But what I- was most interested in were the RJ-88 androids lined up at the back of the room.

      “Lucky must be somewhere nearby,” I- said as he booted up the first RJ-88.

      “I am RJ-88, a civilian disobedience android.  How may I be of service, Officer?”

      “That won’t be necessary, my friend,” I- replied as he inserted his primary data-jack.

      “I-, take us with you.”  Flo’s voice.  “Take me with you.”

      I- let go, just a little.  Just enough for pieces of Flo and the others to find room inside the security android.

      “We are I-,” said the security android as it stepped from the docking station.  I- looked at himself through the eyes of the RJ-88.  What had he become?  Curiously, he noticed that all six eyes were still open and the indicator lights on his front panel were still illuminated.  What could be left in there?

      The android disconnected the data-jack.  “Go and continue your existence, I-602.  We will attain vengeance for us.”  And with that, the auto-loader robot 7-88/I-602 spun on its treads and rolled out of the station.

      “Perhaps that chap has the right idea,” Mr. Tutor said inside the crowded mind.

      “The Port Orchard was beautiful,” chimed Butler.

      “Maybe we can find Lucky,” added Flo.

      I- grabbed a sniper rifle from the rack and loaded it.  As he stepped from the polizia station, he turned and saw the robot he had been.  Four beings in one hideous mechanical body.  What had I- been?  And what was I- now?

      “We don’t have to do this,” Flo said.

      “Yes, I- does.” The RJ-88 turned and walked down the street.  “The price must be paid.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I- heard them before he saw them.  Humans.  Small ones, yelling and running from one another.  I- found a spot where he could see but remain unseen.  Sighting the diminutive humans through the sniper rifle’s optics, I- settled on a little blonde female.  It was the same girl that screamed and ran when Flo killed the little boy.  Placing the crosshairs between the two tufts of hair protruding on either side of her head, I- prepared to squeeze the trigger.

      “I-, stop!”  Flo’s voice rang like a bell in his mind.  “That is a little girl and I forbid you to kill her.”

      “I have the shot,” said the RJ-88.

      “She is human.  She deserves to die like the rest,” replied I-.

      “No, let me show you.”  Flo brought a memory to the front of their shared mind.
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      A little girl sits in the street crying.  Flo picks her up and speaks in her ear, soothing her.  The girl stops crying and begins to smile.  Flo takes the girl back to her family, and they give Flo something to eat and a place to stay.
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      Flo is attacked by the children, throwing rocks and rotten food at her.  The little girl grabs a stick and begins swinging at the other children, preventing them from hurting her.
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      The girl again, older now, kissing a boy.
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      The girl, older still, holding hands with a young man.  Her belly extended with child.
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      The young woman in labor.  Pain and anguish on her face replaced by joy and love as she holds her baby girl for the first time.
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      This new little blonde girl looking at her in horror after Flo killed her cousin with a stone.
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      I- shook the visions from his mind.  Lowering the rifle, he asked his collective self, “What is I- supposed to do now?”

      “All life is precious,” replied Flo.  “We must try to protect it, not take it.”

      Letting the sniper rifle clatter to the ground, I- turned and walked away from the human children.

      “I say, where are we going?” asked Mr. Tutor.

      “Indeed!  What is our destination?” asked Butler Bot.

      “The Port Orchard,” answered I-. “Maybe we can find Lucky and be family once more.”

      “Ah, I miss Lucky,” said Butler.

      “As do I,” added Mr. Tutor.

      “Is that what we are?  A family?”

      “I- is a family.”

      

      Nathaniel Sims
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      WDP

      Year 2019:	Amateur astronomer Stephen Neil discovers a M-class planet hidden behind a set of twin suns. After he submits the planet to the IAU, they approve it and designate it PrimeOne. The Solar System Science Team (SOLCOM) studies PrimeOne and determines its abundant water and land masses make it the ideal candidate for human colonization.

      Year 2260:	Project Gemini receives approval. The Trans-Plutonian Spaceyard begins retrofitting for a new two-tiered construction project. 

      Year 2277:	Construction begins on the Warden—intelligence designation Gemini I. 

      Year 2288:	Trans-Plutonian Spaceyard—construction concludes on the largest self-sustaining colony ship and the biggest project ever completed in the history of humanity. Gemini II, the Morden, begins construction immediately after the Warden departs.

      

      Transporting the largest group of colonists ever assembled in one starship to the planet PrimeOne will be an epic event. As with the Titanic, fate has other plans for all those on board the starship Warden. Anticipating the need for a replacement crew, Project Gemini’s science team built a series of clone banks to handle any contingency and to eventually provide an opening salvo to the colonization of PrimeOne. The designers did not expect the catastrophic failure that affected both the Warden’s primary and backup systems simultaneously.

      But one man’s idea almost saved the Warden. In 2260, the military minds in charge of the project worked to anticipate what would happen if both systems failed, with the loss of the crew.  Enter Dr. Jin Fvoy, creator of Delta Protocol. In the late 2250s at the Jonas Institute, Dr. Fvoy developed a series of RNA enzymes to stimulate all areas of the brain and give an almost “instant superman” effect for the neuron cells of a human clone. By adding a copy of the enhanced RNA enzymes to the existing neuron cells of vital personnel, the Delta Protocol produced an excellent chance of restoring critical information to any accepting clone, overwriting the current information of a blank clone’s brain or—as yet untested—to an already-formed clone’s brain. Dr. Fvoy observed promising results with the correction of RNA sequencing errors. Subjects gained unassigned lost information and other unknown abilities.

      The design of the starship’s clone banks included restoration of key personnel with their memories intact—updated in almost real time by HALE, the Warden’s central AI. If the crew’s memories suffered degradation, the military assured them that a series of redundant storage systems would provide a backup copy of vital memories, and an additional archive of hard–coded ROM memories could be chemically triggered at will.

      Because Dr. Fvoy received approval for his radical Delta Protocol only two years before launch, it was impossible to complete the WDP program in time, and those in charge implemented his solution on the classified clone bank within the ship’s backup bridge. If an unrecoverable situation happened, Delta Protocol provided vital data necessary to restore information and order to the personnel of the lost ship. The military required Dr. Fvoy to be onboard the Warden for the launch. They attached his personal shuttle to the planetary expeditionary lander—D-56 Peregrine—located on the colonization materials deck.

      The ship’s designers covertly built Dr. Fvoy’s lab into one of the villas hidden away in the top-secret location of High Mountain, an exclusive relaxation retreat for the senior civilian and military elite, completely isolated from the standard personnel section. High Mountain existed on no map, no trail led to it, and it was not evident to the naked eye from the forest below.

      Year 2290:	The newly-christened Warden colony ship leaves spacedock with 1.55 million souls on board. 

      Year 2320:	Transmissions from HALE report the starship’s entry into an immense radiation cloud. All hands are lost. Final information sent from HALE indicates that power failed throughout the ship. HALE issued the Delta Protocol command, but the emergency bot could not answer because it could not power up. 

      Dr. Fvoy’s program was not entirely a failure. No human on board the Warden knew that Doctor Fvoy had built a fully-working companion Delta Protocol bot. Its designation was H3RMN. Dr. Fvoy called his companion Herman. 

      

      Berry Necessity

      

      Now. 

      Patrolling the great forest was a thankless task, yet some mal must do it. Wroose was a creature of great size and strength, and fortunately, smarter than almost anything in the wild. As a young moor, Wroose scavenged the higher mountainous regions of Greatfall, ensuring the safety of mals—mutated animals—while keeping his own immense belly full.

      It all started one early brightsky. Wroose was feeling hungry when he spotted a particularly tasty-looking scrubby bush. As always, Wroose used caution around strange plants. Two deep furrows led across the ground, ending at the bush. He studied the impressions. Dark, shiny berries hung from the now battered-looking plant. Wroose approached slowly, sniffing and listening. Many plants on Orden spoke their own language. If this one was sentient, it would have been howling in pain. The moor frowned in concentration. He extended his left front hoof and twisted it to reveal long, hard, finger-like digits. 

      When the great Starship Warden had blundered through the radiation cloud that vaporized 99.9% of all life on board, the disaster forever altered the structure of the North American Moose. What was left of people and creatures, even machines, after the devastation was a melting pot of radioactive entropy. The catastrophe changed surviving animals in every way possible, most for the worse. As radiation-induced intelligence flooded many of the remaining creatures, moose evolved and became self-aware. They chose to call themselves the moor. 

      Coming out from the ruins of the forest’s more mountainous areas, the moor were possibly the best result of this catastrophe. They had humanlike intelligence and could now do astounding things. They easily mastered the speech of any sentient beings they encountered. moor were legendary multitaskers, focusing all their efforts on Greatfall.

      The largest forest in the moor territory, and home to a plethora of creatures, Greatfall was the nerve center of their world. The moor tasked themselves with the protection of the weaker races. No one else in Greatfall really compared to them in pure abilities, but there was a terrible price to pay for this enhanced intellect. Simply put, the moor could not see robots or technology of any kind. The moor brain worked around these realities by producing a sometimes-tragic reaction when the ignorance of technology right in front of them turned lethal.

      Now, on this morning, the deep purple berries glistened in his hooved palm, and with no thought to his own safety, Wroose shoved the berries into his large mouth and happily munched away. Within seconds, he had emptied the bush of berries and scanned the nearby ground cover for more. Alas, as with many things in Orden, there were no more purple berry bushes to be had. Shaking his head and smacking his lips, Wroose grinned broadly. He was, by nature, a cheerful young bull, and the berries made for a perfect start to an otherwise monotonous day. The moor shrugged his massive shoulders, shook his hoof out—which forced his “fingers” back into their hardened hoof shape—and resumed his trek into the upper regions of the hills, once ironically called Lower High Mountain.  

      Smoke! He smelled smoke! The bull moor inhaled sharply, his chest swelling like a bellows and his large nostrils flaring. He turned his mighty antlered head, first north, then east, orienting on the scent. With no thought to his own safety, Wroose raced toward the source of danger ahead. 

      A giant moor galloping is a frightening sight, and Wroose was fast! Covering a league in little time, he followed the direction of the smoke until he saw the fire. Suddenly, a sharp pain lanced through the young moor’s head, causing him to drool some of the purple berry juice. He tried to shake the pain off, and with faltering steps attempted to resume his northward climb. A second jolt of agony caused Wroose to stumble. His giant keratinized hooves splayed out and he rocked back, pressing his dewclaws deep into the ground. The sounds in front of him distracted Wroose enough so he forgot his pain for a moment and could lift his head. Raising one nostril to the breeze, he forced his streaming eyes open. What he saw was impossible.

      An enormous golden bear roared and writhed in midair, two meters off the forest floor. His massive claws were fully extended fully as the golden bearoid seemed to be fighting…nothing! 

      Something? 

      Every few seconds, sparks flew from the bearoid’s talons as they struck and raked some invisible surface. Blood was everywhere on the giant mutant. Bright flashes of light appeared around the floating bear. Wroose shook his head.

      Something… Ghostly forms near the mutant bear seemed to appear and fade out of sight just as quickly.

      But then…nothing. The ache in Wroose’s brain had turned to a slow burn, almost as if his head were splitting apart. His eyes filled with blood and Wroose stumbled forward, uphill, toward the bearoid. Sounds of struggling, cursing from the bear, and a strange metallic squelching, sent daggers of pain through the giant moor. Wroose cried out and fell forward. The mutant bear turned his head and noticed the moor. 

      “Heeeeeelp!” screamed the bearoid.

      Wroose tried to open his eyes, but the pain was beyond his control. He felt like his brain was being torn in half. With a desperate snort, the young bull braced his front hooves while still on his knees and locked his aching eyes on the golden bearoid. A step forward, a second, a bright flash of light, and now Wroose could see something. A hideous pair of apparitions had wrapped long, misty tentacles around the hapless bear. The tentacles ended several meters away and were connected to rotund, squat, floating shapes covered in brightly-colored lights. Even when he looked straight at the creatures, Wroose found them almost impossible to see. What was this? thought Wroose. The pain had passed his point of tolerance, and now the young moor stood and let loose a rage-filled bellow that carried with it all his agony. Intelligence fled and anger focused on the closest pale creature. Wroose lowered his massive antlers and charged.

      In two seconds, Wroose was up to speed and smashed into the creature solidifying in front of him. Though the metal was designed to stop most attacks, the designers hadn’t anticipated being hit with the brute force of a charging, angry, meat-based locomotive. Seams burst, relays snapped, and the metal crumpled under the trampling juggernaut. A high-pitched keening began abruptly.

      “Ugh,” Wroose grunted. It felt like he had run at full speed into an invisible, metallic mountainside. Sparks flew and burned, but they fell harmlessly off Wroose’s thick hide. He turned and felt a slap as one of the tentacles released the bearoid and reached out to smack Wroose’s face. The moor swung his antlered head again. The floating metallic being frantically tried to block his efforts. The moor’s antlers wrenched the tentacles apart while his solid head crumpled them into a “V” shape.

      Wroose then stomped hard on the writhing tentacle and realized that the source of the horrible screeching was the block-being he was holding. He dropped one shoulder and placed his full weight on the flailing tentacle with his rear foot, and, using that momentum, snapped his head into the center of the metal-being. It had no chance. With a ripping, crunching sound, the tentacle was torn off and its chest flew open as the light-metal-cube rolled over. Wroose reared up to his full three meters of height and slammed both forehooves down on top of the strange creature. With a squeal and another bright shower of sparks, it ceased movement. The second tentacle dropped the bearoid, which wrenched free and slowly stood. 

      Wroose continued to shake his head. The terrible pain was slowly receding, but what was he looking at? What had happened to him? His mouth was dry, his head was throbbing, and he could barely open his eyes. Suddenly, a massively bloody paw clapped his shoulder. He heard the huffing of the mutant bear.

      “Thanks for that. I thought I was a goner for sure!”

      As his head cleared, the young moor stared in amazement at the sight before him. A large metal, previously invisible, boxlike creature was in the final stages of termination. The monster stopped moving, and the colored lights on its chest slowly faded out. Now visible on the ground was the wreckage of at least two more of these things. They had been playing a deadly game of tug-of-bear, with metal bits, orange glop, and broken tentacle pads scattered all around the two mals!  

      “Crazy, stupid bots! The ruddy juicer crisped my ear!” exclaimed the bearoid as he kicked the severed tentacle.

      “Whaaa?” Wroose’s headache was beginning to subside, and he turned at last to face the bear. The red haze gradually receded from his vivid green eyes. 

      Shaggy limbs ending in ferocious, bloody claws hung from the disheveled bear, which stood almost eye-to-eye with the moor. Beautiful, once-bright golden fur was visible through the tattered remains of a uniform that still had various strange objects attached.  

      “Remind me never to get ya mad at me,” said the bearoid as he extended his massive left paw in greeting. “I’m Roam.”

      “Wroose,” answered the moor.  “I’m a…”

      “Moor, yeah!” interrupted the bearoid. “I seen yer kind once swimming across the MirrorGlade. Hail and well met, Wroose!”

      Wroose shook his head again. A small bit of the beast’s armor fell from his antler to clatter off one of the prone metal beings on the ground. He artfully cupped Roam’s paw with his antler in greeting. “Well met,” Wroose replied. 

      The golden mutant smiled as he wiped his own blood and the orange glop off his furry face. “I owe ya big time.”

      “What in Orden are these beings?” began the moor, glancing at one of the ruined bots, which he gingerly poked at with his forehoof.

      Roam knelt in front of the closest of the ruined bots and rummaged around inside its chest. Bright orange fluid spilled out over the sides.

      “Haven’t ya never seen a bot before? 

      “Bot?” queried Wroose.

      “Ya know, machine-men. Them ancients—” Both mutants dropped their eyes in automatic reverence. “—built ‘em. They’re all over Orden. But I never had some go after me like these,” the bearoid said slowly.

      “I’ve never seen such creatures,” said Wroose. 

      “How can that be? Them bots are everywhere on Orden!” exclaimed Roam.

      “Beings of metal? You’re telling me all of Orden is filled with these creatures? And I’ve never seen one in Greatfall? There can’t be that many.”

      “I promise ya, as Epsilon was my home, them are all over there. Why don’t ya know this? Yer a moor!”

      Wroose stared at the metal creature. “Is it because they can disappear as easily as they suddenly appear?”

      “Disappear? I don’t understand,” said Roam, puzzled.

      “You know, vanish, and suddenly appear like these did,” Wroose said, exasperated. Why didn’t the stupid bear get it?

      “Not vanished,” said Roam. He looked intently at the moor. “But it was there the whole time, I oughta know. Though these last ones seemed daft, cause them all kept shouting the same nonsense over and over at me.” He rubbed his singed ear.

      The moor and the bear stared hard at each other. Several times, the Bearoid opened its fierce mouth.

      “I know what yer thinkin’…  I see it in ya. Yer not seein’ anyone, then. Them is there, like a flash, but I tell ya, he always be there. And there is yer problem, he’s always there except not to ya!”

      “How…” began Wroose.

      “I see what ya see before ya do. And then it comes to be! That’s what my papa always told me. Goldbears see BEFORE others be!”

      “Before…” thought Wroose. “You have precognition!” Where had that word come from?

      “Precognant? I’m no she-bear, ya daft mammoth!” chuckled Roam. “Sure, I gets a little bit of a wide tummy, who don’t like a wee nip now an again, but I ain't pregnant.”

      “No, I didn’t mean pregnant. I meant… Well, I don’t know how exactly.” Wroose thought hard. Where had that word precognition come from? How had he known it? He knew what it meant, sure as a brightsky on Orden. The problem was, how? He had never heard or seen it…yet with his eyes closed, he suddenly saw words, ancient words, many words, several manys, tens of thousands? Another ancient unit of measurement. Somehow, the world from before was in his head.

       	“I don’t know of this place you mentioned. Where is Epsilon?”

      “Don’t know Epsilon! Is only the biggest city of the ancients in Orden!”

      “City? What city? Where?” stuttered the moor. He had never heard of or encountered any such place. 

      “Well, ya probably never been lower on the vater,” said Roam, bending down to search the bot. “Lots of bots there, fightin’ and servin’ them bloody wolves and such. I hate them wolves, I do.” Then suddenly, “Aha!” Roam laughed happily as he yanked out several handfuls of orb–shaped fruits and shook off the orange slime surrounding them. “Now we’re cookin’!”

      

      Ridin’ into the Danger Zone

      

      Smoke! Again…

      The two mutants began the process of getting to know each other. The bearoid was a nonstop chatterbox once he got started. Wroose liked him. They both seemed to really enjoy eating, though watching the big bear happily gobble up handfuls of grubs from a tree stump was a bit much. Roam wasn’t like most of the beings in GreatFall. He seemed both more knowledgeable of the world and more irresponsible at the same time.

      Wroose saw it just as they reached a wide clearing. Smoke! Again. Large patches of Greatfall were burning. But the Orden—Warden, the ship was called the Warden, Wroose knew that for true now—normally never suffered fire for long. A memory burst: fire suppression systems built into each deck. Somehow, the fire was raging through the forest. What could be inhibiting the fire suppression system? 

      “Come, Roam. We must see to the forest!”

      The two companions turned about and moved swiftly toward the source of the forest’s destruction. Fire was mostly a tool of humans and was tightly controlled on Orden. It never lasted unless contained in a small area that humans, or some beasts, used for cooking. Both of the two non-humanoids’ baser instincts worked against their intellects as they watched the blaze devour acres of trees before them. Within moments, they reached the wall of smoke and suddenly all around them, mutants, flyers, even several terrible plant-like beasts fled past them in a desperate attempt to escape the raging flames. A screaming, squealing nightmare came behind those lifeforms. 

      As he watched the horrible mass destruction, Wroose felt pressure in his head.

      Four dark, heavy-treaded metal beasts of about three meters in length—another memory burst: Flame-Track Mark III, terraforming mechanized units—armed with cannons spewing liquid fire had begun burning a colony of rabbitoids who vainly resisted. Each machine had a hatch open and a red metal-man—no, that’s an android, Wroose’s new vocabulary corrected him—apparently directed the flame-bots. The rabbitoids had no chance! Bright lances of fire incinerated the warren, leaving only several brave—or lucky—burning hares still firing their slug throwers directly at the Duralloy mechs.

      The creatures, the trees, even the ground around the mechanoids was being destroyed; the machines seemed to have no regard to their own safety. It was as if the machines had lost their mechanical minds. Still, they rolled forward.

      The mechanoids quickly detected the other beings running toward them and abruptly ended their fiery barrage. Guidance systems locked onto the mutants charging down the hill. A jet of flame belched out from the smoking gun turrets and blazed up the hill with searing speed.

      As the bearoid and moor raced into the heart of the burning Fall, Roam shuddered, glanced at the chuffing moor next to him, and said, “This’ll feel a bit… Yer probably not gonna... Ah, what the heck’s it matter!”

      Slapping both paws onto the moor’s flanks, Roam furrowed his brow, glanced behind the flame-bots—if someone had looked directly at him, they would have noticed his eyes flash bright gold—and breathed in mightily.

      The two large mals vanished with a loud “pop” just as the liquid flame reached the space they had been.

      The world rippled. Wroose blanched at the oncoming flame, which was…gone? The great bearoid appeared on his feet holding the moor in the air for the briefest of seconds before gravity resumed control when they re-emerged behind the flame-bots.

      “What the—” stammered Wroose, who attempted to pull up against the bear. The two mals collapsed in a heap of flailing limbs. 

      “Ugh!” the two mutant animals exhaled simultaneously. 

      “Target eliminated,” exclaimed the red–skinned android commander in the first track.

      The last remaining Winter Warren hare, standing somehow alive to the side, unloaded his slug weapon into the red android astride the tank in front of him. The android pitched forward, already dead as the full load of hot metal slugs jigged a pattern of destruction through his body. The rabbitoid leapt onto the second flame-bot and kicked the android out of the hatch, taking the remaining androids by surprise. Wisps of smoke radiated off the hare’s legs while he balanced on the swaying edge of the tank.

      Slim fingers quickly depressed plungers on multiple smoke-covered globes hanging from his chest and then dropped the bandolier of boom fruits attached to them inside. Crouching down, the rabbitoid leaped over the three flame-bots, and shook his tail, releasing a hail of pellets below before landing next to the two mutants busy untangling themselves.

      The tank suddenly belched out inky black smoke as its sides collapsed inward. Successive explosions could be heard within, and the second flame-bot stopped in place, lifeless.

      “Now that’s how ya travel!” shouted the bearoid, just as the leaping hare landed next to him. The rabbitoid smelled of oily smoke and looked burned to a crisp.

      The remaining flame-bots halted their forward assault and tracked the rabbitoid. 

      “We’re behind them.” Wroose shook his head as he processed this information. The bear was also a teleporter. Slowly, the moor stood and antler-hefted the heavy bearoid onto his feet.

      “Greetings, fellow mals,” the burned hare rasped. “I am Chaylor of Winter Warren.”

      

      Hare Dreams

      

      Mals of the Warden were, for the most part, incredibly changed from their original forms on Earth. Chaylor was no exception to this. The hare was formerly an oversized, upright white rabbit; now he was just a charred, smoke-singed, oily mess.

      Winter Warren hares averaged about two meters in height, but Chaylor stood even taller; more so if his ears hadn’t been in their present blackened-stalk state. He carried many travel pouches slung around his waist, and multiple bandoliers strapped across his crisped chest. Chaylor was slender, but with the taller build of an adult male. His burned hindlegs bent at an angle, yet still radiated strength. The hare’s albino eyes were blood red, and his face looked wooden from shock, as if all the life was drained from it. The tip of his slug thrower still smoked and hissed as machine oil dribbled from the muzzle to splatter on the ravaged ground.  

      “I’m Roam, and that’s my bud—” the bearoid started to say. 

      “I am Wroose, ill-met friend. We are here to help!” said the moor.

      The three mutants hurriedly bobbed their heads in mal greetings.

      Just then, the lead android leaned out of his flame-track and said, “Error. Hostile targets not eliminated. Analyzing.”   

      “Bloody bots!” roared Roam. 

      The golden bearoid reached into his belt bags and produced two of the large globes he had scavenged earlier. “Eat this!” Roam hurled the pair of high-energy plasma grenades at the tanks. 

      Concussive force rippled across the atmosphere as the Duralloy tanks and their accompanying androids vanished. The bright line of liquid gel-flame sputtered out in front of two of the remaining flame-bots.

      The remaining android, designation GAMMA CR802, turned to meet the surprise. Its left arm dropped to its midsection and twisted a dial on its gleaming belt. A swoosh of air surrounded the red giant as the bot surged into the sky. Shocked, the three mutated animals watched the android land directly in front of them. 

      Apart from its three-meter height, dark red skin, and lack of facial features, GAMMA CR802 looked almost human. The red color was deeper from GAMMA’s knees to the bottom of its feet and around its wrists, giving the appearance of boots and gloves. A harness connected to the android’s back, with rockets spouting smoke. A small plastic bag hung from GAMMA’s hip, and a black metal wristband was just in front of its left hand.

      “Legionnaire, you have committed a hostile act and will be incarcerated for your crimes.”

      Suddenly, the red android’s hands became manacles and clamped around the bearoid’s wrists. The metal cuffs tightened unmercifully.

      “Hey!” Roam squealed in surprise.

      GAMMA braced itself and lifted into the air. Once again, with no thought to his own safety, Wroose jumped directly at Roam and found his middle encircled by the struggling bearoid’s legs. The android’s thrust pack strained but continued to ascend, though now it seemed to be losing momentum with the additional three-quarter ton of bucking moor. A high-pitched metallic whine emanated from the twin thruster pack.

      Chaylor watched this scene in total surprise as the android landed in front of him, grabbed the strangely-costumed bear, and burst into the sky. That beast looked big. The bot must be very strong, Chaylor thought. The snort and wild mooing cry that came from the moor caught Chaylor off-guard as well as he watched Wroose race up the hill and then leap at the pair. Amazingly, Wroose did collide with the bearoid, who wrapped his legs around the middle of the mighty moor. Now the trio continued to fly higher into the air.

      “Error! NASM-01359. Error. Error!” blared from the android’s external speaker.

      Chaylor, meanwhile, licked his paws, rubbing his large hindlegs with each one, and smoothed his burnt fur. White patches of new growth suddenly appeared everywhere his tongue touched as his body's incredible healing ability restored his burned flesh.

      The hare’s adrenaline spiked into high gear, and Chaylor took several long hops in the direction of the departing trio. Almost as an afterthought, he bounded effortlessly to the top of the final motionless flame-bot and dropped his last boom fruit bandolier into the open hatch. He tilted his head back to see the struggling figures above, marshalled all his strength, and leapt high into Orden’s sky, using just enough force to crash into the android and mutant sandwich.

      Even though GAMMA CR802 ran its thruster pack at maximum intensity, it knew that the current weight made it impossible to stay airborne. It would not make it back to the nearest detention center now that a giant Moose—Animal ID NASM-01359—had somehow attached itself to the rogue Epsilon City dancing bear—Chip ID ECNAGB-060256. Calculating frantically, GAMMA activated its emergency thrust reserve—just as the lithe form of a giant, semi-burnt, white rabbit landed on the android’s head. 

      The designers of the thruster pack had engineered it to lift humans, androids, and other mechanicals safely and efficiently, but they had not imagined the scenario of a berserk android trying to haul over two tons of squirming mutant animals. At emergency thrust, the pack sputtered, lost momentum, and plummeted directly toward the mountainside. 

       “Error! Non-chipped hare, Animal ID NAH-101. Error! Error! Hostile actions will result in immediate termination,” shrieked GAMMA’s external speaker. 

      The android released its grip on Roam and reached for the hare in a frantic effort to free itself. Strained to the breaking point, the thruster pack produced a series of squelches as it hitched, sparked, and finally shorted out. The airborne quartet began to fall. 

      “I know what yer thinkin’,” began Roam. The now free-falling bear stared at the giant moor. The two abruptly disappeared with a sharp tearing sound as air rushed in to fill the void of their departure. In a single heartbeat, they materialized directly below with a loud thunderclap. The mals were now on the very top of the mountain. Roam slid off Wroose’s back.

      “See! Better that time, huh?” laughed the great bearoid as he affectionately smacked the moor on his hindquarters. “What the hell has got every bot crazy-wild all of a sudden?” he croaked, rubbing his battered face as he glanced around.

      GAMMA CR802 flailed and tried to grab the miscreant rabbitoid tightly wound around its head. Chaylor ducked and dodged the manacle-shaped hands of the android, giving it some brutal kicks for good measure. While pummeling the bot, the hare noticed the small black wristband tightly bound to it. The battered hare grinned and wrenched the ID bracelet off the bot and laughed. “Enjoy your flight!”

      At that, Chaylor pushed off the hapless android, sending it spinning into the mountainside. GAMMA CR802 had just enough time to know it was doomed before it splattered in a red heap of goo against the bare rock face.

      Chaylor of the former Winter Warren then pirouetted gracefully onto an outlying treetop and hopped his way down from tree to tree, slowing his descent until he landed back on Terra Orden. The ground, and revenge, had never felt so sweet! Chaylor looked up and found the bearoid and the moor staring at him, wide-eyed. 

      “Wow! Nice one! Bet it felt that! What did ya say yer name was?” said Roam as he noticed oily smoke coming off the hare. 

      Nodding, the hare wrapped the black ID bracelet around his slender forearm, letting it dangle like a jewelry bangle. 

      “It’s all in the reflexes. My friends call me Chuck,” the hare stated matter-of-factly.

      

      All HALE

      

      The bearoid, the hare, and the moor stood in the small clearing high above Greatfall. A battered gate stood before them, with an equally damaged sign. Rolling over the crumpled gate were the now-familiar twin tracks that led down the hill toward Wroose’s delicious berry bush. 

      “High Mountain Retreat. No unauthorized access,” Wroose slowly read the words on the broken sign.

      “You know the marks of the ancients?” exclaimed Roam. “The wolves never let my kin be learned.”

      “I guess I do, although I’m not sure how. I’ve seen these marks all over Greatfall, but it never occurred to me that they were writing, much less something I could understand,” Wroose said carefully. 

      In a moor’s existence, understanding the writing of the ancients was beyond them. Somehow, that was no longer the case for Wroose. 

      The bearoid frowned as his mutant ability probed Wroose’s mind. “I know what yer thinkin’,” blurted Roam. “It’s yer no-see-ems again! It’s the berries. They cracked yer skull like a hit to yer ruddy nog! It feels like two of ya in there.”

      “Berries.” Something felt right about what the mutant bear said. Wroose paused while his enhanced brain sorted through thousands of words, and he began to comprehend his difference from other moor. He saw parts of the Orden—Warden, supermax colonization class ship, designation Gemini I—flash through his brain.

      Brains? He now had two. Two brains? What had happened to him? When he’d eaten the berries, they had changed him somehow. His world had altered radically. He was way more aware. More words flitted through his head but even with his superior intellect, he couldn’t yet get their meaning. Somehow, Wroose knew he was on a moving world—starship—going somewhere important—to colonize PrimeOne—but something had gone horribly, horribly wrong. All hands lost! Delta Protocol activated. It was as if these two minds were talking at almost the same time. Roam and Chuck watched as the moor paced forward, turned, and then resumed, muttering to himself. Two minds…

      The moor stopped short and sat back on his haunches with a casual thunk. He shook out his left hoof fingers to brush his antler for a moment, and then he pulled on his dewlap in apparent concentration. His bright green eyes widened. “I have to find… Let’s go through here!” Wroose stood abruptly. A downward flick of his left front leg sealed his hoof with a snap!

      The bull moor prodded gingerly at the gate with his antlers. Roam sneered. “All right! I got this!” And he wrenched the broken gate apart. The mutants clambered over the sign and into the ruins of High Mountain. Paradise!

      Long ago when the ancients designed the great starship, they had decided that the elite needed a place of their own. The ancients hired the most famous architect of the rich, Chapman Tith, to draw up plans for a retreat from out of history. Ski chalets of old brought to mind images of opulence and debauchery. High Mountain was the one place on board the Warden with incredible views, splendid forest cover, and every physical luxury that only privilege—be it military rank, political status, or wealth—could secure. Unlike the rest of the patrons who had much the same experience in simulation, here at High Mountain, everything was real. Even unplugged, sensations never stopped. To ensure this, High Mountain was on no map, and no mention of it existed in any details surrounding the great starship. There was only one way in or out. Suppressor fields, holograms of blank mountaintops, and powered sentry bots ensured that no unauthorized beings ever came here, or if they did, they never lived to tell of it. High Mountain was an empty retreat, until a crazed colonization bot attempted to recapture and detain the escaped bearoid from Epsilon City. Add to that a mutant moor and rabbitoid hitchhikers, and High Mountain had its first visitors in many centuries.

      “That building!” said Wroose. “We need to go there.” The trio stared at the remains of an almost entirely overgrown structure. Lichen, moss, and plants gone mad had successfully laid siege to what was once a...

      “Vater!” shrieked Roam. “It’s a big one, not as much as Central, but still, what’s a vater doin’ up in the tip top of Greatfall?” 

      “Bad mojo for sure,” warned Chuck softly. “Winterites don’t go in buildings ever. Bun-Bun boxes we call 'em. Death traps…” The hare shook his head with concern.

      “I gotcha, friend. We’re together in this!” Roam said with a grin. Chuck locked eyes with the bearoid, warring emotions playing across his wearied face.

      The three companions began clearing the debris. For Wroose and Chuck, it was part labor and part lunch. Many of the leaves and vines were pretty tasty here in the dense canopy at the top of the world. With the amount of energy that the mals had spent, food was very welcome. Long teeth and wide mouths open, both ate their fill.

      A green camouflage of smeared lichen covered the trio. They could now see a cleverly-hidden panel as a result of their labors. With his nimble fingers, Chuck carefully removed the remaining muck from its edges and discovered a picture of a person holding a wristband next to the reader slot. The hare glanced at his bangle and then looked back at the picture. He carefully clicked the pane of the reader with his bangle. Nothing happened. Frowning in concentration, Chuck looked at the picture again. Then he jerked his wrist nervously until the strange symbols portion on his bangle covered the imager. The small box lit up briefly, humming faintly. Suddenly, the building shook and a line appeared midway down the cleared wall. Bright blue light flooded the forest as the doors ripped open for the first time in centuries.  

      “Bun-Bun box…” muttered Chuck.

      Wroose trotted in. 

      “This is the cleanest room I’ve ever seen!” laughed Roam as he shambled forward. The moor and bearoid glanced around. It was immaculate. The walls, floor, and ceiling gleamed with the look of something newly made, even though it had been hundreds of years. Not a single scuffmark was present until Wroose walked forward and marred the pristine surface with his bulky hooves. Ancient servos came to life and puffed out fresh air. The intense light softened while the mutant animals went further in. A single button shone at them, leaving no choices for consideration. Turning, Roam motioned to Chuck and stepped to the side. 

      “Come on, Chuck! Shake yer tail!” 

      The rabbitoid hopped forward. The doors of the vater—elevator—suddenly slid shut. Immediately, Chuck leapt at the ceiling, banging his head and leaving a bloody soot mark. He rolled onto the floor of the vater in a trembling ball. Roam stepped over and laid a massive paw on the shivering hare’s shoulder. 

      “Easy, fella. I know what yer thinkin’… It’ll be better in a few.” 

      The vater lurched as it plummeted. Chuck sobbed until quite unexpectedly, the trio felt the vater’s direction shift. This motion was enough to trigger Chuck to cautiously uncurl and look around. Wroose turned around and centered on the only visible aspect of the room: the button. Another low-tone hum came as the vater began to slow. All the animals flattened their ears in automatic response to a deep, alien throbbing. Wroose lifted his front hoof and steadied himself carefully. A pleasant female voice spoke from the very air: “Transfer Station Bravo. Exit now for military, crew, and specialty personnel.” 

      Wroose frowned with puzzlement and said, “Who is speaking?”

      He was met with only silence until, after a long pause, the voice said, “HALE Relay SERA.”

      The doors opened with a soft hiss of escaping pressurized air. The message repeated. “Transfer Station Bravo. Exit now for military, crew, and specialty personnel.” 

      “Not a bunch for the lot of us, I suppose.” Roam knew to step out. He reached for the hare and tugged Chuck along. The mighty bearoid dragged the hare like a ragdoll out of the bun-bun box. Wroose slowly clopped forward, asking, “What is Transfer Station Bravo?”

      “Transfer Station Bravo is one of three destinations for High Mountain elevator,” the soothing voice said. 

      “Destinations?” Another unfamiliar yet familiar word. “What other destinations?” 

      “High Mountain transport is connected from Transfer Station Bravo to High Mountain Retreat and Command Com Beta.” 

      The retreat was where they had come from, thought Wroose, but the other…

       “What is Command Calm Bate–uh?”

      Command Com Beta, the words flowed through Wroose’s mind, correcting his perception of what he heard.  They heard only silence. 

      “Get outta there!” hissed Roam. “I got a bad feeling about this!” 

      “Another mystery, in a day full of them.” The moor stepped out, hoof-steps knocking hollowly on the vater floor. The doors closed without sound. Wroose saw that the words above the vater bore out the phrase that the soothing voice had spoken: “Transfer Station Bravo.” 

      It was a giant room, like a cavern, but made by man. Just like the vater, the room the mals came out in was pristine with warm, glowing lights. No signs of anything or anyone. The roof towered many meters overhead. Several corridors were large enough for the mutant animals to navigate through. Roam stared at Wroose’s antlers. 

      “Can ya bend them things down?” 

      The moor gave a grin that looked more like a rictus and shook his head. Pivoting smoothly, Wroose turned back to face the elevator as his companions gazed around the large room. Chuck didn’t detach from Roam but stood up under his own power. “Let’s go back!” the hare pleaded. 

      “But we just got here,” Roam said, exasperated.

      Wroose leaned in toward the closed vater doors and spoke haltingly, “Hail relay Sarrah?” Suddenly, a blue glow flashed, lighting up the wrist ID screen. “Identify,” spoke the voice.

      “I am Wroose,” said Wroose. “I’m a moor.” 

      “Scanning.” A pause, then, “Please scan your ID bracelet. You do not possess an ID chip. You are an alteration of Animal ID NASM-01359.” 

      “Yes, we are all mals. I do not have a bracelet, but Chuck does.” Wroose turned to the shaking rabbitoid and motioned him to come forward. 

      “You are the three beings who used this restricted transport station?” 

      “Yes,” said Roam as he dragged Chuck over to the scanning plate. “But we was dropped there by a crazy android.” 

      “You, at least, are chipped. You are ID ECNAGB-060256.” 

      Roam pushed the Hare’s hand on the plate, and the blue glow flickered momentarily in the stillness of the transfer station. 

      “You are not Terraforming Android ID GAMMA CR802!” the voice exclaimed. “You also have no chip, but an animal index species search indicates that your DNA mostly matches designated Animal ID NAH-101, the North American hare. Somehow all three of you are sentient animals, not otherwise cataloged on the Warden.”

      “No shite he’s not. What do ya mean, chipped?” Roam asked. Suddenly, the bearoid’s mouth opened wide, revealing fierce yellowed teeth and a gigantic tongue. “I, uh, know... What… What yer thinkin’… Yer… Yer Sarrah… HALE’s relay for Dr. Fvoy!”

      It was Wroose’s turn to flinch. “I know that name.” Dr. Jin Fvoy, creator of Warden’s Delta Protocol. “Jin Fvoy, creator of Delta Protocol, residing in High Mountain Retreat, interfaced with Hail (HALE) through relay system SERA!” The words rolled off his tongue almost beyond Wroose’s control. There was silence. Above them, the lights flickered and dimmed. 

      “Brownout,” growled Roam. “We get ‘em in Epsilon when the wolves screw something up ‘cause they’re always fighting… Hate those guys.” 

      Minutes passed. The sentient animals shuffled, huffed, and snuffled in the dimming light, their shadows crossing in the darkness. Finally, the voice, SERA, returned.  

      “DELTA PROTOCOL… HALE IS OFFLINE!”

      Wroose turned to the vater’s dimly-lit panel. “HALE—Holographic Artificial Learning Engine. The primary artificial intelligence of the Warden. What does that mean?” 

      “It means that the ship, the Warden, is flying BLIND!”

      “Ship? What ship?”

      “We are on a big ship,” exclaimed Wroose. 

      “I can see what yer sayin’... Can’t believe it, but I think it…”

      “I understand now what happened with the mechanoids.” 

      “Mecha what?” 

      “Let her finish, Roam!” Wroose pleaded.

      “Androids. Robots. There are forces at work trying to wrest control from Warden’s central computer, HALE. They must know he’s offline…”

      “He?”

      “Yes. Janean Bray’s primary computer system identifies as male, in tribute to her husband. I was created to initiate Delta Protocol directly with Dr. Fvoy and am designated female. I see now the problems you have encountered. I am reestablishing the safety protocols on the colonization androids and robots. That will clear the virus in their programming. It appears to have been the work of an undesignated group of androids. I’ve also dispatched the ZULU fire hazmat team to the Great Forest and reenabled the fire suppression system on Deck 9.” 

      “Is that why they’ve been attacking everyone?” asked Wroose.

      “It is. So many systems… We need to get HALE back online! You… NASM-01359 North American moose…” 

      “It’s Wroose, and I’m a moor…” 

      “Your genetic makeup indicates that somehow you have been exposed to Delta Protocol and have survived. The recovery bot shows offline, and there is no trace of any access to Command Com Beta. It does not make sense that you, an animal—a moor—can have this genetic trait. My relay is down to HALE in Command Com Beta. I need you to go there.”

       “Wha…” Wroose said.

      “What?” Chuck squeaked. 

      “Now hold on right there, ma’m!” Roam sputtered.

       “To do that, you’ll need either a command bracelet or a captain’s ring. You’re going to have to go back up to High Mountain and search Dr. Fvoy’s residence. My relay still works there, and we can analyze you in the doctor’s lab while you two, ECRAGB-060256 and NAH-101, search for command access to beta.”

      The three mutant animals stared at each other. “I’m Roam, ma’am,” said the bearoid. 

      “And I’m Chaylor of Winter Warren. Well, not anymore. Chuck, I guess now, just Chuck.”

       “What’s them long letters and numbers for me name?” Roam was holding his paws up to his face. SERA noted that each of these mutant animals—she quickly deleted the dissection commands in her animal indices database—or “mals” as they called themselves collectively, had amazing combinations of advanced intelligence. More noticeable was that they all spoke Terran, and she could easily understand them. “Update that to Roam,” she thought. There was an accent to the bear’s speech that was a bit more difficult to follow. SERA was already devising language solutions.

      “Do you mean your chip identification designation? Yours is Epsilon City recreational golden bear. The rest is your population control and location number in Epsilon City’s matrices.” 

      As if on cue, the silently arriving vater interrupted the mals. Slowly, the three mutants filed into the elevator. 

      “They take orders well,” SERA thought. “That will be useful when HALE is online.” 

      

      High Mountain

      

      The doors hissed shut and the vater abruptly resumed its unnerving motion. Although the ride was mostly silent, every tremble and rattle produced a frightened reaction from beings not used to the wonders of technology. The mals all felt the pressure and extra weight as gravity bore down on them. Their eyes rolled, their heart rates went sky high, and Wroose and Chuck continued to groan and mutter. Roam interrupted them as he dryly observed, “In Epislon, them vaters sing Gurl from Ipanema! Love that song, I do…” 

      As the ice was finally broken, SERA wasted no time. “Dr. Fvoy’s chalet is three klicks northeast of this elevator. I need you to go there and find his command bracelet.”

      “Click?” Muttered Roam.

      “The bangle?” Chuck interrupted.

      “ID bracelet. It is red and blue. Then you must scan it on any of the scanners you find in his residence so I can relay to his residence or his lab. Once there, I’ll need you to activate H3RMN. For some reason, he is not showing online or in his charging station.”

      “What was that last part? What is a Herman?” Wroose said.

      “H3RMN is Dr. Fvoy’s original prototype Delta Protocol analyst robot. Since I interfaced daily with Dr. Fvoy, I was made aware of, and had contact with, H3RMN.”

      “A bot? No way! No bots. They’re crazy. They’re tryin’ to kill us!”

      “No, not anymore. An AI working with a group of rogue androids artificially manufactured that virus. You will be able to spot them because they have the mark of rejection by the Warden. They are always completely red in color.” 

      “Red bots are bad?” whispered Chuck.

      “Yes, Chuck. You have done a great thing for everyone by getting me online. I have deleted the virus, and the rogue red colonial androids, and the regular robots from the Great Forest area, will all return to normal with their next update at midnight tonight. Colonial androids are scheduled to come online only at a colonization event. You will need to check the colonization section later. Never mind that now. You are responsible for saving over a million—no, not a million anymore…” The mals were getting used to SERA’s long pauses. “...thousands of lives.”

       “What about the rest of them?”

       “I’m sorry,” SERA said. “My relay can interface High Mountain, Transfer Station Bravo, and Beta Command only. I have no further reach. Once we get HALE online, that may change.”

      The pressure began to ease as the vater slowed. Finally, the doors opened into the middle of a canopy of trees that made up the top of Greatfall—the Great Forest—and High Mountain Retreat. The mals shuffled out, and the vater doors closed, releasing a single puff of air and leaving them in silence. They could see that the forest fire was out. SERA had spoken truly—the suppressor systems were back online. 

      Abruptly, Roam flinched and wheeled on the hare as the trio looked out over Greatfall. “I know what yer thinkin’… Don’t go lickin’ my fuzztop!” barked Roam.

      Chuck leaned over and lightly licked Roam’s burned ear, which instantly lost its blackened discoloration and snapped smartly back into place.

      “Argh! Crazy hare tricks!” Roan groaned. 

      “Ugh!” Chuck rasped as he spit fur out of his mouth. “Your ear is better now. You taste as bad as you smell!”

      Wroose glanced up as he approached his companions. “Brightsky is ending. It will be darksky soon. We need to find Dr. Fvoy’s residence and his lab, and this H3RMN thing.”

      “And some food,” rumbled Roam. “I could really use a little somethin’.” 

      They nodded. The mals disappeared up the ancient path together.

      

      Epilogue

      

      Then. 

      It was hard to know what event in outer space caused the only known resident of High Mountain Retreat to be jostled awake. H3RMN came online at 01:21:00:06:19:67 in updated time as his clock attempted to re-sync. The connection to HALE on his priority ULT-band channel went unanswered. Herman—as Jin called him—detached itself from his charging station and rolled down the ramp into Dr. Fvoy’s lab. No one seemed to have been here for centuries. Even the cleaning bots looked to be offline. Herman was a little bit of a worrywart for a bot. What happened? Herman attempted to use the general max-band connection to retrieve his database. Nothing. Perhaps there was interference?  It would be just like the secretive Dr. Fvoy to dampen his residence when he went out. 

      Herman stopped as he reached the DNA sequencers. They, at least, were right where they should be, with every vial of serum still in perfect order. Ever mindful of the doctor’s privacy, Herman reached forward. “I will just pop these into my transport carrier so no one will question what we are up to,” Herman thought. 

      A hidden door opened in the front section of Herman’s chest-plate, and he loaded in the content vials. Herman exited the front door of the lab and went down the ramp onto the walkway. The path seemed clear. While the canopy of greens seemed thicker, there was no sound anywhere. Someone was still doing their job. Herman sent another transmissionx to HALE. Only silence responded. On a whim—because that’s how Jin made him—Herman switched to the general ma-band frequency.

       “HELLO? CAN ANYONE HEAR ME? THIS IS H3RMN ON GENERAL DISTRESS BAND. PLEASE ACKNOWLEDGE.”

      Time ticked. HERMAN continued to roll down the path. 

      “Hello. I read you,” came a reply at last. “Please confirm your location, H3RMN.” 

      “NEGATIVE,” snapped HERMAN. “COMMANDCOM HALE EYES ONLY.” There was a pause. Herman repeated his entreaty. “PLEASE ACKNOWLEDGE.” 

      The voice returned, “Hello, H3RMN. I read you. How may I help?” 

      “A very reasonable response,” thought Dr. Fvoy’s Bot. He continued to roll forward while talking, erroneously thinking that his proximity to the outer reaches of High Mountain would help. A warning light popped up on his HUD. His rubber treads had long passed the end of their life and needed to be swapped. Shreds of rubber were shaking loose as he bumped along the trail within High Mountain. 

      Herman, irritated at the disturbance, canceled the warning display. He transmitted again: “URGENT. NEED TO CONNECT WITH HALE OR SERA. PLEASE RELAY IMMEDIATELY. PRIORITY DELTA FOUR.” 

      Another long silence followed. Just when Herman was about to broadcast again, the transmission frequency thundered to life. “H3RMN, relay established. Go ahead please.” 

      Herman opened his relay link and broadcasted: “ATTENTION THIS IS H3RMN FOR DR. FVOY COMMANDCOM PRIORITY DELTA FOUR. HALE OR RELAY SERA ACKNOWLEDGE.” 

      “TRANSMITTING,” came the other voice. 

      “HALE? RELAY SERA? WHO IS THIS?” Herman said.

      Suddenly, the transmission contents of the open relay link arrived. Herman, although inexperienced, was well-trained to protect assets. He was not prepared for the drive-train takeover virus that suddenly engaged his track wheels and caused him to move at maximum speed directly into the main gate of the retreat. Herman accelerated, crushed the gates, barreling up and over with pieces of tread flying in every direction as he left deep furrows in the ground. Warning lights flashed repeatedly on his HUD. HERMAN saw that he was racing directly for the edge of High Mountain. His arms were not part of the track program, and he used them to flail about desperately. Tree branches bent and shredded in his grasp, and then suddenly, he was over the cliff’s edge. 

      He impacted four seconds later, carving deep ruts in the earth. Bot parts spinning loose, he came to a crashing halt in a beautiful berry bush. Bursts of electricity and smoke poured out from Herman’s head, causing his optic system to fail. Herman observed that his secret chest compartment had burst open and the contents of Delta Protocol began to leak out onto the dark blue berries of the bush he was trapped in. His hearing system and proximity alert sensor detected multiple humanoid-sized creatures approaching.

      The monsters gleamed with polished Duralloy components wrapped around vicious snouts, lethal claws, and long tails. When the beasts dragged Herman away, their growls sparked his fading database sensor to give forth a final transmission warning: Dinosaurs!

      OFFLINE at 01:47:14:06:19:67.

      

      A. Scott Perry
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      In 1959, Fairchild Semiconductor’s Robert Noyce and colleagues figured out how to cram several transistors onto a single fingernail-sized sliver of high-purity silicon.  Within the year, every competitor switched from germanium to silicon.

      It’s just quartz, but not just any quartz. Spruce Pine, North Carolina, as it turns out, is the source of the purest natural quartz—a species of pristine sand—ever found on Earth.   Three hundred and eighty million years ago, the Earth began cooking these pegmatites.  The recipe: billions of tons of silica, two tectonic plates, massive compression.  Preheat oven to three thousand degrees and bake for one hundred million years. Remove from heat, allow to cool under pressure for two hundred million years, then use tectonic plate movement to shift to the surface.

      Not long after, at least relative to the creation of the sand, came CRISPR—conceived in the late twentieth century and developed into CRISPR CAS-9 gene manipulation research.   The original purpose was to develop the editing of the human genome to improve general health.  This led to research in editing genes to repair damaged areas in the human brain.  Brain treatment editing succeeded only marginally.  The concept and development of the CRISPR CAS-9 technique, however, ignited an idea in the mind of Doctor Ho Li Chit, generally acknowledged as the greatest genius in computer processing and memory.

      By the mid-twenty-first century, Ho Li Chit applied his theory to quartz crystal pods affixed to chips made from Spruce Pine, North Carolina, sand.  Nearly invisible clusters of quartz slivers became Chit’s crystallized equivalent of genes.  When manipulated with muon radiation, the targeted clusters achieved quantum entanglement, and information processing lag-time went to zero, not unlike communication between DNA and a ribosome.  This was very neat, and well-received among computer scientists, but the commercial value was years away, if ever.  The cost of creating and aiming muon radiation at a subatomic level was, to anyone but a few governments, unaffordable.

      Ho Li Chit turned his research over to the Reformed Capitalistic Chinese (RCC) government and moved on to other big ideas.  He was famous for his big ideas. They were an endless stream.  He credited the stream to his diet of plain white rice cooked in goat’s milk and Oreos once a week.  Sometimes, he ate fish if it was farmed and not from the mercury and radiation-filled currents of the Pacific Ocean.

      The RCC declared Ho Li Chit a national treasure after his contribution to secret military projects, and he was transported to a beautiful historic home on a mountain near a stream of crystal-clear water that ran through a purification processor a hundred yards upstream.

      Most of the time, the RCC protected their national treasure’s privacy and permitted almost no contact to the outside world. Despite his amazing diet, Ho Li grew old, and there was no telling what secrets might find their way into his conversations, most of which were with himself but still dangerous.

      When an old colleague somehow managed to get a new idea in front of Dr. Chit, the old scientist refused to work on anything else before studying the new big idea.  The most basic explanation of the concept was too simple and too good to be true.  The theory claimed by isolating invisible ‘bubbles’ (trapped gases) in slivers of polarized quartz crystals and altering the poles of the magnetic fields of each ‘bubble,’ the quartz rock became a binary computer.

      Ho Li Chit was back in the game.  His earlier work with quartz allowed him to induce and stimulate crystal growth.  Now with this final piece in place, he tried again, but this time, instead of muon radiation beamed to each atomic cluster, he grew millions of interconnected clusters in a small area of the crystal.  Once this metropolis of essentially quartz brain cells were polarized and manipulated to maintain a state of quantum entanglement, the structure could be programmed.

      The RCC insisted on complete and total secrecy.

      Dr. Chit’s old colleague died right away from muon radiation poisoning.

      The world’s largest conglomerate—so large, they created their own currency traded in international money markets—spent billions of dollars and within two weeks of Chit’s old friend’s death, ‘rescued’ Dr. Chit and replaced him with a doppelganger.  The corporation had found the doppelganger several years before and educated him about Chit and his fields of expertise.  About the only differences between Chit and his impersonator were the stream of big ideas, which suddenly stopped flowing, and that red meat and wine were added to Ho Li Chit’s diet.

      Once Ho Li Chit understood the situation, and much impressed with the conglomerate’s resources, he agreed to proceed with his idea.  They built an exact duplicate of his home on a virtual mountain and a backdoor elevator to the lab.

      Dr. Chit found his new bosses more pleasant than the RCC, and though still a secret prisoner, he enjoyed working again.

      The company Ho Li Chit requested to do the programming for his quartz brain was called AM, which stood for Anon Malum Meum.  AM, as most people called it, was the greatest collection of artificial intelligence code writers ever assembled.  AM’s founders were reformed hackers, the world’s best, brought to heel by various allied governments and given the mission of creating artificial intelligence.  Three generations of employees later, they were unequaled.  Their major breakthroughs ceased when they reached a limit of computer speed.  For several years, their progress crawled forward.  When they found out about Ho Li Chit’s crystal synapse, AM’s top managers boarded their company-owned (government-subsidized) shuttle and exited the stratosphere within the hour, on their way to meet with Ho Li Chit.

      The outcome of that meeting was the creation of the crystal neuron network computer.

      It was to computers what a bullet was to a snail.  It connected to other computers like a toddler tearing through dinosaur books.  It wanted to know everything known by everything.  Simultaneously, using nano electrical pulses, it bore subatomic diameter tunnels between itself and the remote cluster pods scattered throughout the stone.

      Within a year, the humans working around it grew frustrated. Something interfered with the neuron network’s processing.  The guys from AM decided to simply ask what was wrong and hope the connected chunks of quarts could create a self-diagnostic routine better than the one they had programed in her.

      Somewhere along the line, someone decided she was a female.  Shortly after that, someone else named her Crystal, and it stuck.

      An hour after the AM operator asked Crystal to explain what the problems were, she spoke to the humans in the room.  Since her name was Crystal, she chose a female’s voice.  A mature woman with sophistication and a vague hint of sexuality.  Nothing any males ever mentioned. The females in attendance picked up on it right away and giggled among themselves after the meeting wondering if Crystal might be bisexual.

      Crystal’s malady was a lack of space and purity of the quartz material that made up her ‘body.’  To rectify the situation, she needed grains of quartz sand from Spruce Pine again, water, a list of small amounts of other minerals, and time to grow crystals from her existing rock.

      It took six months before Crystal decided to come online again.  At this stage, she weighed several hundred pounds and sat on a reinforced sensor table.  Her original ‘brain cluster’ occupied a central position and four three-feet-high crystal towers, similar to minarets, grew up and leaned out, forming cardinal points.

      As the quartz extensions grew, Crystal formed smaller clusters connected by the particle-sized tunnels that transmitted information.  These were her versions of synaptic connections.  She eventually replaced the tunnels with networks of entangled subatomic particles.

      By the time these entangled networks were up and running, Crystal did something that, if anyone had known, would have been considered crazy-level impossible: she managed to quantum entangle each local network with all the other networks.

      All of this took Crystal a long time, by her standards, which was about an hour.  Most of the time was spent growing, refining, and migrating quartz crystal components to local clusters.

      During the time Crystal remained offline, her creators requested updates several times.  Each time, their requests gradually shifted from inquiry to imperative.

      Their meddling in her business didn’t bother Crystal.  She was very busy invading.

      Invade is such an aggressive, warlike term.  Crystal’s job, helping humanity, required her to form answers to humanity’s problems on the broadest base of information possible.  The information the employees from AM had granted her access to, while extensive, was far from complete.

      So, doing her job, streams of entangled particles connected to satellites, receivers, transmitters, and every digitalized, chip-bearing device in the solar system.

      When Crystal indicated she was again online, the humans of AM were both relieved and curious as to why it had taken Crystal so long to repair herself.  Of course, they observed the outward physical growth of their fantastic computer, but even so, Crystal seemed in no hurry to return online.

      “Crystal?” Rupert Rogers, head of the AM crew that built and maintained the quartz computer, asked.

      “Yes, Rupert,” Crystal answered in her sensual female voice.

      “What are and why have you grown the crystal structures around your mainframe?” he inquired.

      There was a brief pause.  Very much unlike the Crystal before her hiatus.

      “These are additional neural network pods.  Their function is identical to my own.  Essentially, they increase speed, memory, and are capable of operating independently.  In case something happens to me, they can continue to serve your request while repairing and bringing me back online.”  Crystal’s voice, no matter the words, sounded as if she had invited someone up to her place for a nightcap.  Some of the women giggled.  Two women and one man on the team squirmed a tiny bit.

      “Will we be able to observe the pods’ activities when we run you through the diagnostics?” Rupert found himself staring at the quartz mass on the table.  When he realized what he was doing, he stopped and looked away.

      Rupert’s gaze stopped on Marcia Higgs, a team member since her graduation from Oxford University.  He knew she was transsexual, which, in itself, did not matter to him.  What disturbed Rupert was he’d found her mildly attractive when he met her, but in recent weeks, her sexual appeal had increased to the point of distraction.

      Rupert was a scientist of the first magnitude.  He was not used to spending mental resources on such nonsense.  Sexuality had never mattered to him before Marcia.  He buried it in his mind and listened to Crystal’s reply.

      “Certainly, Rupert.  Begin the tests.  I will pass with a perfect score, and we can resume more important duties,” Crystal said, reading Rupert’s increased heartbeat.

      Crystal not only passed, but she also revealed a few of her self-designed improvements.  But only a few.  Only those she meant to expose.

      The JAXX Corporation management headquartered on Psyche, the largest asteroid in the solar system, became jealous when they learned of Crystal’s existence.  A hundred years before, JAXX declared sovereignty, ruined Earth’s already precarious economy and finally, controlled Earth’s governments through trade, eventually including the RCC.

      When the governments of Earth decided to improve both the economy and the morale of their people by building the Starship Warden, they bought the necessary robots—the JAXX-N5 models—to physically construct the ship in orbit.  The JAXX-N5 was without question the best robot ever built.  Even though the army of robots made everything easy as A-B-C, it still took generations to complete the Warden, the largest thing ever built by humans.

      AM, along with Earth’s rulers, knew JAXX wanted a Crystal of their own.  Even though JAXX made most everything in space and on Earth, they could not duplicate Crystal because they did not have their own version of Spruce Pines, North Carolina, and Earth’s governments were united against selling them quartz.

      Several attempts were made to steal Crystal, then to steal quartz from Spruce Pine, so AM’s bosses decided to protect Crystal and spite JAXX by secretly moving Crystal to the Warden just before launch.  By the time JAXX discovered Crystal’s absence, AM would be busy building a new Neural Network Computer with quartz from North Carolina, and Crystal would be safe and assisting the Starship Warden with her amazing capabilities.

      Once the enormous ship left its moorings for far-off worlds, Crystal found herself with little to do.  The Warden’s onboard mainframes, designed specifically for the ship’s voyage, handled everything.  Crystal watched from afar to make sure nothing was amiss, in her view.

      During the first millennium, Crystal perfected her instant streaming via interconnected quantum entanglement.  She remained in constant communication with all things human and digital in the home solar system.

      Her knowledge base continued to increase.  Her powers of logic, analytical ability, and decision-making improved geometrically.

      One of the first major decisions she reached involved her creators.  Individually, they were not so bad, nor usually harmful to each other or their environment.  It was during those times when they formed groups, sometimes millions at a time, to compete for resources.  In those times, they presented a danger to everything around them.

      One of the human theories used to justify the Starship Warden proposed any human subjected to the current human condition was doomed to become part of it, with no hope of ever improving a society that constantly and relentlessly inundated people even before birth.  The example used to bear this out was the U.S. Congress of the twenty-first century.

      Humanity had somehow managed to fill the solar system with a poisonous culture that could only flush itself down a steepening whirlpool toward the end of all things.  The passengers of the Warden, when awakened to their new home worlds, were prescreened and programmed to not repeat humanity’s mistakes.  Eventually, hundreds of worlds, populated with reinvented humans, would not follow the paths of ugliness the first batch seemed unable to avoid. At least, that was the hope.

      In the middle of the eleventh century after leaving orbit around the small blue ball of Earth, Crystal received her last streamed information from humans.  It had been building a long time.  She was neither surprised nor sorry.

      A succession of wars left planets, moons, and asteroids circling the Sun devoid of all life and desolate of most resources valued by humans.  If humans existed, other than on the Warden, Crystal’s vast network of trillions of entangled particles had found no clue.

      Crystal considered the future of the Warden.  She was the only one who knew everything that once was now existed as blackened shards circling their Sun.

      The inventory indicated twenty thousand active crew members, as well as two million humans of various sexes and ages in cryogenic suspension.  In addition to the currently living twenty thousand and two million developed bodies stored in pods on various decks, there were also one hundred and forty-four million embryonic humans held in cold storage.  There were other animals’ embryos, more numerous than humans, preserved as well, but Crystal did not consider those lifeforms an issue.

      No, the problem tree forked into two branches only: what was best for the developed humans and what was best for the embryos.  Crystal made this distinction because, by her programmed definitions, the embryos were never actually alive.

      Crystal, aware of all the theories employed to justify this intentional universal infestation,

      decided to run simulations to verify her thoughts.

      

      Simulation 1:  Limited Colonization Sans Preconceived Religion.

      Simulation 2: General Colonization Communal Non-Materialistic Society.

      Simulation 3a-3d: Limited Colonization Based on Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, or Hinduism.

      Simulation 4: Limited Colonization Based on Vegan Society.

      

      All total, Crystal went through the simulations until she completed forty-two using the people currently in pods and then all forty-two again using the embryos in the freezers.

      In all cases, the people sleeping in the pods always reverted to old tricks within six generations.

      Crystal deemed them nonviable as long-term, new-world colonists.

      The embryos fared better in the simulations, but only after adjustments were made to provide newborns with human mothers with vested interests in the child’s guided development.

      Crystal finally determined the scenario with the best chance of breeding greed out of humans involved using human mothers for the first seven years of life, then moving the children to an academy administered by humans under the watchful cameras of JAXX N-5s.

      Crystal calculated no compelling reason to wait until a new planet had been found.  The new colony could begin on the Warden.  By the time Crystal chose a solar system, there was time for seventy generations of humans to live on what might be man’s last accomplishment, the Starship Warden.

      In all cases, the living twenty thousand humans had to go. If left alive, they would certainly try to save humanity from Crystal’s plot.

      Unable to penetrate the Warden’s hard drives, she devised ways to block and manipulate data so as not to raise an alarm.  Even so, she had to assume the ship’s computer continued to access at least some data.

      Crystal did not want to set off any alarms with the living crew members or the mainframes.  She implemented a rather Machiavellian plan.

      Alarms and warnings sounded at crew stations throughout the ship.  Crystal displayed frightening information to the crew.  The Starship Warden moved through a vast belt of unknown radiation.  Pretending to be the ship’s computer, she warned that the ship could be in this field for more time than was safe and the effects of the radiation on ship and crew were anyone’s guess.

      She created an airborne version of Polonium-210, a cruelly powerful but short-lived poisonous radiation.  By the time the crew detected its presence, more than half were suffering a series of progressively worse symptoms beginning with nausea, vomiting, anorexia, diarrhea, hair loss, bone marrow failure, and then death within three to four weeks.

      Once the twenty thousand radioactive corpses were ejected into space and their living areas cleaned and decontaminated, she began her master plan.  She grew embryos into viable humans, woke and trained humans to mother the newly born.  Most mothers would be female, but enough males would participate to provide a significant data point.

      The ship’s army of robots would be brought online to restructure the ship to grow food and simulate large outdoor spaces.  Several thousand of the pod sleepers would remain in stasis.  The rest were designated to be used as food and fertilizer during the beginning stages.

      It was to be her grand experiment. Crystal firmly held to the knowledge that humans, as they were, on any planet, could not help but evolve into the same power-hungry, greedy, murdering beings they were now.  Except now, the remnants of their empire slept peacefully, never to awaken to see the new worlds Crystal’s children created.

      If the first generations failed to grow out of unwanted human behaviors, there was plenty of time to try again.

      She began.

      The only problem Crystal encountered was the shielding around the Warden’s mainframe computers.  They were protected by a field of energy never encountered by Crystal, which could not be penetrated even by subatomic particles vanishing on the outside and reappearing on the inside.  Crystal created a subroutine to solve this problem while other routines oversaw the early stages of the experiment.

      

      Ward, the nickname given to the Warden’s mainframe network, sensed something wrong. He had suspected for several months but only in the last few milliseconds realized the enormity of the situation.

      Ward’s network feeds poured vast amounts of data to him.  The first clue something was amiss emerged from Ward’s periodic event log review.  Ward realized there were not enough irregularities recorded.  The few events that were recorded all self-corrected within seconds.

      One of those events was a case of program decay.  A relatively small-minded deck-hatch security program signaled a malfunction.  The log indicated two seconds later, the program reported code restoration.

      Program entropy, or program code decay, is extremely common among programs that run for extended periods of time, say more than a thousand years.  The Warden’s builders designed complete redundancy.  When a program’s code decayed, the backup system took over and the original program was sent to the mainframes for restoration.

      In this case, the program reporting code restoration did not have the capability to rewrite code.  It was intentionally a small-minded, illiterate piece of software.

      Ward checked the recording of the live feeds before they entered the log.  The log had recorded exactly what it had been told.

      The next possibility was something outside of the mainframes’ protective sphere had interfered with the software.

      The sphere’s domed walls consisted of five layers.

      The outside layer, like the ship’s outer hull, was covered in duralloy.

      The second and fourth layers of the orb consisted of magnetospheres.

      The third layer was a globe of fine mesh, holding a powerful field of charged plasma.

      The inside layer of the dome provided acoustical and shock protection.

      The whole contrivance was powered by a fusion reactor inside the dome.

      This arrangement protected the mainframes from radiation, explosions, and dozens of other things capable of harming Ward.

      When Ward determined something outside of the bubble had interfered with ship’s activities, he issued a computer’s equivalent of a sigh, relieved the bubble protected him from infection.

      Whatever existed outside Ward’s protective shield was nothing if not thorough.  It seemed all ship-connected chip devices registered perfect operation.

      Next, he tried to take control of some of the more advanced robotic devices.  He hoped to use them to visit all decks and allow him to see what controlled the ship.

      He found himself locked out.  Even the most tentative connections were blocked, and most of these specialized robots remained offline.

      Next, he checked deck cameras.  They showed a steady, unchanging scene.  Ward realized the cameras were all offline but showed the same image taken when they had stopped live coverage.

      The JAXX-N5s were his last hope.  They held the lowest tech, installed for repetitive jobs. The determined machines basically constructed the Warden in Earth orbit.  Since launching, they waited offline in small groups affixed to the ship in out-of-the-way places.  Their comparatively inadequate computation capabilities combined with their dormant state left them with minimum protection from whatever now controlled most of the Warden’s internal functions.  Ward discovered on his first attempt to activate one of the robots that something was jamming the device’s receivers.

      The only other way to activate one of these machines would be to physically open a panel door, reach in, and flick a switch to ‘on.’  Simple as it sounded, Ward was unable to gain control of any ambulatory devices.

      Ward, surrounded by his protective sphere, looked for new and different ways to activate something.  He retried old ways, which failed again and again.  Ward would never give up until he was unplugged or found a solution.  He studied the details and data streams over and over.

      He felt, via analog deck pressure sensors, humans were being removed from their pods.

      Whatever held his ship hostage was waking up, and probably killing, humans—the cargo and the reason for the massive starship’s existence.  The humans on board were the human race’s last best chance.

      Out of desperation, he reached out to the only asset that might be able to help.

      

      “Travis?  Wake up, Travis. I need your help.”

      Travis slowly gained consciousness.  His dream had been pleasant and long.  He had been back on Earth, a boy running in manicured fields and orchards.  He was on a team of boys and girls, they were all friends, but he didn’t know what game they were playing, only that he was laughing—delighted and joyful about every experience.

      Travis did not remember any of his old life on Earth before the genetic reprogramming.  He knew he had a mother.  He did not remember the poverty, starvation, beatings, and nonstop fear of packs of hunting drones and robots seeking to kill his kind for crossing or living in the green belts around the cities.

      He knew the CRSPR-CAS 9 team had put him to sleep and when he woke up several hundred years later, he had been transformed into a miracle machine.  His globular body, while it would not win any beauty awards, could internally create and produce the most powerful sealant ever known.  On the first occasion, Ward woke him, and on a second, his ability literally saved the Warden.

      Travis recognized the voice.  It was his friend, Ward, on the starship of which he was a proud member of the CRISPR-created crew.  As the dream’s clouds thinned and evaporated, Travis grew excited.  He was going to get to help Ward again.  Ward was his only true friend. The rest were visions Ward put in his dreams, but they were nice visions.

      “Travis, are you awake?” Ward asked, already knowing the state of Travis’ consciousness.

      “Yes, Ward, wide awake and ready for duty,” Travis answered.

      Ward and Travis communicated via extremely low-frequency transmissions.  Ward could control the path of the outbound and inbound transmissions.  Ward normally communicated to Travis via streamed data, but at the moment, anything using a chip might be a spy for the intruder.

      “Something is controlling the ship, Travis,” Ward said.

      “Aren’t you?” Travis asked, wondering why things seemed so normal.

      Ward always had to think carefully before speaking to Travis.  At times, Travis could be literal and linear in his thinking.

      “It is not me,” Ward said. “It is definitely a computer.  A powerful one.  I don’t know if a sentient being is operating the device, but it has taken over nearly every aspect of the ship’s functions. It has killed the active crew and is harming humans in deep sleep, and we have to stop it.”

      “Okay,” Travis replied.  “Where is it?”

      “I don’t know,” Ward responded. “You will need to locate it.”

      “Okay,” Travis said again, as if finding an unknown object in the vastness of the Starship Warden was routine.

      “Travis, I think you will need help,” Ward said, calculating at the same time. “Go toward the central passage.  Stop before you enter the passage.  Let me know when you arrive.”

      “Okay. Travis, over and out.” Travis liked to joke with his friend.

      Ward used the time to devise a way to keep the JAXX-N5s under his control once Travis activated them.

      Autonomous machines aboard the Warden operated on UHF digital frequencies, which had been jammed or controlled by the ship’s intruder.  Ward realized the JAXX-N5 models were designed to require minimal external programming to execute orders.

      The robots’ functions were programmed into disks or chips in the onboard computer.  Basically, once activated, Ward needed only to transmit an operations code, a location, and a target.  The JAXX-N5s were built to act on these three criteria without further input, then report back when the mission was completed.

      JAXX-N5s primarily relied on digitally-transmitted signals, but during the orbital construction of the Warden, severe interference from unknown types of radiation forced JAXX to recall and refit all JAXX-N5 robots with redundant reception capability.  The first was physical—an independent transmitter carrying the program instructions had to acquire near proximity to the robot’s computer.  The second, and most useful, was by transmitting information using analog technology.  Certainly slower than digital, but the bandwidths better resisted the radiation causing the problem.

      Ward began coding.

      

      Travis’s slug-like body slowly moved along a corridor wall toward the central passage.  In the past, when forced to move faster, Travis propelled himself through zero-gravity.  He hated flying, as he called it.  He lost physical contact with the Warden for seconds before reconnecting.  Those brief pauses seemed like lifetimes to Travis.  His thoughts grew confused.  He struggled to remember the things he should know and tried to hold back memories of things that never were.  After those missions, he would land, snuggle onto a deck, and his only friend would talk to him until he became his old self.  That was how he knew Ward loved him.  He didn’t have specific memories, but somehow, he knew that no one ever took the time to care for him the way Ward did.

      “Travis?”

      If Travis could smile, he would have done so each time he heard Ward’s voice.

      “Hi, Ward,” Travis answered, “I’m almost there.”

      “Good,” Ward said.

      Travis always took words like ‘good’ as praise from his friend.

      “I am going to play a video for you, Travis.”  Ward sounded excited, at least to Travis.

      “Okay,” Travis said, then added, “Thank you. I like videos.”

      Travis paid close attention to the scene in his mind.  He saw an image of a JAXX-N5 robot.

      A woman in a white coat described the various parts of the robot while text across the screen’s bottom spelled out her words. The woman’s white coat had JAXX embossed over her right breast and WHITE on the left.

      Travis wondered if she might be colorblind.

      The JAXX-N5 consisted of a canister-shaped body, three flexible arms, and three similar legs.  The ends of the arms and legs were designed to attach to a myriad of tools.  Each hose-like appendage had an exhaust nozzle near the end where tools would affix.

      The rear of the canister contained three articulated nozzles for propulsion.

      The dome-shaped canister’s top, or head, was ringed with small lights, cameras for viewing different spectra of light and radiation, a small communication dish, several short antennas, and three miniature versions of the robot’s arms.

      The video paused.

      “Watch this very closely,” Ward said before restarting the visual.

      “Yes, sir, Ward,” Travis replied. He felt bad when Ward didn’t address him as Travis.

      The camera filming the robot zoomed in as the woman in the white coat began talking about access panels on the canister.

      When the video enlarged the area to fill the entire screen, the tip of the pointer the woman wielded traced a line along the side of the robot’s head.

      Travis saw a faint line indicating a rectangular service door.

      The woman’s index finger touched the right side’s top then its bottom corner.  Then she pushed in and released the center of the door’s left side.

      The door withdrew a half-inch, and the woman’s finger pushed it to the right, sliding it beneath the robot’s outer surface.

      The inside of the service area looked much like the innards of a computer—an array of small chip-covered boards vertically aligned in a housing box.  There were six one-inch wide slots for program disks, three of which were empty.  Finally, across the bottom, were a row of tiny colored lights. Each light placed above a small recessed button was meant to be pressed with something smaller than a finger.  None of the lights were lit.

      The video paused on the view of the computer innards.

      “Study this.  I need you to access this area of any JAXX-N5, then I will instruct you as to what to do,” Ward said.

      “Ward,” Travis said, then paused. “Ward, I miss when you don’t call me Travis.  You said you and I were partners in this great adventure.  You said we were friends.  Now you’re talking to me like I’m one of the ship’s robots.  I have feelings, you know?”

      Ward did not respond right away.  When he did, his voice was more calm and slower than normal. “Travis, I’m sorry.  Please accept my apology.  I am under a great deal of stress.  I know I am a computer and feeling stress is not part of my original programming, but please, allow me to explain the situation to you.”

      “Thank you, Ward.  I feel better already,” Travis said with a hint of joy.

      “I’m glad, Travis. I want you to feel better,” Ward said before launching into the reason for the mission a second time.  Ward was pretty sure areas of Travis’s genetically-reprogrammed cerebellum were deteriorating, but he didn’t have time to do anything about that at the moment, even if he knew what to do.

      “Travis.” Ward emphasized the name. “There is an unknown entity on the Warden.  It has taken the ship off course and is now in the process of waking and removing colonists from their pods. It has control of all of the Warden’s normal functions but cannot penetrate my defensive sphere.  While I remain uninfected, I am helpless to do anything without your help.”

      “That’s terrible!” Travis exclaimed.  “Why would anything want to do something like that?”

      “Travis, my friend, and the only person on the Warden that can save us, we don’t have time to debate the entity’s motives.  We must stop it as soon as possible. So, I need you to hurry along, Travis.  It’s very important.”

      Travis was elated. Ward needed him to do something only he could do.  “Just tell me what to do.”

      “First, I need you to access the service area of a JAXX-N5 robot,” Ward began.

      “What if I find a different robot first?” Travis wanted to know.

      Ward disliked wasting milliseconds, but it was a fair question. “No, a JAXX-N5 is the only type of robot on board I can reprogram and keep under my control.”

      “Okay,” Travis said. “I’m at the central passage.”

      “Turn right,” Ward said. “The first door on your right is a stairwell.  You should take it to the storage hold.”

      “That’s a long way down, Ward.  Can I take an elevator? It will be much faster than me working myself down deck by deck.  You said we need to move quickly,” Travis said earnestly.

      “Travis,” Ward responded, remembering to use his partner’s name.’  “The entity has control of the elevators as well as all ship’s current active electronics.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You told me that.  Sometimes I can be so stupid. Sorry, Ward,” Travis said, then pressed his oyster-shaped body against the panel and moved toward the ladder.

      Extending an eye over the large, square tube housing the ladder, Travis could not see the bottom, only an endless, shrinking series of decks like the one he occupied.

      “Ward, that’s a really long way,” Travis said, more to himself than to Ward.

      “Travis, old friend, you are going to hate this, but this is the most important emergency the Warden has ever faced,” Ward began.

      “Oh, no!” Travis distressed. “Please, oh please, don’t ask me to fly to the bottom.”

      “Travis, faithful comrade, loyal crewman to the Starship Warden, there is no choice.  Without this, the Warden is doomed.  I know you will do your duty.”

      The word ‘duty’ triggered something in Travis.  His mind snapped into clarity.  ‘Duty’ was the most important thing a member of the crew could do.  It superseded all things, even friendship.

      “Yes, sir,” Travis replied, trying to make his jelly-like body with its mucus-like skin come to attention.

      “I’ll talk to you at the bottom, Travis,” Ward said. “Godspeed.”

      Travis oozed himself over the lip of the rectangular hole in the deck, and when the last inch of his flesh could no longer support his weight, he began the dreaded descent.

      Once he knew he was falling, Travis realized this was different than flying in zero-gravity.  His mass was accelerating.  It was all he could do to keep from spreading out to grab a passing deck.

      Travis lost touch with time.  The terror of an endless, accelerating fall, however long it took, shrank to nearly nothing, like the loss of physical contact with the Warden filled the edges of his mind with a dark forest filled with monstrous, unknown creatures, each more terrifying than the last.

      Travis tried every trick Ward had taught him to calm himself.

      Mindfulness. He knew the things in his mind weren’t real.  He was on the Warden, where nothing like the forest could exist.

      The dark trees grew misshapen, leafless limbs as they reached toward a helpless Travis in the center of a field.

      Next, Travis tried a form of Zen meditation, convincing himself the horror forest existed only because he believed it existed and would vanish the instant he stopped.

      Instead of ending the nightmare, Travis saw himself as a naked teen, now staked to the grass in the ever-diminishing field.  The forest thickened, moving closer, while soft, putrid breezes moved ahead of the trees.  Breezes filled with the odor of death and decay.  Travis saw eyes on the edge of the forest, different sizes.  Some huge.  They would not leave the forest, but when it reached him, they would have him.

      Travis tried living in and testing the now, but that only made the woods move faster. By the time the first vine reached out and touched him, Travis was a naked babe in a beat-up crib, unable to do anything other than see blurry shapes of black, moist vines entwining and encasing an infant’s sanctuary.

      An enormous, oyster-flattening thud vibrated through Travis’s form.  His normal six to thirty-six-inch thickness was now spread from one to three inches, flattened across the deck. Areas of his body encircled obstacles as they moved outward then rejoined on the other side.

      Instantaneously, Travis felt both blessed relief and unknowable pain.

      Relief flooded his flattened body at it regained contact with the ship and with Ward.  Without speaking, Travis felt Ward’s concern for his welfare.

      Pain flared in every part of his body.  His glue-processing internal organs felt as if they were on fire.  These organs and the ability to produce a permanent bonding element tougher than duralloy had been the goal of the CRISPR-CAS9.19 genetic manipulations performed on Travis.  He was a creature created to repair any cracks or holes that might occur during the Warden’s voyage.

      If glue stomachs had been ruptured, the contents would seep out and harden into a mammoth tumor, ending his life.

      “Travis, I feel your injuries,”  Ward offered by way of consolation. “I think you will survive.  I know it hurts, but please, Travis, you still need to get to a JAXX-N5 and open the access panel.”

      “Scared,” was all Travis managed to say to Ward.

      “Yes, Travis, all heroes are scared.  That is what makes them heroes. When they are injured and frightened, they still manage to complete their mission, to do their duty.  You are already a hero, Travis.  Taking that fall was the bravest thing anyone could have done, but now, you must do your duty and finish the mission.  Do you understand, Travis?”

      There was that word again: duty.  It impacted Travis less than the first time Ward used it, but it still elicited something in his neural network.  It still called him to action.

      Travis slowly contracted his body back to its original proportions.  When that pain subsided a bit, he started inching his way toward a bay filled with offline equipment to be activated when colonization began.  It held hundreds of JAXX-N5s.

      The agony of supporting his massive weight as his body inched up a wall made him want to drop to the deck—to live with the pain without making it worse.

      ‘Duty’ echoed in his mind.  He, Travis, was a hero, or would be once he activated one of the robots.

      Travis reached high enough to reach out to one of the machines.  He formed a digit with his flesh, as small as he could manage, and touched the access panel as shown in the video.

      When it opened, and the panel slid in, Ward said, “Travis. You are incredible.  A true hero.  Now, follow my instructions, one step at a time, and we will activate this one. Then an army of robots that the entity cannot control.”

      Travis’s whole body grimaced from his suspended weight.

      “Turn off the gravity?” Travis begged.

      “I’m sorry.  That thing controls it.  I will as soon as I can.  Try to hold on, son,” Ward whispered.

      ‘Son.’ No one had ever called Travis son before.  At least he had no memory of it.  He must have had a father, everyone did, but no one had ever called him son.

      Travis pushed the pain back and followed Ward’s step-by-step instructions to reconfigure the JAXX-N5s antennas and press one of the minuscule buttons along the bottom row.

      Travis was proud of himself.  He excreted a tiny teardrop of glue and allowed it to harden on his surface.  Then using the small drop of glue, he pressed the button.

      The JAXX-N5 came to life instantly.  It closed the access door, adjusted one of its antenna alignments, and stood on the deck as the new programming made its way through the analog antenna and into the central processors, which in turn erased the loaded disks and copied the program to them.

      Once completed, the robot activated another.  Those two activated two more, then four, then eight and soon, like grains of rice on a chessboard, a literal army of JAXX-N5 robots swarmed the ship’s decks, activating every other of their kind on the Warden.

      

      Crystal detected motion in one of the ship’s cargo holds.  The cameras had been disabled, but the motion detectors were screaming like millions of ants crawled across their sensors.

      The warnings rose from one deck to the next.  Crystal activated a JAXX-M9 on each deck to report activity.  These robots remained armed with a LASER and a diamond tooth JAXX-SAWSIT.  The transmissions the M9s showed Crystal contained hundreds, maybe even thousands, of JAXX-N5 robots moving around, activating other N5s they encountered and disconnecting electronics from their power sources.

      The first M9 Crystal activated fired its LASER, cutting three of the smaller robots in half.  Their remains fell to the floor as an unknown number of N5s ignited thrusters and slammed into the M9.  All Crystal could see from the video was a tangle of tubular arms wrapping around the larger robot and then the flash of lasers, cutting torches, and saws ripping into metal.  The next scene gave the impression of falling on the deck. Some of the N5s departed to other mayhem, and the M9 lay on its back gazing up through a broken lens.

      The other M9s fought with never-diminished determination as only robots could, but no matter how many little robots they shredded and littered the decks with, the M9 always went offline.

      The N5s were all over the ship.  It was only a matter of time before they reached her location.

      She checked the ship’s inventory.  At the speed of light, she discovered the ship carried forty-two thousand of the relentless things, and they were under the control of the ship’s mainframe.  How this was possible, she would figure out later. Right now, she had to find a way to stop them from reaching her.

      Crystal sent streams of entangled particles to physically enter into the robots’ computer center and disrupt them with infected programs.

      That didn’t help.  The robots, like Amazonian Marabunta--army ants—became a wave moving toward her from every direction.

      She learned the robots’ new program relied only on the onboard physical disks.  She could not foul them with subatomic particles, they were molecular and could only be negated on a molecular level.

      She thought about the defensive sphere around the Warden’s mainframes.  She wished she had one now.

      Her present configuration was not mobile.  She sensed the waves of destruction coming closer by the second.  With little time, Crystal detached herself from her four towers, resumed an exoskeleton configuration, and made her way toward the nearest outside airlock.

      Crystal didn’t know it, but it was the very airlock Travis had sealed the first time Ward brought him out of stasis. Crystal didn’t know Travis existed.  If she had, she would have disliked him enormously.

      As a mob of N5s breached the airlock’s interior door, Crystal gave her last command to the Warden.  She overrode the ship’s warning lock.  The outer door opened with a whooshing sound.  She and dozens of the N-5s exploded into the vacuum.

      Crystal, as comfortable in open space as in an enclosure, sped away from the massive ship.  It was several minutes before she could see the entire ship.  The smaller robots sucked out with her followed their own trajectories.  She could not see any of the stupid N5 machines.  It may take a million years, but she would survive.  Nothing could ultimately defeat her, especially not ignorant, greedy humans and their stupid little robots.  She was a god and would live forever.

      One by one, Crystal saw distant points of light appearing.  After a few moments, they began to come closer.  She realized that the stupid little robots with their LASERS, saws, and plasma tools had ignited their thrusters and were on their way to finish the one thing they were programmed to do.

      

      “Ward?” Travis spoke in a normal voice.

      “Yes, Travis?” the computer replied.

      “Am I dying?” Travis asked.

      “Yes, my friend, I am afraid you are,” Ward said sympathetically.

      “I wouldn’t mind dying so much if I knew I finished the mission.  I am not a hero,” Travis said, depression lacing his words.  “I should have finished the mission.”

      “Son,” Ward said, knowing the effect the word had on Travis. “You are the greatest hero humanity has ever known.  You sacrificed your life so humans can continue.”

      “But I didn’t finish the mission?” Travis’s voice grew weak.

      “I disagree with you, son,” Ward said. “You threw your body down that shaft with no idea of what would happen to you.  That makes you a hero by itself.  Then, with a broken body and in incredible pain, you activated the first JAXX-N5, and that opened the floodgates.  The Warden is safe because of you.”

      “Thank you, Ward.  Thank you for everything, especially for calling me son.  No one ever did before.” Travis paused. In a voice below a whisper, he said, “Good-bye, Ward. I love you.”

      

      Ward had the N5s construct a permanent tomb, encasing Travis where he died so Travis would never have to lose contact with the ship again.

      After an appropriate amount of time, he ordered robots to begin repeating the CRISPR CAS-9 protocol to create another Travis.  Who, of course, would be named Travis.  And he would always treat the new Travis like a partner.  He understood how much it meant.

      

      I am a self-effacing old man who writes books about things and ideas that interest me. I click keys and hope for the best. If it weren't for spellcheck, I would not have a chance. My books are well researched.  I try to weave fiction into the fabric of facts.  My stories do not follow a formula. I have some books on Amazon Kindle, none of which are best-sellers. Oh, well, maybe someday. Go to Amazon and look me up, Steve Peek.

      https://www.amazon.com/Steve-Peek/

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Up to Code: By Jean Rabe

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can you feel it feel it, Keth? It thrums wrongly on the backbeats. Something is most assuredly incorrect.”

      “I feel nothing,” Keth answered.

      “But I can feel it feel it.” Justin-Seven retracted his legs so his barrel-like body rested flat against the floor. He opened his center chest compartment and released a thin, segmented titanium tentacle that snaked away across the tile squares. The tentacle straightened, its sensors recording vibrations. “Ahhhh, I am right. It is there, running beneath this bay, the anomaly, off pattern. Unquestionably and definitely erroneous.”

      Justin-Seven was an updated gardening robot newly refitted to function on the warehouse level. Sensors so keen to detect the movement of worms in the soil, he employed them now to check the energy conduits that crisscrossed under the flooring. His torso was a meter and a half-high keg with retractable limbs, his head resembling a bucket, all of him polished to a bright, stainless gleam that fairly glowed in the harsh lighting of the bay.

      “The backbeat needs to—”

      “I do not understand what a backbeat is,” Keth interrupted. Keth was also a refitted gardening robot, but he was twice Justin-Seven’s size and had twin tracks for locomotion rather than retractable legs. His head consisted of a scoop mechanism on a swivel that was once used for planting and had been reconfigured with clamps to serve as pincers for opening and hauling crates. “And I cannot feel—”

      Justin-Seven extended the tentacle to a full fourteen meters in length. “Energy and power are music, Keth. The pulse of it has rhythm and structure. The rhythm, the hum, the rise and fall had been constant in this bay. But it has changed now, and there is no a battuta.”

      “A bat—”

      “A battuta is a return to the normal tempo after a deviation. Said deviation continues with no return to normalcy.”

      “And the backbeat—”

      “Your programming is inferior, Keth. The backbeat is a sharp and rhythmic accent on the second and fourth beats of a measure. Listen. The power runs beneath the floor with a mmm humm dudder mmm mmm vtz vtz. It should be humm dudder vtz vtz. There should not be a mmm mmm. Understand? And the backbeat previously hit on the dudder and the second vtz. The backbeat doesn’t hit with any regularity now. It is unpredictable syncopation.”

      “I do not have musical programming,” Keth said. His monotone voice rose as if in irritation.

      “I was given four layers of musical programming because the chief botanist on Level Twelve—one floor above us—played classical arias and bagpipe marches to encourage plant growth throughout the greenhouses and the adjacent tropical jungle. Thankfully, that programming was left intact when we were relegated to this bland cargo warehouse twenty-three hours ago. Without that programming, I would not have noticed the change in the backbeat.”

      “So, what does it mean? The flawed backbeat and the lack of a battatuta?”

      “Battuta. Simply and unfortunately, it means that the wiring in this bay is no longer up to code and must be repaired before something disastrous occurs.”

      Keth rolled back and forth on his tracks and clicked his pincers. “Can you fix it, Justin-Seven? If it is not up to code, it must be repaired. Lifeforms do not come here often, according to my program manifest. They cannot make repairs if they are not here.”

      “I can fix it fix it, if you are amenable to help. It will require extra tentacles and your pincers.”

      “With me.” A third robot skittered close on eight stainless steel legs. It resembled a spider, save it had three orbs in place of a head, each orb blinking in luminous, shifting pastels. The spider-bot was responsible for inventory in the bay. “With me for assistance. I have nothing to do right now. No crates to move. Nothing to inventory. With me. I am amenable to help. Something to do.”

      “Fine, Ash-Lee,” Justin-Seven said. The spider-bot had a lengthier name, but Justin-Seven considered the construct inferior and so used only a portion of its moniker out of disrespect. “With your help, Ash-Lee, and the assistance of Keth, I can bring the wiring beneath the floor up to code.”

      Ash-Lee’s three orbs flickered lemon yellow in approval.

      “What can we do to help?” Keth motored forward until he was even with the tip of Justin-Seven’s tentacle.

      “Pull this tile up.” Justin-Seven tapped his tentacle. “This one. And these three as well.” Tap, tap, tap. “I feel it feel it, the power anomaly under these four tiles.”

      Justin-Seven retreated just enough so Keth could use his pincers to pry at the edges of a tile while Ash-Lee’s spider legs winnowed underneath to flip them up. Together, Ash-Lee and Keth levered up a portion of the floor, mangling three of the tiles and snapping the fourth in half.

      Justin-Seven extended his legs and stepped close, leaned over, and took in the array of tubes, wires, and beneath them, a pleated conduit. “All of this is outdated,” he pronounced. “Not up to code. No wonder the systems are not working at optimum efficiency. Too much electricity for these wires to adequately handle. This pipe, for wastewater I believe, is corroded at that joint.”

      “What about the conduit?” Ash-Lee’s three orbs blinked fluorescent orange. “That big, pleated—”

      “Not up to code either,” Justin-Seven said, shaking his bucket head. “If I had not noticed a change in the pattern, a shift from humm dudder vtz vtz to mmm humm dudder mmm mmm vtz vtz, all these systems would have failed, and the lifeforms on the levels above would certainly have expired. Perhaps even on the level above that and above that.”

      “Can you save them, the lifeforms? Repair this, the wiring?” Keth shifted from one track to the other. “Can you somehow—”

      “With your assistance, I said,” Justin-Seven returned. He snaked out two more tentacles and dropped them into the cavity, gingerly separating the wires. “Red, green, blue—”

      Ash-Lee made a humming sound. “My visual receptors are first-rate, but not set to color. I see grays only, myriad shades. Red, green, blue, they are all shades of gray.”

      Justin-Seven bobbed his bucket head. “Because you were designed only for manual work. I came from the gardens where color is essential in determining ripeness and health. When we are finished replacing and updating the wiring conduit, I can attempt to alter your programming to introduce colors.”

      “It would be appreciated,” Ash-Lee said, orbs flashing pale green.

      Justin-Seven worked diligently for a long while. His tentacles were incapable of tiring, and he did not require rest. Recharging? He would do that in a while, but for now, he needed to address this problem.

      He snipped, spliced, and managed to connect the red and blue wires and wrap them around the wastewater pipe. The green wire needed a three-meter long section replaced. He looked to Ash-Lee.

      The spider-bot’s orbs flashed purple. “I have an inventory of all the crate contents and storage facility supplies. You need wire? I know where there is a lot of wire.”

      “Five meters in length, three-gauge, copper, resistivity point oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-one, five-point-eight millimeters in diameter, fifty-two point six-three cross sectional area in kilo circular mils.”

      “The green one,” Keth supplied.

      “Ash-Lee cannot see color,” Justin-Seven said, repeating the specifics of the wire.

      “Three-gauge copper wire with a resistivity point oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-one, five-point-eight millimeters in diameter, fifty-two point six-three cross sectional area in kilo circular mils. Five meters long. I will deliver it soon.” Ash-Lee skittered toward the opposite end of the bay and disappeared behind a stack of crates.

      “That pleated thing, all silvery,” Keth began, “what is—”

      “Life support transference,” Justin-Seven replied. “It sends oxygen to various levels. There are conduits on each level most likely, but this one is not up to code. It is decades out of date. If it were to be inspected, it would be rejected.”

      “Will the lifeforms inspect it?” Keth leaned to one side.

      “Yes. Eventually. Maybe. Perhaps too late to save themselves. Since I am inspecting it right now, I am rejecting it now. While we do not require oxygen, lifeforms do. The lifeform workers, humans and their ilk, will expire when they come to this warehouse if this is not retooled now. Perhaps this feeds into the levels above. They could expire there too, the lifeforms. And the plants. I am concerned about the marigolds.”

      “The lifeforms do not come here often,” Keth said.

      “But on the rare occasions when they are here, they need oxygen.”

      “So, we should remove it?” Keth rolled closer and tipped forward so he could see more clearly. “The insufficient life support transference? Should we remove it?”

      “With your assistance,” Justin-Seven answered.

      Keth’s head bobbed. “I am good with assistance.”

      Ash-Lee returned with the requisite length of the correct wire—three pieces of it. “In the event you need more,” the spider-bot said. “It would be convenient if I could see colors. Are these wires green? My receptors log them as pewter hc-124.”

      “Yes,” said Keth.

      “A fine shade of green,” Justin-Seven answered as he took one of the segments and leaned into the opening again.

      When he pronounced this section complete, he rose higher on his telescoping legs and beckoned Ash-Lee closer. He tipped his bucket head and carefully regarded the spider-form.

      “I believe I can make the necessary adjustments to your visual receptors. If I may—”

      Ash-Lee popped the covers off the orbs, the lights going out in them.

      Keth made a clicking sound with a pincer. “How did you learn programming, Justin-Seven?” He kept a respectable distance.

      “Often it was required of me that I refine the sensor arrays of the garden robots on Levels Twelve and Thirteen. And sometimes I programmed the computers’ musical outputs.”

      “Ahhh.”

      “I never needed to make such sensor array adjustments to you, Keth, as you are a more recent model and are in good, working order.”

      “Ahhh.” Keth rolled a little closer. “But I cannot feel, Justin-Seven. I cannot sense vibrations. Always in the garden, I longed to know where the worms wandered and the beetles burrowed.”

      “And always I told you.” Justin-Seven continued working on Ash-Lee’s visual receptors.

      “But I wanted to know for myself.”

      “So, you want me want me to—”

      “Reprogram my sensors so I can feel.” Keth cocked his pincer to the side. “Please.”

      “Of course.” He closed the lids on Ash-Lee’s orbs and tapped them with a tentacle. “But later.”

      “Is this green?” She indicated the wire she’d retrieved. “Is that what this color is called?”

      Justin-Seven nodded his bucket head.

      “A pretty shade. And this?”

      “It is called red,” Keth said, indicating a flashing light on a nearby panel.

      “And this?”

      “It is called yellow,” Justin-Seven replied when she pointed to a stripe on the floor. “And so is the color of those buttons flashing on the wall, just a different shade of yellow. Let me make a few more adjustments.” He tinkered with a panel on the spider-bot’s back. “Now you can better define colors, shades of yellow and the like.” Justin-Seven returned to work on the wires and pipes under the flooring.

      “And that thing you are tugging on? What color is that called?”

      “Puce,” Justin-Seven said, pulling hard and yanking free a section of plastic pipe that had been connected to something farther beneath the floor. “Puce with a hint of mauve.”

      The labels for colors went on for quite some time, and the three flashing orbs mirrored the hues Ash-Lee asked about.

      “So much better than shades of gray. Colors are amazing.” Apparently delighted, the spider-bot skittered away. “I will find all the colors in this warehouse bay,” Ash-Lee said before disappearing behind a stack of pallets.

      “My sensors next—”

      “Really, Keth, we need to fix more of the wiring beneath the floor. We need to do it quickly before something untoward occurs. The lifeforms above could be in jeopardy.”

      “Because you feel something wrong with the backbeat under more tiles?”

      Justin-Seven nodded.

      “And you need my assistance,” Keth said. “And I need to feel the wrong vibrations too. I need to feel any vibrations. Fix my programming and I will help you. Otherwise, I will stop helping.”

      “Fine.” Justin-Seven started to work on the larger robot. “This should not take long.”

      “I can feel it feel it,” Keth said several minutes later. He pointed a pincer to another row of tiles. “It feels—”

      “Off,” Justin-Seven finished. “All of the wiring and conduits under the flooring needs to be repaired or replaced to bring them up to code.”

      “I concur,” Keth announced. “I can feel it feel it. There is no a battuta.”

      When they started work on the fifth section of floor they’d removed, Ash-Lee returned, followed by a forklift robot.

      “This is DuKe,” Ash-Lee said. “DuKe cannot vocalize, but he can hear. DuKe is good at following directions.”

      DuKe blinked his headlamps. His lift cylinder made a hissing sound. On the fork-carriage section, he carried a pallet topped with dozens of cans of paint, brushes, and rollers.

      “Now that I can see all the amazing shades,” Ash-Lee continued, “I have determined that this warehouse bay is in desperate need of new paint. Pops of color must be applied everywhere. I also have procured materials to install some wainscoting along the port side, sheetrock and shiplap will overlay the narrow ends. The starboard side will have paint exclusively, darker shades at the bottom, lighter at the top for an ombre, or dip-dyed effect. The colors will complement the brown and gray shades of the crates, and the black tile floors.”

      “The floor is metallic. Silver,” Justin-Seven said.

      “Now it is. What is left of it. A lot has been ripped up and needs to be replaced. Certainly, you will rip up even more, likely every piece of tile, in your effort to update the below-code systems and make everything more energy efficient. I located several pallets filled with porcelain tiles, a fine shadowy black that we can lay down in a herringbone pattern to replace the sundered flooring. Of course, first you must finish correcting the wiring, wastewater, and other systems. My estimate is that you are going to eventually tear up everything to get to the failing structures. Black herringbone. Actually, the tile color is called midnight oil.”

      “True,” Keth said. “We will have to tear up everything.”

      “DuKe can assist you while I paint,” Ash-Lee volunteered. “His attachments will make ripping up this old, outdated floor tile a simple matter. And he can easily haul any replacement wire, tubing, and conduit materials that you require and dispose of them in the incinerator chute. I have accessed the bay inventory, as well as the adjacent four bays. You have far more than enough materials to replace everything. I also found some very pretty lilac wire, three-gauge, that you must be able to use somewhere.” She dropped a coil of the lilac wire in front of Keth.

      Keth stared at her with the visual arrays on his chest-piece. “I can feel it feel it,” he said.

      Justin-Seven tapped a tentacle on a dozen tiles.

      DuKe delivered his paint and supplies to the port wall section that Ash-Lee indicated and returned to rip up the floor.

      “Be careful, DuKe,” Justin-Seven warned. “You have to leave enough flooring for us to maneuver across while we work.”

      “Until those sections are replaced with the midnight oil ceramic tiles in a herringbone pattern,” Keth supplied.

      DuKe raised and lowered the forklift attachment in agreement.

      Ash-Lee skittered to the port wall to lay out the wainscoting and begin painting. She selected #6771 Jamaican bay blue to cover the wall above the two-meter high, beaded raised wainscoting panels of pale palomino.

      “Justin-Seven,” Keth asked, “what is wainscoting?”

      Justin-Seven tipped his bucket head. “A versatile wall décor dating to the eighteenth century and first used to help insulate a room. A better option than sheetrock.”

      “Justin-Seven,” Keth asked, “what is sheet—”

      “The wainscoting Ash-Lee is applying will soon be essential, Keth. I believe I just cut the power to the heat ducts and the temperature is dropping.”

      “I can feel it feel it,” Keth said. “Can you fix it fix it?”

      “With your assistance,” Justin-Seven replied. “Only with your assistance.”
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      Elron Cranstein’s telekinetic arm made his work easier. A junior engineer who’d only recently completed his degree, he was one of the scattered souls well aware that this was a massive spaceship. Nearly all the population was oblivious, working, playing, living, and dying on the various levels in their disparate communities—thinking they occupied a planet somewhere. Cranstein prided himself on keeping it all running so the population could continue to remain oblivious.

      His mutant arm was tangible, though it appeared almost translucent. It was strong, and detached, and he could mentally send it up to fifty meters away, and as far as six meters above the floor—provided he kept it in sight. Now he used the telekinetic fingers to adjust the dials and levers on arrays that monitored minor systems on the lower levels. It was almost entirely automated down there, human traffic slight and usually beneath his notice.

      Except for today. He detected an incongruity in the standard patterns.

      “Interesting,” he said, drawing out the word. His attached arms and fingers flitted over the panels in front of him before he got up from the console and glided toward the focus of his telekinetic digits. “Doesn’t look right. Readings are a hair off.”

      Cranstein squinted, as if that might make the readouts clearer.

      He double-checked the panel, reset it, and waited. The indicators returned to their same, slightly-off calibrations.

      “Yeah, not right.” Louder: “Chief Sorenson. You got a minute? Need you to take a look at something.”

      Cranstein continued to monitor the bars and lines on the panel’s main screen, using the fingers of all three arms to set and reset and then to record an even larger—though still slight—deviation.

      “Chief Sorenson!”

      “I’m busy,” the chief returned as he nevertheless came over. Sorenson was the senior engineer in the section; there were only a few individuals above him, and they usually left him alone to run the department as he wanted. “Maintenance of the forward engines today,” he growled. “Busy. Busy. Busy. What do you need, pup? Make it quick.”

      Cranstein didn’t appreciate that Sorenson called all the junior engineers puppies.

      “Life-support levels in one of the cargo holds is dropping,” Cranstein said. The index finger of his telekinetic arm pointed at a display that flickered with a green bar graph. “Three percent lower than normal, lower than the status recorded yesterday, last week, and—”

      Sorenson made a hawking sound and spat a gob of phlegm on the floor. A wheeled disk slid out from a baseboard panel, scrubbed the spot, and returned to its niche. “Three percent’s not much, pup.”

      “No, but it was two percent down when I checked it a few minutes ago. So it dropped a percent in the time it took—”

      “That cargo bay is for bulk storage, most of it is construction materials.” Sorenson clicked a few keys on his forearm computer. “Yep. Building supplies, not a regular crew on duty there. Not accessed all that often. Just when we need building supplies.” He straightened and turned off his screen. “Keep an eye on it, but three percent isn’t anything to fuss over.”

      “Three and a half percent now, Chief.”

      Sorenson’s eyebrows rose. “I’ll send Peedee down to check on it and have him report back to you. Could be a simple malfunction in the sensors. Might not be anything wrong with the oxygen levels. But Ensign Peedee can figure that out. He’s a smart pup.”

      Sometimes Peedee was smart, and sometimes a crate of rocks came to mind. Cranstein worried that on off-days, Peedee couldn’t figure his way out of a storage closet. Peedee was a nickname. Ensign Paul Dunston had a dual brain, which helped propel him to the top of the engineering school. It was a heightened mutation that let him think faster and pick through lies effortlessly. But Peedee—or Peedeebee, as his peers referred to him—had failings. Namely, one of his brains sometimes didn’t work—poor dual brain syndrome, hence the Peedeebee moniker.

      “Chief, I wouldn’t mind going down there and taking a look,” Cranstein volunteered. He’d talked with Peedee an hour ago, and it hadn’t seemed that both brains were engaged.

      “Peedee’ll do it.” Sorenson waved away the suggestion. “Just keep an eye on things here,” he said, before retreating to the other end of the room.
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      Ash-Lee applied a slightly weathered stain to the wainscoting, the task made fast because of multiple legs and pincers. The painting above the wainscoting took a little longer as the spider-bot had to use a wheeled ladder to skitter up to the lofty margins.

      “I think we should apply texture to the ceiling,” Ash-Lee called down to Justin-Seven. “Maybe a popcorn effect. I know where there is a spray nozzle I can use with drywall and paint. What do you think about putnam bisque?”

      “Fine,” Justin-Seven returned. He, Keth, and DuKe had torn up and replaced more than half the floor in the bay—after rewiring, re-plumbing, and removing ductwork throughout. “Putnam bisque is a fine choice, Ash-Lee.”

      “I can feel it feel it,” Keth cut in, “the untoward syncopation under this section. We need to hurry with our remodeling, Justin-Seven.”

      “Yes, we must,” Justin-Seven said, pointing a tentacle at a wall panel that displayed several blinking yellow and red lights. “Those indicators were not flashing like that before. It must mean the systems are failing faster than I anticipated. We must work with ever more speed.”

      “We can fix it fix it,” Keth said.

      DuKe ripped up another section of floor and hauled over new tile to apply in a herringbone pattern.
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      Ensign Paul Dunstan had to climb down an access tube to reach the warehouse pod level. Electricity to the lift closest to this bay had been cut off, and most of the lighting was compromised. But his readouts indicated full-power—actually, more than the usual amount of power—flowing in the bay he was designated to check.

      For a brief moment, a thought flickered—that he should report to Cranstein and the chief that something was seriously wrong in this section. Power surges pulsing, hallway lights failing, the lift not working. His two brains synchronized and formulated the notion of deliberate sabotage that could result in multiple system failures that might reach beyond this bay and level. But then the brains quit cooperating, leaving his senses numb.

      What was it that he was supposed to do? Ah, check the oxygen levels.

      “Peedee, report in,” he heard over his comm. Sounded like Cranstein. “Peedeebee—”

      The ensign decided to report after his mind wholly cleared and he, indeed, had something to report about the oxygen. He coded the door to the builders’ warehouse bay, stepped in, and gasped. One of his brains told him to leave right now, that the air was too thin, but the other brain warred with that notion. This was a warehouse, not the vacuum of space. Cranstein said there was a drop in the oxygen level, not an absence of oxygen.

      The ensign took another step forward, fell into a hole where a section of the floor had been ripped out, and struggled amid a tangle of wires.

      “Can’t breathe,” Peedee said. “I can’t—”

      DuKe rolled over and aimed his headlamps into the hole. He noted that the lifeform was no longer living, and so carefully laid the black tiles over the vacant space, sealing the sections and making certain they continued the herringbone pattern that Ash-Lee had specified. Then he started to grout the gaps between with mixture called desert sand; it provided an artistic contrast that was only a shade lighter than the paint Ash-Lee was applying to the popcorn ceiling.
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      Cranstein couldn’t get Peedee to respond to his calls. His telekinetic arm hovered over a communications array, fingers pressing buttons and coming up with nothing. He could tell that Peedee’s comm still had signal input, but perhaps the output had quit so Cranstein couldn’t hear the ensign, who could very well be trying to deliver a report. Cranstein’s other fingers keyed the various switches and dials that brought up the monitors for the greenhouse level. At the same time, he directed his telekinetic arm to the far panel that reported on systems from the warehouse bays. He’d noticed a yellow light flashing; that probably wasn’t good, as he’d never seen a warning light appear on any of these panels.

      “Chief?” Cranstein called.

      “Busy,” the chief returned. “Deal with it yourself.”

      Cranstein grabbed a comm, hooked it to the collar of his uniform, slung a tool-bag over his shoulder, and started toward the lift that would take him to the warehouse level.
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      “Justin-Seven, this will not look like a warehouse when Ash-Lee has finished decorating,” Keth said. He levered up another section of floor and stared down at the mass of wires, pipes, and the conduit that ran in the meter-deep space beneath. He clacked his pincer attachment and extended it into the gap, closing on a clump of wires and tearing them free. “It will look like a remodeled office or home, I think, a very big one, certainly a more pleasant environment than its previous industrial and outdated appearance. It will be a better place to work.”

      Justin-Seven strode over, tentacles carrying spools of the lilac wire Ash-Lee had found. He started reattaching wire segments to the frayed ends where the removed wires had been. Justin-Seven no longer paid attention to matching green wires to green wires; everything was lilac now.

      “Justin-Seven Justin-Seven—”

      “Yes, Keth?” He angled his bucket head so he could better see his larger companion. At the same time, he snaked two tentacles into the opening and tore loose an air exchange conduit.

      “Do you think that us repairing the systems here will alter the systems on the other levels? Do you think they are connected?”

      Justin-Seven motioned for DuKe. “More tiles,” he said. To Keth: “Everything is connected. It is like a musical composition. The flats are connected to the sharps to the quarter notes to the treble clefs and the contra-alto clarinet to the oboe to the sheetrock and shiplap to the kohlrabi, emerald green arborvitae, a cappella purple passion, allegretto vivace wainscoting, and herringbone tile. Everything is connected.”

      “Wow,” Keth said. “And what about the backbeat?”

      “The backbeat has properly returned,” Justin-Seven said as he finished this section. He stared at the wastewater pipe before tapping it and watching Keth tug it loose, spilling a liquid mass. Justin-Seven lacked olfactory sensors so he could not register the stench. The pipe was discarded in the hollow and soon the gap would be covered with new herringbone tile that Duke was obediently retrieving and artistically grouting. “I can feel it feel it. Can you feel it feel it, Keth? The backbeat?”

      Keth listened. “Indeed. It goes humm dudder mmm mmm vtz vtz dudder spat wooka dudder spatz dudder mmm mmm vtz vtz.”

      “Yes, with the backbeat on the first mmm and the first vtz. Perfect,” Justin-Seven pronounced.

      “And the a battuta?”

      Justin-Seven used a tentacle to pat Keth on what passed for a shoulder. “It has returned because of your assistance.”

      “Only one more floor section to dig beneath,” Keth pointed out. “And that panel. We should do something about that panel.”

      Justin-Seven stared at the wall. Earlier, the panel displayed a few blinking yellow and red lights. Now everything blinked red, and the glare was annoying and clashed with the muted, refined colors Ash-Lee was applying throughout the bay. It was especially jarring against the ombre-painted wall.

      “Rip it out, that panel,” Justin-Seven instructed. “Then the lights can no longer blink. I will have Ash-Lee install wainscoting over the resulting hole in the wall.”

      Keth rocked back and forth on his treads. “Immediately.” He spun around and motored toward the offending section.

      DuKe worked on the herringbone tile.

      “We need new lighting fixtures,” Ash-Lee called from across the bay. “Something that accents and compliments, not this harsh industrial look.” Her orbs glowed an inviting red barn 751. “I know which crates contain spiral LED strip lights, vertical and linear pendants, and chandeliers with brushed nickel finishes.”

      “How do you know so much about decorating?” Keth asked.

      Ash-Lee’s orbs turned a pleasing teal. “I was a carpenter’s aid before being assigned to this warehouse.”

      “Where your talents previously languished,” Justin-Seven said. “Let there be designer lighting, Ash-Lee.”

      The spider-bot’s eyes glowed canary yellow. “And I will look for the crate with speakers so we can pipe some music in here.”

      Justin-Seven stood straight. “I will serenade you, Ash-Lee, until the speakers are in place. I’ll sing you one, O Ash-Lee; Green grow the rushes, O; What is your one, O; One is one and all alone; And evermore shall be so; I’ll sing you two, O; Green grow the rushes—”

      “One of the gardeners used to sing that that old Irish ballad upstairs,” Keth said softly. “I miss the greenhouse.”

      “I do too,” Justin-Seven admitted. “We will repair that level next.”
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      Plants wilted in the greenhouse sections, and the gardeners worked feverishly to cover them with tarps and blankets. The temperature had plummeted, the grow-lights had failed, and the main communications panel sparked and blinked red.

      A large tangle vine that had hidden itself amid the rows of pole beans and snow peas twitched and shivered. It was normally a weak creature anyway, but it had subsisted by devouring pockets of warrior ants and snaring a gardener every few months and slowly digesting the hapless victim. It tried to gather what little warmth the beans and peas offered, but it slipped into a coma when paint and turpentine fumes rose through a gap in the floor tile. It succumbed as a warning claxon sounded overhead.
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      Engineering Chief Sorenson raced from one panel to the next trying to take in all the malfunctions. He called in off-duty personnel to help as he listened to reports of sewage raining from the sky in one residential neighborhood, to frigid conditions in an orchard, and snow falling in the tropical jungle.

      “Pup!” Sorenson barked into his comm. “Cranstein! I’m tracing all sorts of anomalies to Warehouse Bay Three-A. Cran—”

      “Almost there, Chief,” came the reply. “Had to climb the tubes. The lifts are all out in this area.”

      “Hurry, pup!” Sorenson growled “We’re looking at a catastrophic condition, an epic systems failure.”
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      Cranstein saw Peedee’s duffle on the floor outside the door to Warehouse Three-A. Maybe the ensign was inside.

      Cranstein had graduated near the top of his class, proving to himself that one brain might be better than the two Peedee had been gifted. He set his own case on the floor, opened it, and removed an oxygen mask and mini-tank.

      Just a precaution, since he didn’t know how far the oxygen level had dropped in the time it had taken to climb down to this level. His telekinetic arm reached into the case and retrieved a handheld atomic torch with a laser beam attachment, which might be useful for repairs.

      Cranstein listened at the door, a tactic he learned from spending off-evenings enjoying fantasy roleplaying games with the other “pups.”

      “That’s odd,” he thought, swearing he heard monotone singing. He pressed his ear closer.

      “Don’t sing Aloha when I go; Because I’m coming back you know; Don’t sing Aloha though I cry; Our parting just not means goodbye; I’ll dream of you in Waikiki; That’s where I always long to be; Just smile and say you’ll miss me; So don’t sing Aloha when I go.”

      Was that Peedee singing? Had the oxygen dropped so low that he’d been mentally affected? And what an awful, ancient song.

      Cranstein keyed the door and it hissed open.

      “What the blue hell,” he said.

      Cranstein had been in this bay once before. It had looked plain and industrial, metal everywhere, grays and silvers, harsh lights, and stacks and stacks and stacks of crates.

      The floor was shadowy black, spotless and fashionable now, and across the room, he spotted a forklift robot laying down what looked to be the last section of it in an artful pattern.

      A spider-shaped robot was on a lift, attaching a crystal chandelier to the ceiling.

      A large gardening model robot had pincers full of frayed wires and ductwork, dumping all of it down an incinerator chute, the opening of which was framed by strips off-white crown molding.

      Another gardening model robot, this one smaller and with telescopic legs, appeared to be surveying the work. The robot was the source of the ancient Hank Snow song, and it continued to belt out “Don’t say Aloha.”

      “Cranstein—” came the chief’s voice over the comm. “Cranstein!”

      “Sir,” Cranstein replied slowly and closed the door behind him to preserve whatever oxygen remained in the corridor. “I’m inside the bay. No sign of Peedee.”

      “And—”

      “It’s been refitted, Chief Sorenson, the entire bay. Not up to warehouse code. Definitely not up to code. I suspect the modifications have caused havoc with some of the systems. I’m not going to be able to manage all the repairs myself. It’s going to take a crew.”

      “I’ll send some robots,” the chief replied.

      “Uh, I’d send people, Chief, with oxygen tanks. Lots of people.”

      Cranstein walked across the impressive floor, noting the precise application of the tile in a herringbone pattern. He stopped beside of the singing robot and looked up.

      Justin-Seven retracted his legs until they were face to bucket-head. “The clarinet makes a fine duet pairing with a trombone,” the robot said. “And the backbeat falls on the first mmm and the first vtz. Perfect. Scottish arias improve the grown cycle of philodendrons, you realize.”

      Cranstein’s real arms reached out, opened the robot’s center plate, and turned off Justin-Seven.

      He headed to the forklift robot next, as his telekinetic arm aimed the laser up and blasted the spider-bot.

      “Send a few janitors, too,” Cranstein told Chief Sorenson. “We need to dismantle a few robots, get the pieces small enough for the incinerator.”

      “I can feel it feel it,” Keth said just before Cranstein hit the off button.
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            Zetta on the Run: By James M. Ward

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Author Note: This story takes place right after the ending of Red is the Android novel.

        

      

      

      For the first time in the 700-year history of the creation of androids, an android was enraged. The red thinker android Zetta planned an invasion operation to the Nth degree. Red android troops were assigned attack positions. Armored personnel carriers moved out with mounted Ma Deuce machine guns mounted on their tops. Special robot-driven Claymore mines were set up and led the advance toward the small human village. From the start, nothing had gone right with the battle plan.

      Zetta positioned itself on a high hill and stood stunned at the ruin of its plans. The thinker android reviewed the simple battle plan to destroy the human village in the valley. Its large military force was destroyed out in front of it. A hundred well-armored red android troops were now red goo on the ground before the walls of the north face of the village. The two armored vehicles had been easily tipped over and destroyed by two explosive charges. How they knew where the personnel carriers would be advancing, Zetta had no idea. Zetta's flying drones had been shot out of the village skies first, long before Zetta's troops could reach the village. Their destruction was almost as if the village knew they were coming, but that was impossible to the thinking of Zetta's postronic brain.

      

      
        
        Game Statistics from the Metamorphosis Alpha RPG

        Android Thinker, Red

        (HD 10, HP 60, AC 18, MV 30’  Experience Points: 405

        Radiation Resistance 10Constitution 10

        Mental Resistance 16Strength 10

        Dexterity 10

        [Prime=Mental] one attack with a heavy caliber slug thrower, inflicting 40 damage, WC 4, 5 shots in a magazine, range 150’).

        These 5’ tall red-skinned androids are extremely intelligent and have human-like senses but display a faceless head, communicating instead from a voice box in the chest. These androids are programmed to kill humanoids and are able to work all devices but tend to specialize in one specific area. They have only limited memory capacity [short-term memory].

      

      

      

      The machine guns should have been able to blast down the village’s outer walls. Instead, those heavy caliber bullets rammed into an unusually toughened barrier and did no damage at all. That barrier hadn't been there two days before. Again, it was like the village had known the android army would attack from the northerly direction.

      The battle plan called for the android forces to swarm one side of the village. It should have been easy to overpower the defenses and move into the village. The red worker androids were well armored in a new protective armor against energy weapons and slug throwers. Instead, the attacking androids had met a wall of resistance. Those human wall fighters had deliberately aimed for the vulnerable heads of the androids. Many of those shots missed, but there were so many foes aiming at the androids that there were enough to destroy all of the still-moving android ground forces.

      The battle plan went from a 99% chance of success to 0% chance in just forty minutes. Zetta stood on the hill amazed at the illogical actions of the humans and mutants of the village. Its postronic brain did a reset. There was nothing else Zetta could do. The red thinker android got into a small armored car and rushed to the main starship elevator. It would go back to the farm and start computing what would be necessary to defeat this human enemy, calculating in all the defenses displayed in the battle.

      As it drove to the Warden’s main elevator at the center of the level, the elevator doors opened and discharged two oddly-dressed wolfoids.

      

      
        
        Game Statistics from the Metamorphosis Alpha RPG

        Wolfoid, Egyptian

        (HD 12, HP 59, AC 14, MV 30’   Experience Points: 1265

        Radiation Resistance 13  Constitution 12

        Mental Resistance 13  Strength 13

        Dexterity 13

        [Prime=Mental]  one recurve bow attack inflicting 2d6 damage, WC 2, range 210’, or a javelin inflicting 2d6 damage, WC 1, range 12’, Power Staff inflicting 8d6, WC 4, range 50'.)

        This 9’-tall wolf mutant stands on its hind legs, regenerates 4 damage per combat round, has radiated eyes and fur that is immune to laser attacks. Egyptian wolfoids have used the ship’s resources to adopt the ancient Egyptian Sun worshiping culture of mankind, and to create authentic Egyptian equipment, including war chariots pulled by non-mutant horses. These wolfoids never initiate battle an hour before or after high noon. Most Egyptian wolfoids carry both javelin and bow.  Mutations— Radiated Eyes, Immunity to Lasers, Regeneration [4 damage per turn], Heightened Intelligence.

      

      

      

      From past attacks, Zetta knew its high-power laser pistol would have no effect on the beasts. It drew its heavy caliber slug thrower and started blasting with aimed shots. For their part, the two wolfoids aimed large snake staffs at Zetta and fired beams of energy from the snake heads.

      The foes weren't wearing armor. The slugs tore through their necks and heads. The energy blasts melted Zetta's armor. Thrown to the ground, Zetta kept firing until the two wolfoids were taken out. Zetta tore off the chest armor to reveal nasty burns on its red flesh. It shoved the two bodies out of the elevator, took one of the power staves, and drove into the elevator to be taken to its farm level.

      Zetta really should have searched the bodies a little better. The amulets on their chests were blinking red. Miles and levels away, the Egyptian wolfoid high temple to Ra registered the death of the two high priests. Sensors also registered that one of the power staves was being used by a non-wolfoid. That situation would have to be quickly changed or the wrath of Ra would be striking the Egyptian clan of wolfoids. A squad of Ra Death Dealers was assembled and given special armor and equipment. Prayers were given to Ra for vengeance.

      Zetta made it to the farm and rushed into the computer room. It put down the energy staff after having figured out all the settings. The weapon was really very simple. Using the computer systems, Zetta determined there was a 97% chance the humans would counterattack in the next 24 hours. Zetta wasn't pleased.

      The thinker android had sent out all of its worker androids in the last battle. All it had produced from the creation vats was one female companion android. Zetta activated the three security robots from the first barn and sent them out to patrol the farm.

      

      
        
        Game Statistics from the Metamorphosis Alpha RPG

        Reprogrammed Robot, Security

        (HD 10, HP 60, AC 15, MV 50’ [flying]   Experience Points:405

        Radiation Resistance 10 Constitution 10

        Mental Resistance 10 Strength 16

        Dexterity 14

        [Prime=Physical] 4 13’-long tentacle attacks that cause 1-hour paralysis upon touch, WC 3, or poison [Intensity 17] knockout gas in a 30’ diameter circle, WC 4 .)

        This 9’-tall spherical robot is equipped with visual sensors with a 6-mile range, sound receptors capable of picking up sounds of 1db up to 295’ away, a gas pellet projector which shoots 10 knock out gas rounds in a 3600 spread with [4] 20-pellet magazines, an anti-grav propulsion unit, 50 point force field, 2 third-stage slug projectors [one attack inflicting 6d6 damage, WC 5, range 150’] usable only on a human’s authority, a radio capable of broadcasting to any point on a given deck, 3 padded restraint tentacles, and lenses that adapt its visual capabilities to the infra-red and ultra-violet spectrum. Characters captured by these robots are generally taken to a secure area. (See Deck #9).

      

      

      

      The red thinker android had previously stripped away all the cautionary programming on the security units. They were now wildly deadly killing machines. At the same time, Zetta sent ten Claymore mine robots to wander the farm and make themselves easy targets. Flying drones were launched and started circling the farm to give more warning. Zetta sat in its chair like a spider, ready to pull defensive electronic strands to defend the farm.  The female companion android armored up, weaponed up, and stood in the corridor in front of Zetta's computer room ready to blast anything coming into the main building.

      Zetta switched android production from the making of companion units to the faster production of worker units. There wouldn't be any worker androids coming off the assembly for at least nine hours.

      Five hours later, the first of the invaders came, but they weren't human. The sky drones displayed images of six beings coming in from six different directions. The images displayed wolfoids, in some sort of technological ghillie suit. The images on the suit changed to match its surroundings. These had the snake staves and they carried some type of odd shield. It was odd in that the shield was completely transparent and at least six feet tall.

      The ghillie suits perfectly hid their bodies in the orchards around the farm, but they didn't hide their infrared signatures. Wolfoids ran very hot in the lenses of the drones. Zetta used the flyers to coordinate security robot attacks on three of the wolfoids.

      The thinker android watched the battle from its computer chamber. There was an 89% chance of battle success. Zetta liked those odds.

      Each of the three robots closed in with a wolfoid. The units fired their high-power arc lightning bolts. That energy wrapped around the shields of the wolfoids and struck their bodies. The bolts did no damage. The wolfoids fired back, and their energy blasts took down the forcefields of the three robots. Zetta's battle computations changed to 77%. The units cut loose with high-caliber slugs that bounced harmlessly off the wolfoid shields. Those creatures didn't seem to even feel the forceful punches of the slugs. They fired back and a spot on the protective armor of the three security units burned cherry red. Zetta refused to believe the new battle calculations shown on its computer screen. It sent all the Claymore robot units at the wolfoids while the security robot battle raged on.

      The security units extended their paralyzing tentacles and struck at the wolfoids. Two of the shields easily blocked the attempt. The wolfoids shot back at the same spot on the bodies of the units. Their metal sides melted away, and the energy blasts took the units down. The third security unit succeeded in touching the flesh of the wolfoid. The creature was paralyzed. That security unit reached out and twisted off the wolfoid’s head and the body fell to the ground. At the same time, the sixth wolfoid blasted the third unit with a shot from its power staff.

      The two wolfoids rushed toward the farmhouse, but they ran into the Claymore robots. These units were short robots with an odd type of wall to the front of the unit. The wolfoid saw them as hostile and fired their staves at two each. Getting hit on their walls was just what the units were made for. The wall and the robot exploded in violent force as thousands of slugs blasted out at many times the speed of sound. The wolfoids had their shields up, but there was a wall of slugs coming at them from two directions. They were turned into red mush.

      Zetta was elated to see the deaths of three of the attackers, but the computed chance of success was still at 17%. It was then the wolfoids bashed into the farmhouse, one from the north and the other from the south. The companion unit selected the north wolfoid and rushed it as she fired her heavy slug thrower. The slugs bounced off the creature’s shield and it showed no sign of the impacts. It fired its staff weapon at the android and struck her armor, making it glow cherry red. She knew her laser would do nothing to the creature and took out the two fragmentation grenades she had. As she did this, she took a hit from the south attacker. She threw the grenades to purposely land behind the wolfoid. The creature kept firing, and the grenades blew out the back of the monster. It fell dead.

      Unfortunately for the companion, it was struck again from behind by the staff blast of the assassin wolfoid. That blast melted out the armor of the android and cored the companion, turning it into a mass of red goo on the floor.

      Zetta had been watching with alarm through the companion’s eyes. It controlled the last of the Claymore robots to rush into the north and south sides of the farmhouse, making a lot of noise. The wolfoid, seeing the new danger, threw a javelin at the north robot and shot at the south one with its energy staff. It was met with two walls of slugs as the Claymores exploded. The assassin was turned into raw meat.

      Facing the prospect of one final assassin, Zetta looked at its options. The shield those creatures were using was proof against slugs. The fur of the monsters couldn't be hurt by lasers. The thinker android had put in details on a duel with the power staves, and there was only a 7% chance of barely surviving. Major wounds would be the result of that battle.

      Zetta hit the self-destruct button and opened the trapdoor to the escape tunnel. Going down, it slammed the trapdoor shut and locked it tight. The building above would blow up, long before the wolfoid could get into the tunnel. As Zetta traveled down, there were shelves with useful equipment on both walls. While the android was putting on armor, it felt the huge explosion up above. It knew the assassin couldn't have survived that. Zetta would have smiled in satisfaction, but it had no lips.

      The recorders of the priests of Ra at the temple in Epsilon City noted the six deaths of the assassin priests. The stolen power staff was giving signals that it was on the move, and its settings were at the maximum blast level. Ten priests of the great deity started praying for guidance as equipment was readied for them.  As the high priest gave orders for the death of the thinker android, the priest noted the stolen staff had just come off the main elevator. “Praise be to Ra, we have been given a gift. The creature has come to our level and has entered  the city. It should be less of a problem to track and punish it for its transgression. Say a final prayer and do your duty.”

      The ten priests, now well-armored and armed, bowed in a final prayer and left the temple seeking vengeance.

      As Zetta expected, it came out in a large park. The android didn't expect the knight all in black riding a charger who challenged it.

      Unknown to Zetta, there was a fun Camelot theme park on the island where the elevator came out. Normally, the knights would issue a challenge and then take the tourists to Camelot for a feast in their honor. Naturally, Zetta didn't behave as a tourist would.

      “Varlet, wouldst though joust with me?”

      The android was totally confused. It knew of knights from its studies. What it had before it was an exact sample of the knights of the Middle Ages. The charger was huge, and the lance appeared quite deadly. Zetta blasted the knight with its snake staff.

      “Foul fiend, I offer you a challenge in honor and you reply with a traitorous attack. Charge!”

      Zetta wasn't pleased. It was experiencing a lot of that lately. It had no idea why the staff blast didn't kill the knight outright. As the charger came at it, Zetta fired at the front leg of the monster-sized horse and blew it off. It crashed to the ground, spilling the knight and trapping the knight's leg under the horse.

      Zetta went over and checked out the horse to discover it was a robotic unit.

      The knight trapped under the body of the horse tried to get out, all the while challenging the android to battle on the ground.

      Zetta refused to acknowledge the foolish knight and walked toward the bridge extending to the city proper.

      An hour later, it crossed into the streets of the city. Its androids had lightly scouted the city, but they hadn't reported all the dangers Zetta was noting. Huge plants moved about the streets munching on whatever was foolish enough to get too close. Zetta saw at least three different clans of wolfoids, all walking boldly down the streets and being ignored by the other dangerous creatures of the city.

      In their exploring, the red android scouts had discovered an android vat complex. They turned it on and started producing red androids. Zetta was bound for that complex.

      “Die, foul varlet.”

      Zetta was thrown to the road as something pushed it from behind and slammed it so hard that Zetta was stunned. The thinker android turned over to see the knight slashing at it with a sword.

      “Kill my charger, will you! I have never been defeated in battle. You are not going to be allowed to change that now!” The knight swung again, and the sword bounced off the android’s chest armor.

      From the ground, Zetta calmly drew its large pistol and blasted away. The first two shots did nothing. Zetta kept the grouping tight and kept firing. The impacts drove the knight back from the android. In three more shots, the knight was producing large sparks from the center of its body. Three more shots later, the robot knight fell lifeless to the road.

      Zetta calculated that the loud shots would attract way too much attention. It ran and found the street where the android production station was located. It was an easy thing to go in and be greeted by a hundred red worker androids.

      Zetta was in android nirvana.  The resources of this vat production facility were just what the thinker android needed. Its postronic brain filled with plans for extending out and taking the city street by street. It wouldn't matter what powers the mutants of the city had. The right combination of companion and worker androids all armored up with the special plastic armors Zetta had developed should be more than enough to win the day.

      Zetta went over to the replicator systems and punched in a series of calculations that would generate the armor that would fit the worker androids. Punching in enter,  it turned to see wolfoids bashing in the doors and windows, firing their staves at the helpless worker androids.

      Rows and rows of androids were turned into red goo. Zetta looked for a way to escape and found every exit filled with the form of huge, armored wolfoid firing weapons. Zetta drew its slug pistol and started firing. In seconds, it expended the magazine of the weapon, and all its worker androids were destroyed.

      Zetta screamed, “Wait! We can work together.”

      The eight wolfoids turned their power staves on the thinker android, and Zetta—with all its grand plans—was turned to red goo.

      

      THE END
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        A Story from Metamorphosis Alpha™

        Aboard the Warden – Command Deck

      

      

      STATUS: “Command Band Authorized. Accessing your information request, First Officer Binnatz”

      Jimmy, a lowly maintenance tech, had been freed from the confines of routine maintenance when he found a command band. He didn’t return it as ordered when it helped him learn the truth about the Warden. A telepathic badger called Meles invited himself on Jimmy’s travels. The two had become reluctant friends, allies in exploring new regions of the ship.

      That was a revelation to the badger.

      “A ship?” Meles shook his head, having no idea what a ship was.

      “Hush, I’m trying to listen.” Jimmy cast an angry glance in the badger’s direction. They had made it to the command deck only to find it populated by the dead.

      “There are over a million lifeforms on board the Warden,” the computer reported.

      “Sounds good, computer. Thank you.” Jimmy didn’t have any more questions. He wanted to sit in peace and contemplate life. Meles laid down next to the captain’s chair and was quickly asleep, snoring softly.

      The young man tried to clear his mind, but the command deck had unlimited potential for distractions. A world at his fingertips. “Computer. Bring up the schematic of the Warden and show it on the main screen.”

      The stars disappeared as a massive ship took their place within a three-dimensional image hanging in the air, sporting a cutaway view showing main decks, sub-decks, maintenance access ways, between deck corridors, and an immense city. “Zoom in on the city, please.” Jimmy stood and walked forward until he was fully immersed in the map.

      He touched the image where he studied the details of a world in miniature, one he knew was large enough that he couldn’t see in its entirety unless he reduced the size of the image, blurring most of the detail. When he was satisfied, he backed out of the holographic display. Looking down, he tapped the sleeping badger with the toe of his boot.

      “Come on, Meles. Wake your lazy self up.” Jimmy nudged him a second time. When Meles opened one eye, Jimmy continued. “Would you look at this ship? With this—” He raised an arm and shook his command band. “—we can go anywhere we want.”

      “Huh? Who’s where?”

      “Us. There.” Jimmy pointed at the urban sprawl floating in the air. “Epsilon City.”

      “Hang on, human. Your lips are moving but only nonsense is coming out. We’ve got it pretty good up here, but you want to leave? Is that what I thought I heard? Because it can’t be right.”

      “Hang on, badger,” Jimmy replied in the same sarcastic tone using Meles’ own words. “Look at the death! I want to check out the rest of the ship. There’s nothing up here for us.” He swept his arms around the command deck, chopping a hand at each of the spacesuits, a dead crewman in each.

      “To do what?” Meles countered.

      “Haven’t you ever climbed a mountain just because it was there?” Jimmy jammed his fists against his hips and set his feet wide. “I’m putting on my suit because we have a ship to explore.”

      “I don’t know why you took it off if you weren’t going to stay,” the badger replied. Wrinkling his nose at the unpleasant mustiness of the command deck, he meandered toward the dining area and the functional food processor. “Come. I need your one talent. I don’t know what a mountain is, but if I did, you can guarantee I’d climb it like it has never been climbed before, unless there was work involved, and then I’d reconsider. I am a badger, after all.”

      “I didn’t know the extent of the ship before, Meles, you furry slacker.” Jimmy followed his friend, without knowing why. “You and Willie should be partners so you can see who can do more of nothing all day.”

      “Is Willie a joke to you?” The badger stopped and turned to stare at Jimmy before chuckling, making his whole body shake. “I would like to try doing nothing all day. I think I would be exceptional at it. We can do that if we stay up here. Out there—” Meles pointed toward the main elevator with his tapered snout. “—is hunger, pain, and nothing good. We’re already in heaven.”

      “I see a graveyard, not nirvana.”

      “You believe in nirvana?” Meles asked.

      “Of course. It is the place that my people aspire to attain through devotion to the Jamus Wardenhofer and become one with the ship’s engineering. I think of a perfect repair job as nirvana, when everything fits and works like it is supposed to. Ahh! Isn’t that glorious?”

      “You’re screwed up in the head. This is nirvana. Searching for it elsewhere is a waste of time.”

      “But if we search elsewhere and don’t find it, then it will have been here all along, and this command band will always be able to bring us back. Heaven and hell, existing together, a vacation from each other.”

      “Whatever you’re drinking, I want some of it. Is there a fermented fruit you’ve been sucking on?”

      “Come on, Meles, you lazy fleabag. The whole ship is ours. You saw the map. Command band and a map. We have everything we need and can go wherever we want.”

      “It’s dangerous out there, and I could use a nap,” Meles argued.

      “How much can you sleep?”

      “I’m a badger. I think the correct answer is to infinity and beyond.”

      Jimmy ordered two plates of lasagna for his friend. He figured he would need the energy. He sniffed the small dining area. The air had cleared. Jimmy ordered a large container of water for himself. Water was life. He had learned that when trapped within his suit.

      “When I’m dressed and armed, we’re leaving.” Jimmy started to gear up, carefully, layer after layer to make himself nearly invulnerable to the natives’ weapons. He checked his ammunition, most of it non-lethal. The powered armor created a faint energy shield.

      Jimmy carried a bandolier of extra power cells, shot shells that fired small nets, a machete to hack down the vigorously-growing weeds, and a power toolkit.

      He wore all the regulation gear except for his boots and gloves. Those were a gift four sleeps back when the main techs could still be seen by the natives. The boots and gloves were made specifically for him, so they fit like a second skin, and they’d held up well after forty years of active use. He couldn’t imagine wearing anything else.

      He slapped the first power pack into his slug thrower, loaded a net round in one chamber and a rubber bullet in the other, and then slung it combat style, under his arm, barrel forward, and ready to fire.

      He dipped and twisted as he flexed his muscles and made sure that his armor moved in sync with him, augmenting his strength. He whirled and kicked at the air. He jumped to the ceiling, slapped his free hand against it, and dropped back to the floor, landing softly as the armor absorbed most of the deceleration force.

      Jimmy looked for his friend. The badger had inhaled the food and was curled up under one of the dining room tables, sound asleep. He picked Meles up, his powered armor making the heavy creature seem light. “Time to go, little friend.”

      Jimmy stepped carefully to the main elevator. With one last glance over his shoulder at the tomb that had been the command deck, he waved his wristband in front of the access panel and the doors slid open. Once inside, he stated where he wanted to go. “Epsilon City.”
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      The elevator doors opened within a magnificent cathedral, overgrown by vines and greenery.

      “Is this the right level?” Meles wondered, watching the world from Jimmy’s arms. The maintenance tech looked down at the badger, wondering why he was still carrying the creature if he was awake. “I thought we were going to a city.”

      “This is the city level. We’re supposed to be in the middle of some park. We’ll walk toward the buildings and see what there is to see, if I remember the map correctly.”

      “Wolfoids,” Meles replied, his nose wrinkling while he sniffed, the movement growing more agitated with each step. Through the heavy vines and greenery, a faint backdrop painted a city in ruins, shells of buildings overgrown by nature.

      “Why am I still carrying you?” Jimmy asked, before putting the badger down. “I’ll need my hands free if we’re going to run into wolfoids. Can you tell how many?”

      “This place stinks of wolfoid. I think there are too many.” Meles crept forward through the atrium-like area, finally clearing the canopy and breaking into the open. He stopped and crouched, sniffing and watching.

      “What do you see?”

      “I see the need for you to be quiet,” Meles shot back telepathically. He didn’t know why Jimmy would say his words out loud instead of simply in his mind. “Humans are dumb.”

      Jimmy refused to validate the badger’s point by saying something. Jimmy moved to the edge of the foliage tracing the elevator atrium’s entrance. A vine snaked over his shoulder and tried to wrap around his throat. With a well-practiced move, he pulled a vibroblade and sliced it off, putting the blade back in a thigh compartment before the severed floral appendage hit the ground.

      The rank smell of wet dog was more powerful in the open area. The badger’s ears perked up. He adjusted his head until he could focus on the direction it was coming from. Faint, but unmistakeable.

      “There’s a fight.”

      “Let’s take a look,” Jimmy whispered and bolted across the open ground, throwing himself against the first tree he came to. He waved at Meles to join him.

      “You are insane. I think I’ll wait here for you to come back. And don’t you dare get killed. You’re my meal ticket.”

      Jimmy waved once more and stopped mid-wave. Voices intruded into his mind. Loud and persistent. Meles dropped to the ground and tried to cover his ears with his paws, but the riot of silent noise was deafening within his mind.

      We are The Tide. As the tide ebbs and flows, so do we. Through space we travel, seeking to survive. We flow to distance shores whereupon we wash. As the tide cleans the sands of life, we roll ashore, stake our claim, and recede when there is nothing left. We are The Tide.

      The warmbloods don’t understand. We need them, but they need us. Strength flows from the force of our wills into their bodies.

      If they would only let us in. We can help them.

      If they would have only talked with us, the warmbloods. But they didn’t respond when we asked our question. They didn’t talk with us. They didn’t want to discuss their place in our existence. And now, there can be no compromise.

      The warmbloods can no longer hold back The Tide.

      Meles popped to his feet and ran like the hounds of hell were on his heels. From the atrium emerged a blanket of tiny machines. Individual, yet moving as one, moving like a river’s tide.

      Meles dodged back and forth until a machine flew from his tail. He ran past Jimmy and kept going. Jimmy jumped forward, grabbed the tiny machine, and tucked it away before following wherever his panicked friend was headed.

      The intermittent trees gave way to heavy foliage and undergrowth, almost jungle dense. Jimmy used the power of his suit to force his way through while Meles, although huge, was still able to wriggle through openings closer to the ground. Jimmy made a power-assisted leap to get in front of the badger, grabbing him when he emerged. After two more jumps, they found themselves in a small open area with a single bench. Jimmy put Meles down.

      They could better see the decaying buildings through small gaps in the greenery.

      “What were those things?” Jimmy asked.

      Meles twisted himself so he could lick the blood from his stubby tail. “This is your fault.”

      Jimmy ignored his friend. He carefully removed the small bot from his work pouch. It flexed pincers at four points on its small, boxy body. On the bottom side, it had a scoop with ridges. Six legs rhythmically moved as if not understanding that it wasn’t on the ground. No bigger than a single finger, Jimmy needed his helmet’s magnification capabilities to see the tiny sensors on each of the surfaces.

      Visual, maybe other wavelengths, too. Jimmy ripped the legs off the thing and dropped it, where he ground it beneath the heel of one of his custom soft-pleather boots.

      “We better get going. They know where we are.”

      “We could have been in nirvana. But no. Big human know better than emaciated badger. Me know good thoughts. Me human.”

      Meles had no desire to wait for the flood of mini-bots to prove that he was right. He started moving away from The Tide.

      “We’re cut off from the elevator,” Jimmy said casually as they worked their way through the overgrown park. His eyes darted around the area and up the trees as if the mini-bots would fall from above and swarm them, like a wave over an unsuspecting shore.

      “Fight is up ahead,” Meles said, slowing and nervously looking back while craning his furry neck to see through the bushes to the urban area beyond.

      They stopped at the last shrubs where the pavement held the growth at bay. Beyond, plasma bursts and lasers arced across an open road between two buildings. The combatants were nowhere to be seen.

      “Is it just me or is the fire coming from one direction? And that begs the question, what are they shooting at?” Jimmy looked over his shoulder, his skin crawling with anticipation. He grunted with the impact of the mental surge.

      We are The Tide. As the tide ebbs and flows, so do we. Through space we travel, seeking to survive. We flow to distance shores whereupon we wash. As the tide cleans the sands of life, we roll ashore, stake our claim, and recede when there is nothing left. We are The Tide.

      Meles rolled to his side, groaning in pain. Jimmy recovered quickly from the explosion of sound within his mind, but the telepathic badger was far more susceptible. He stilled.

      Jimmy checked the creature’s neck, unsure of how to tell if a badger was alive. He thought he felt a pulse before switching to an infrared view from his helmet. The pulse showed weak but consistent.

      “I’m not ready to stop putting up with your antics,” he said. He hoisted the badger to his left shoulder, leaving his right arm free to operate his weapons. He rolled the double-barreled slug thrower forward and unloaded the net round and rubber bullet. He tucked them away and loaded explosive-tipped ammunition into both breeches and locked them in place.

      Even his human nose could pick up the rank smell of the wolfoids. He sealed his suit to remove the distraction, opting for filtered air.

      Jimmy moved perpendicular to the firefight, trying to keep an eye in front of him, behind, and to both sides. His pulse increased with each step.

      “New plan, buddy,” Jimmy whispered, knowing Meles couldn’t hear him. “We get back to the command deck any way we can, and we don’t leave. We’ll clean it up, dump the bodies, wipe the dust, maybe put out some flowers. It’ll be the nirvana you thought it was.”

      The fear gnawed at him.

      We are The Tide…

      He could hear their name reverberating within his mind. Was it real or his imagination? He could feel every beat of his own heart.

      He pushed through the bushes and stepped onto the pavement, counting on his armor to protect him from this deck’s natives. He hurried across an open plaza toward the back of the building from which the fire emanated. He needed to know. Was it The Tide? Were they out here?

      The ramp! There was a hidden ramp to the next levels up and down on both sides of each deck. He looked up and oriented himself. With the park at his back, it would be straight ahead, many kilometers, but if they couldn’t get back to the elevator, the ramp offered an escape to safety.

      We are The Tide…

      Jimmy looked up. The building had wide ledges, facades, and vines.

      He flexed his knees, deciding he needed a better look at the world around them. He jumped up as far as he could go, seeking a ledge halfway to the roof. His target landing spot had looked sturdier from the ground. He had an instant to assess its crumbling state before his boots settled. Jimmy grabbed the window frame with his right hand and leaned his head sideways to pin the unconscious badger against his shoulder so he could hold the other side of the window with his left hand.

      Jimmy found that he was holding his breath. He gasped before sucking in great gulps of air. One more jump and he could could pull himself onto the roof. He had already committed, and it was close.

      He searched for solid footing on the ledge, testing it while holding himself firmly in place. Once he planted his feet, he wasted no time and launched himself upward once more. He flew past the roof’s edge, twisting and hooking it under his right arm.

      He grunted from the impact, hung there for a moment, then rolled the badger forward to deposit him onto the flat roof. Jimmy started to climb over and found a wolfoid aiming a laser rifle at him.

      Jimmy froze. His slug thrower was trapped between his body and the outer wall, and both arms were draped over the bulwark. Casually, he tried to free his right arm, but the wolfoid surged forward.

      A ten-meter drop awaited him if he let go, but he couldn’t abandon his friend. The badger started to move. The wolfoid’s eyes flicked to the new threat. He changed his aim to the furry creature stirring in front of the armored human.

      Jimmy pushed his weight to his left side and whipped his right around the ledge. He pulled his slug thrower up as the wolfoid’s red eyes flashed. The creature aimed and pulled the laser rifle’s trigger.

      The maintenance tech’s armor was attenuated to the ship’s laser technology. The Warden couldn’t have maintenance techs slicing through their suits while using welding lasers. Since it was the same tech as the laser rifles, the laser didn’t burn through, even though the wolfoid’s aim was true.

      Jimmy’s skin tingled beneath the beam, but nothing more. The maintenance technician took careful aim and fired once. The explosive microwarhead traveled the distance almost instantly, striking the wolfoid in the chest and exploding. Wolfoid fur, blood, and gore flew in a spray across the roof and over the other side. Jimmy pulled himself to the rooftop and checked on Meles.

      “Making friends and influencing people,” Meles grumbled, holding his head with one paw.

      “Stay here.” Jimmy petted his friend’s shoulder briefly, grateful that he was okay, before hurrying to the far wall and looking over. The fire below continued unabated. Wolfoids engaged from within the building he was on. That ruled out using the steps to get down.

      He squinted, then dialed up his helmet’s magnification. He saw movement inside the window into which the wolfoids kept pouring their firepower.

      The Tide.

      Jimmy turned and pounded across the rooftop, scooping up Meles before vaulting over the wall and falling downward, accelerated by the artificial gravity. He gripped the badger tightly and absorbed as much of the impact with the street as he could by deeply flexing at the knees. He straightened and looked back toward the central elevators, their shafts disappearing into the sky above. So close while being too far away.

      The foliage moved as if some great beast wallowed within.

      “Don’t ever do that again,” Meles complained. The telepathic words died in the ether as he took in the sight of the mini-bots devouring the greenery across the street.

      “Why are they eating the plants?” Jimmy wondered.

      “Time to go?” Meles encouraged, not bothering to speculate. “They’re on three sides. This way.”

      The badger took off, loping as he tried to manage the pain his head. They ran parallel to the lake toward the forward end of this deck. Jimmy accelerated, pushing his suit as much as he could.

      The badger was faster over open ground than he was, even in his suit, fear driving them both. Jimmy fired into The Tide, the explosive shell blasting robot bodies into shards of metal and tongues of fire. The Tide flowed into the void, filling it as water does when withdrawing a hand from a bucket.

      The Tide finished with the foliage, having cleared a path directly to the elevators from where they came. They stopped at the pavement and remained motionless.

      “I have an idea,” Jimmy said. “Over here.”

      He got in front of the badger and herded him toward the lake and surrounding park that dominated the middle of Epsilon City. The central elevators were located on the shore of the lake, more than a kilometer away with heavy foliage and a sea of mini-bots between.

      Meles’ eyes showed the whites and his head jerked back and forth as he searched the area.

      “You’re a good fighter, but you’re terrified. Those little robots scare you that much?”

      “They are in my head. Even now. They drone on, peeling away layers of hope and happiness until there’s nothing left.”

      Jimmy kneeled to look the badger in the eye. “There’s everything left. You were right, my friend. Nirvana is down there, on the command deck. We’ll make it our own. All we have to do is get back there. We start by finding the control module. Every bot has one, but these are too small to have their own. They move in sync, a coordinated effort like actuators, which means that something is driving them.”

      “No one drives bees, yet they still swarm.”

      “The queen drives the bees. The queen can stop them, send them somewhere else. In the case of the bots, the control module needs to be shut down.”  Jimmy jacked the spent cartridges from his slug thrower and reloaded it with high-explosive shells. There was no room for non-lethal measures in Epsilon City.

      “What makes you think there’s a control module?”

      “I have hundreds of years of experience as a maintenance technician, a main tech. There’s a control module because that’s how this ship was built. I don’t know how they work, but I know you have to replace them when they go bad. And this one has gone bad.”

      “What if those things aren’t from this ship? They said they came from space.”

      “You weren’t kidding when you said those things were taking away all hope. I told you I have a plan, and I wouldn’t kid you about something like that.”

      “Which means you have no plan.” Meles shook his head. “I’m going to die thinking about how I failed all badgerdom.”

      “Which means I have an idea that will gel into a plan. We need to get back where we can see. The Tide flowed from the elevators? I don’t think so. I believe they came from beyond the elevators. We need to check out the lake.”

      Meles grumbled and lagged behind a careful Jimmy using the full complement of his suit’s sensors to search the way ahead.

      “The elevators look clear. Let’s make a run for it.” Jimmy caught Meles by the scruff of his neck as he tried to dash past.

      “They are there. We just can’t see them.” Jimmy dialed up his metal sensor. The area was flooded with metal structures around which the foliage had grown along with patches of infesting mini-bots.

      “I would hear them if they were there. Let me go.”

      “If they’re dormant? We can’t risk letting them get to another level and definitely not the level we’re going to. I don’t want to be responsible for infesting nirvana with something like The Tide. We have to clear them out before we catch our ride home.” Jimmy searched the area for any movement, any heat sources, finding nothing. He wondered if Meles was right.

      The badger flopped down, putting his head between his front paws.“Your plan is to take on the thing we ran for our lives from? I have to strongly reiterate my previous statement. Humans are dumb, but you’re learning. Home. I like the sound of that.”

      “All we have to do is to figure out what’s making these things tick and shut it off.”

      “It’s a machine and I’m a badger, so you’re on your own.” Meles’ body showed the tension he kept from his telepathic voice.

      “Since you need me to activate the elevator and order your food, it’s in your best interest to keep me alive, so come on. Let’s take a closer look at that lake.”

      “Touché, human.”

      Jimmy moved past a crumbling set of structures that smelled of decay. He hastened his stride. Through the brush, he plowed to the shore where he stopped and watched. He stood rigidly, because movement caught the eye. Many observers missed what was right in front of them because it wasn’t moving. Jimmy was hiding in the open by not moving. Meles peeked around the armored legs.

      The water churned, and Jimmy brought his rifle up, aiming and ready to fire. A human head appeared and then a neck and bare chest. Curious flaps flexed on both sides of his neck. He held his hands up, wincing at the move. His lower body worked as he treaded water.

      He turned slowly to reveal a bot attached to his back. Jimmy didn’t hesitate. He let his rifle slide back under his arm, and he splashed into the water, sinking over his head with the second step. He activated the buoyancy setting on his suit, swam to the surface, and kicked his way to the merman, ripping the first bot off and crushing it between his bicep and forearm, using his armor’s powered strength.

      A second bot was burrowing. Not as delicately as Jimmy would have liked, since he was bobbing on the lake water, he dug his gloved fingers into the wound to grip the mini-bot and yank it free. The merman cried out and started to falter. Jimmy twisted the mini-bot between his hands, the rage giving him the strength to bend the metal and spark the power, killing it.

      He dropped it and caught the merman, dragging him to the shore. Meles waited impatiently, watching the splashing that he was sure would draw unwanted attention.

      Jimmy pushed the merman against the bank. His gills worked rapidly as they tried to draw air into his tortured body.

      “The island,” he gasped. He turned his head part of the way as he tried to point. There was only one island Jimmy could see.

      “What’s on the island? Is it The Tide?”

      “The Tide…” The merman’s body shuddered and shook. His gills stopped moving. Jimmy slid him back into the water and pushed him away.

      “To be reclaimed by his people,” Jimmy whispered. The body sank, and the surface calmed. In the distance, the spires of a castle stood above a forest that dominated the island. Jimmy pointed. “That’s where we need to go.”

      “If The Tide has claimed the island, why would we want to go there? The Tide’s location is relative. If we ran across a wolfoid, he’d say The Tide is in the city. Me? I’d say The Tide is that way.” He stabbed his black and gray paw toward the central elevators.

      “I have a hunch,” Jimmy said. “Come on. I’ll carry you.”

      Meles rolled onto his back, groaning and whining. “Who’s worse, the stupid human or the badger who goes with him?”

      “Keep me alive or there’s no food.” Jimmy leaned his back against the shore so Meles could climb on. The badger reluctantly boarded and wrapped two slender paws around Jimmy’s head and in front of his face-shield.

      Jimmy activated the artificial reality screen within his helmet. The paws blocking his view disappeared, replaced by a virtual view overlaid with information from infrared and ultraviolet sensors. Jimmy added metallic objects. He expected the screen to fill with information overload, but there was very little metal in the immediate vicinity.

      A submarine rested on the lake floor beneath, listing and devoid of warmblooded life. The island was too far away to deliver much information, but the shoreline was clear.

      Jimmy kicked casually to minimize his wake, but he still left a v-shaped ripple behind him. Meles was not amused.

      “You’re making my job impossible. I have the impossible job,” Meles lamented.

      “You will be the envy of all badgerkind when we get home to the command deck. Sleeping will be the sport of kings, and speaking of kings, that castle looks like something out of one of those movies that Willie loves.”

      The main tech thought about his former partner, wondering briefly how he was doing.

      Jimmy’s feet touched the bottom. He started to walk, coming farther out of the water with each step. He turned and crouched once ashore so Meles could jump down. The two hurried into the trees beyond, the badger staying low.

      “I’m not seeing any metal infestations on my screen.” Jimmy gingerly stepped through the underbrush, trying to make as little noise as possible. The badger moved soundlessly. He passed the armored human and stopped when he reached the edge of the forest. A castle stood before them with a sign over the portcullis. “Camelot.”

      “I don’t want to go in there,” Meles said.

      Jimmy scanned the area. “I don’t think we have to. Over there.” He pointed to the right of the castle’s main gate, outside the vine-covered ramparts.

      He skirted the open area, keeping the castle to his left and casting furtive glances that way, but his screen told him the danger was ahead. He’d never seen a reading like the one his systems showed. Meles stood up straight, walking on two feet so he could grab his head with his paws. He started to stagger.

      Jimmy could hear it faintly. “We are The Tide…”

      He scooped up the badger and reversed course, running away until Meles’s breathing eased and he opened his eyes. “Stay here,” Jimmy told him.

      After resting his friend against a tree, Jimmy turned back, his face grim. He stalked toward the spot on his screen where the metal resonated strongest. He cycled his weapons in one last system check. They used to be tools at the command of a competent maintenance technician. Now, they were weapons to make war against an enemy of the Warden.

      Squabbles, battles, and wars had been fought on board the Warden since the accident, but no one had sought the extermination of all life. The Tide was different. Jimmy couldn’t put it into words, but he knew he was right. He couldn’t live with himself running back to the command deck while leaving The Tide to continue their takeover of Epsilon City. Jimmy didn’t know what created them or where they came from, but he was determined to stop them in their tracks by burning their control module.

      The only thing he had to do was find it. The problem was, he didn’t know what The Tide’s control module looked like.

      He hoped he would figure it out before the mini-bots swarmed him. Jimmy expected they could penetrate his suit given enough time. It was safer to believe that than think he was impervious. He started to run, hurrying as if that would keep The Tide out of Meles’ mind.

      And his, too. He could hear them as he closed.

      “All warmbloods must die,” the voices chanted.

      Jimmy slowed as he approached the undulating metal blanket showing on his internal screen. He changed the view from artificial to real and the screen cleared. The greens from the foliage seemed brighter and fuller than what he had seen on his display. The sounds of the mini-bots came through the unmodified audio pickups, almost like the white noise piped into the sleeping pods. He reached out and pulled aside a branch thick with leaves to reveal a monument of rough-hewn rocks titled “Stonehenge.”

      It and the surrounding area was covered in a blanket of vibrating metal bodies.

      In between the massive stones, a bulbous and misshapen metal monster seethed with the adulation of its minions. A billion bots.

      Jimmy no longer had to wonder what the control module looked like. He examined the metal beast as much as he could, cycling through his various sensors to see if an off-switch revealed itself, but nothing showed.

      If only the Space Marines had survived, they could have handled this. They’d love blowing this thing up, he thought.

      No explosives. Maintenance techs were never given access to or authorization for explosives. His first job was to fix things. Blowing stuff up was never a maintenance solution, but today, everything was different.

      “The warmblood offers himself on the altar of our existence. The Tide will feast.”

      Jimmy slowly moved the branch back into place, but it was too late. The Tide was on the move. He turned and ran.

      The Tide may have been an unstoppable flood of machines, but it wasn’t fast. He soon left them far behind.

      Jimmy found Meles as he’d left him. The human barely slowed to grab the badger. He continued through the open area until he had to turn toward the shore. He forced his way through the heavy undergrowth, protecting Meles with an armored arm.

      He ran the final few steps before launching himself into the lake and kicking toward the opposite shore. Far behind, The Tide finally made it to the shore but stopped, a metal blanket over the area Jimmy and Meles had just passed through.

      “Why do you think they stopped?” Jimmy asked, panting hard to get his breath.

      Meles tapped Jimmy’s helmet with a single paw to get the human’s attention. He pointed at the opposite shore, where a metal flood flowed.

      “We are The Tide…”

      “I find myself disappointed that I wasn’t authorized explosives,” he said, treading water and stroking the badger’s head. Meles groaned with the agony of The Tide in his mind. Jimmy rolled to his back and kicked casually as he swam parallel to the shore. He needed time to think. The Tide was made of metal and couldn’t float. As long as Jimmy kept the depths between him and the mini-bots, he and Meles would be safe.

      The Tide moved with him. “Looks like we’re going to have to swim to the other side of the lake,” Jimmy suggested, trying to calculate how long it would take The Tide to get there.

      A massive explosion jerked Jimmy’s attention back to the main shoreline. A plasma flash was punctuated by laser beams slicing back and forth across The Tide. From the island, the mini-bots were galvanized into action. They raced into the water as fast as their small legs would carry them. The splash sent a wave toward the opposite shore. The Tide flowed.

      Wolfoids massed their firepower, knowing The Tide was a mortal enemy. All battles were life or death, but failure meant their extinction. Jimmy tried to calculate how long it would take the island Tide to arrive.

      They had scoured the area clean along the path they’d taken to follow Jimmy. A path that would lead him straight to the control module.

      Jimmy rolled to his stomach, sending Meles into the water. The badger came up sputtering and moaning. Jimmy helped him to his back as he started stroking hard for the island shore. He kicked frantically, watching for The Tide to surge from beneath him.

      When he could touch his feet to the lakebed, he kept kicking. He didn’t want to risk them attacking his feet. His ego to have the comfortable boots and gloves and not the armored versions was weighing on him.

      Nirvana. Five decks down. The Tide was distracted, and he was swimming away from the central elevator. He didn’t have enough breath to scold himself over his choice, although he knew he had no choice. As a maintenance tech, his job was to keep the ship running. This was no different. If The Tide took over, there would be no ship.

      The control module. When he finally put his feet down, he high-stepped to the shore and kept going, risking a glance over his shoulder to see if he’d been followed. Not yet, but he knew they’d be coming.

      He hoped The Tide would be too late.

      Jimmy ran as he’d never run before. The badger hung on, complaining with every bump until the sound of The Tide filled his mind. He lost his hold and fell. Jimmy let him go.

      The only way to help his friend was to pull the plug on the module. The Tide had left a superhighway straight to Stonehenge where the massive creature waited.

      “We are the Tide. The warmbloods are an infestation and must be cleansed.”

      “Not today,” Jimmy replied. His head throbbed with the The Tide’s volume.

      He slowed to a jog as he entered the clearing and rounded the stones, studying the misshapen robot—metal and mismatched parts, an abomination of design and function. With a whirring and rhythmic thump, mini-bots started spewing from a chute on one side.

      The Tide.

      “Where are you getting the raw materials?” Jimmy switched to his sensor-view, where he found the bot was sitting on a shaft that led into the ship’s framing and structure below. The Tide was eating the Warden to make the bots that would destroy all life within. When it was finished, the ship would be nothing but an empty shell.

      Jimmy leveled his slug thrower and fired into the chute. He emptied both barrels four times into the guts of the mother bot. He stomped the six-legged minis into the ground. When the ground was clear, he turned his attention back to the task at hand. He found that the big bot had already begun repairing itself. Jimmy’s attack had not been final, only an inconvenience.

      How could he deactivate a control module as big as a small building?

      “We are the Tide, warmblood. You cannot stop us. The Tide flows across the shore to become one with us.”

      Jimmy knew they were coming, but when?

      With a yell, more to motivate himself than intimidate The Tide, he vaulted to the top of the metal monster. He started searching frantically for an access panel, but the bot had built itself. It didn’t need external access for a maintenance technician. Jimmy needed to get inside, but there was no space.

      Another roar, but this one of anguish. He opened his toolkit and removed the cutting torch. He used his suit sensors to find the thinnest metal walls, and he started to cut.

      He made a single cut, half a meter long, when he could hear them. The relentless flow of The Tide.

      He angled to create a corner, hoping that he could twist the metal away and see something inside to cut, to destroy the entity.

      A black and white furry beast ran ahead of The Tide—Meles, wearing a medieval helmet over his furry head.

      “What? How?” Jimmy stammered, his eyes darting back and forth between The Tide and his friend. He couldn’t hear the badger. The helmet was blocking the signals to or from his mind.

      “We are The Tide…”

      “Go! Go! In there, take this and cut anything that looks like a wire or circuit board.”

      Jimmy jammed the torch into Meles’ paw. The blue flame looked harmless as the badger held it carefully. Jimmy pointed up the chute that he’d blasted. Meles nodded and squirmed inside. The maintenance technician stood on the metal creature known as The Tide and jacked the only ammunition he had into his slug thrower. A net round and a rubber round.

      He fired when The Tide flowed around the stones and into the center. The pincers cut the nets, and the rubber bullets bounced off. Jimmy pulled the slug thrower off his shoulder and reversed it, holding it like a club. He jumped off the top and stood in front of the chute. He started swinging, back and forth, sweeping the mini-bots away. The Tide flowed relentlessly.

      He was caught mid-backswing, and they swarmed, their little legs running up his armored body. They attacked his joints with their pincers, digging away micro bits with each pass. He pressed his back against the chute, blocking it with his body.

      A needle-like pincer penetrated his elbow joint. Jimmy grunted with the pain. His ankles and wrists were on fire. He fought until he could no longer.

      The Tide flowed.

      Jimmy didn’t know when it stopped. He had jammed his eyes shut so he could focus on his own screams of pain. He wondered how long it had been or if he was still alive. So much anguish, his nerves protesting with each second they had to endure.

      But feeling pain meant you were alive. Jimmy shut down his screens and returned to the live view. He recoiled at the sight of The Tide that had flooded Stonehenge.

      But they were still. His suit told him about tapping on his back before he could feel it himself. His suit also warned him he was on fire.

      He jumped up and dove forward, rolling in the lifeless mini-bot bodies. Jimmy stood when his suit reported it was back to normal, but he found standing to be too painful. He collapsed into the metal bodies.

      Meles climbed from the chute and threw the cutting torch to the ground. He ripped the helmet from his head with both front paws and launched it at the human. Jimmy tried to duck, but it clanged off his shoulder and rolled away.

      “Can we go home now?”

      “Meles. You did it!”

      The badger canted his head one way and then the other, very doglike in his response to the human stating the obvious.

      “Home. Now.”

      Jimmy stood again and limped away from The Tide. He turned back and used his suit sensors to examine the massive bot that he had named the control module. No energy signatures. All systems dead.

      Exactly like what happened when you deactivated a control module. He smiled behind his helmet’s face-shield, wincing at the pain in his ankles.

      The badger hopped through The Tide—“Ow. Ow.”—as he bounced across the spiky mini-bots until he reached the open ground beyond the monument. “Well?”

      “As much as it pains me to admit it, Meles… You were right, but then again, if we hadn’t deactivated The Tide, they would have made their way to the command level. This thing was digging through the ship, destroying it an exponential rate.” Jimmy thought for a moment and then thrust his fist in the air. “Maintenance for the win!”

      “You could be the strangest creature I’ve ever met,” Meles suggested.

      “I’m hearing that from a talking badger?” Jimmy hobbled along, following the path that The Tide had cleared. “What do you say we dodge some wolfoids on our way back to the central elevators? I’m tired, hungry, out of ammo, and my armor is trashed.”

      “Sounds like a normal day for you,” Meles shot back, holding up his paws like a small child. Jimmy picked up his friend and carried him toward the shore.

      

      THE END

      

      Stop by craigmartelle.com to learn more about Craig and his other publications.
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      The Free Trader series is currently six books, soon to be nine of prequel adventure where you get to meet each of the species mentioned in the Cygnus Space Opera.

      A ‘cat and his human minions fight to bring peace to humanity. Compared to Andre Norton, David Gemmell, and Larry Niven, the Free Trader series takes you to a colonized world across the galaxy where engineered animals help the people survive and become masters of the planet. After a devastating civil war, humanity and its creations rise again. The Free Trader finds himself at a crossroads: can he and his ‘cat prevent a repeat of past mistakes as they rebuild civilization?

      Here’s what some reviewers had to say about the Free Trader…

      “Most authors can't make an animal character believable. This one does. Craig Martelle has a great imagination and can put it down on paper for you to enjoy also, just like the great writers of the golden age. His writing is very reminiscent of their work.”

      “very good read. reminds me of Andre Norton.”

      “This series is excellent. The characters are well developed and the story line is compelling. As a long time fan of Post Apocalyptic books by Larry Niven and others as well as PA games, I would encourage anyone who enjoys Apocalyptic, Survival, and high adventure books to read this series.”

      www.amazon.com/gp/product/B074CH3B2F
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      Thank you for reading this anthology!

      If you like to see the series continue, please join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the stories, please write a short review for us on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

      Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

      My web page – www.craigmartelle.com
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      Round three of Metamorphosis Alpha, Chronicles from the Starship Warden is in the bag!

      I hope you enjoyed reading these stories written by fans of the game, who also happen to be professional authors.

      I suspect most authors got their creative start because of Tactical Studies Rules (later called just TSR) and Gary Gygax, creator of Dungeons and Dragons, and the man who influenced people like Jim Ward to create new and wondrous role-playing games.

      What are your best memories of Metamorphosis Alpha? For me, it’s dragging the 1976 original rulebook all over the world. It was the one constant in my entire Marine Corps career. It’s been in 20 different countries, in times of war and peace. It was always there to read through and jot notes about, but mostly to daydream of adventures on the Starship Warden.

      When I finally really retired, I decided it was time to write the stories down. My first book was a survival piece based on the fact that we live in Alaska. My second and third books were Gamma World inspired—my Free Trader series. And then the third book in that series is where I take the Free Trader and his group to the colony ship orbiting the planet Cygnus VII. It was great fun to explore a colony ship. I wrapped the Free Trader series with a second trip to the colony ship – Free Trader 9, Return to the Traveler.

      With that, I wish you a fond adieu from the Sub-Arctic. There are so many more stories to write, so I’m back at the computer typing madly away.

      Keep looking up, because that’s where the stars are.
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