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 Chapter 1: End of the
Road

 


Jack had always been slow to wake but this
morning was his seventeenth birthday and he had emerged from the
vats to experience a year of life before he was committed to the
Glory Road and dipped below the event horizon of the nearby
entity.

His buddy Elmer had treated him with visions
of the diverse populations of the road since conception and he was
eager to join their ranks and eager for this year to progress. "For
the umpteenth time, Elmer, why don't you just let me drop onto the
road?" Jack spoke into the air.

"It's a moral thing" the AI told him and Jack
realized his ears had actually heard the sound. For seventeen years
his buddy had spoken to him with a direct mental connection. The
proper nerves were activated as if his ears were in use but for the
first time he felt a subtle difference, a real life perception. He
looked at his hands and realized it was the first time he used his
eyes and the first time he had seen his hands and there was a
difference. The simple perception was both electrifyingly enhanced
and slightly distorted. Jack guessed that by the middle of the day
he would no longer notice the slight difference.

It was spring and Jack slept under a single
sheet which he swept aside as he sat up. A cool breeze played over
his exposed upper body and face for the first time before fading.
It was a shock because Elmer had never simulated it for him while
he was in the bottle. As soon as he asked the question of himself
his mental overview, much like a computer menu, expanded behind his
left eye exposing selections while interfering in his vision as
little as possible. Following the mental links quickly and deeply,
the same links he used while in vitro, he found that Elmer would
now expose him to temperature variations simulating a planets
weather patterns because it promoted a healthy physique.

"You can change it" Elmer informed him
referring to the breeze. Elmer was always in his head. Elmer, Jack
knew, used Jack's own brain matter to organize and queue Jack's
experiences as well as a multitude of background information. Elmer
activated the transmission download irregularly but a dedicated
port was always open to an encrypted channel. The AI was informed
as immediately as the time laws allowed of any changes to Jack's
well being that he, as guardian, had programmed as daemons in
Jack's own mind. All of Jack's conscious activity was transmitted
and examined even before Jack himself was aware of his actions or
conclusions.

Jack gave the new found sensation of breeze a
few seconds of contemplation and decided he liked it. He swung his
legs over the edge of the bed and wriggled into a pair of clean
slippers sitting on the stone floor but before he stood to confront
the rest of this day he contemplated his friend Elmer.

Elmer sat relaxed at a desk about twenty
yards distant against an opaque wall. A few panels and active
charts were mounted for his benefit. Jack had seen Elmer at his
desk often in the past but this was the first time he was actually
viewing a flesh and blood person. Well, he didn't know if the flesh
was true but Elmer did look human. He was the compilation of all of
the genes that he had obtained from Jack and his sister and he was
having a brown day. His skin was brown, his eyes were brown, his
short wavy hair was brown, his slacks and buttoned shirt were tan,
his shoes and belt were brown. His tone and features were
consistent but his clothing changed with his projected character.
His eyes and smile were very warm and his perfect teeth were
revealed as the friends smiled at each other.

Jack again wondered if his friend had
actually made a construct or if he was smiling at a projection or
if Elmer were an Elmer placed figment of his imagination. Never
having been apart from the machine he had no worries as to the loss
of self control that he may be experiencing, something diddling in
his perception was his natural state. While enjoying the feel of
the returning breeze on his newly discovered skin he made a
semiconscious effort to thrust his mind into the AIs active node
and found it blocked. Alarmed he thrust another data request along
the path usually followed to discover the specifics of his friend
and was treated a bit more gently. He found a note that told him,
for security purposes, the exact nature of Elmer could be any one
of the three possibilities, construct, imagination or projection,
but that there was no reason for Jack to know which one was present
at any particular moment.

"Prick" Jack announced as he stood for the
first time. The slippers felt good on his feet. He moved toward
Elmer and placed his hand on the construct man's shoulder. Elmer
continued to smile and angled into the wall to examine a flickering
screen. Elmer wasn't fooling anybody; Elmer knew where every
molecule was within the immediate area and was responsible for the
maintenance of the Glory Road which stretched back into the galaxy
for several hundred thousands of miles with the capture field
extending for a full light year.

Elmer occupied several square miles of energy
shielded space in stationary orbit about thirty degrees off the
north pole of the galactic hub while it gobbled the Milky Way at a
tremendous pace. Jack knew that Elmer had gathered the name in his
own language, English, while it deconstructed his parents. Through
Elmer he was able to listen to the myriad of species that threw
themselves onto the road and into the hole and found that many had
named the galaxy along similar lines. Many species had seen the
splash of stars bannered across the night sky and felt the same awe
that early man had felt.

The Glory Road was visible on the far side of
the room and Jack turned in that direction and walked toward the
transparent wall scores of yards in the distance. He placed his
hands on the glass of his enclosure and thrilled at the cool
hardness. He had done this in a virtual sense that was entirely
lifelike and the view wasn't any different but he still marveled at
the immensity of the undertaking.

He couldn't actually see the myriad of beings
and ships careening into the end of the road; they were dwarfed
amid the debris in a decaying orbit about the being. The races
nearest to the center of the galaxy had long since explored outward
before succumbing to the seductive lure of the centralized mind.
Elmer and the road were two billion years old and thousands of
races had terminated before the Pleining built him and the road on
their journey to the final destruction. It was Elmer's mission to
read the messages coded in the gas jets streaming from the poles
and although he did so he had never found a usage for any of them.
Who would the living star contact that wasn't already part of
it?

Jack used Elmer's eyes to find and focus on
some of the travelers as he had done for years in the bottle. He
located a particularly pretty ship dressed for the sacrifice. The
ship was three miles in length and entirely plated in gold. Now
that the interstellar part of the voyage was over they were drawn
inexorably down the road to their destiny, caught both in the
gravity well and the tractor field that Elmer provided. Coasting,
they had unfurled huge banners of memory foil listing the history
of their civilization although no one would see it. Nevertheless
their history was proudly displayed with artificial hull lighting
as delicate and graceful as the lightest waterfall.

Ostentatious display often indicated a
finality and Jack absently confirmed this assumption when he peered
beneath the hull and found the millions of occupants, water snakes
with arms and triangular heads, packed in stacked coffins of
vacuumed crystal. The leaders were in the front of the ship and
their majestic spender lead to the conclusion that the entire race
had committed to this end. The leaders would presumably be the
first to enter the event horizon and the first to be crushed beyond
powder, the honor they sought but they spared themselves the pain
with a chemical suicide before the actual event. The random paths
of these dead ships threatened the physical existence of Elmer with
collision which was another reason why the road was built in the
first place.

Ships containing the remnants of their entire
civilization were common but only accounted for a third of the
traffic. Another third contained emissaries. Pastors, theologians,
philosophers, political leaders and volunteers of all sorts rushed
to the singularity. These ships were more pragmatic and left the
wealth behind for the rest of their kind and were usually quiet and
subdued. Certain of the occupants had second thoughts and Jack
found it amusing to watch them mutiny and attempt escape. Others
would cry and sob while some reverted to basic instinct and rape
and murder were common and Jack found viewing these activities
interesting. A few killers had achieved memorable feats of
gruesomeness and the incoming ships never adjusted for this because
they never knew. Once on the road there was no way to send a
message back out.

Another third were weak and careening cargo
ships filled with slaves and those considered useless by their
societies. This cargo was not supplied with instruments of any kind
and they had no idea how close to the end they were of even if they
were on the road. Since it didn't matter to the senders if their
cargo arrived alive there was often a shortage of food and many of
these ships passengers resorted to cannibalism. It wasn't that much
of a drop in their behavior because a civilization that would try
to appease a living star with sentient sacrifice didn’t have much
in the way of morals. They had progressed that far up the social
ladder or dropped back down due to easy automation and generations
of pleasure seekers. Jack didn't enjoy the antics of the occupants
of these ships, who were never proffered anesthesia against the
crushing fall at the end, but preferred the antics of the
emissaries who were plagued with guilt, for a short period, for
their actions.

It didn't matter in the end anyway Jack knew.
It was the final inescapable destination for everyone. Elmer had
educated Jack with the universal essentials which all of the
travelers knew or they wouldn't have traveled the road. Jack's
parents, the first of their race to meet Elmer, knew of the living
star and that is why Elmer decided they were emissaries turned
reluctant. The ship that delivered them was one of the galaxies
fastest private frigates and shuttled a load of beings onto the
road in luxury every few centuries until it stopped coming sixty
three million years ago.

Jack knew the score. As civilizations
developed near the core they explored the core as best they could
without falling in. When they discovered that the outflow of gases
at the poles could be deciphered there was panic. The outflow had
never been actually translated into anything comprehensible but the
pattern was a cohesive one that could only have been intelligently
generated. It was the norm to assume these messages were generated
for the benefit of the intelligences central to other galaxies,
eventually. Nevertheless, absurd behaviors develop. Living
sacrifice witcheries and other barbarities soon abound in
starfaring races. Whenever any civilization discovered decipherable
patterns in the flow they panicked unless they were looking for a
sign in advance.

The majority of races did expect a sign in
advance and had approached the center after either discovering the
life force for themselves or discerning it logically. When atoms
encounter each other they ricochet in a predictable pattern like
pool balls banging off of one another. Everything is accounted for
meaning that if you knew the velocity and direction of each moving
atom you could work backwards and determine where they were an hour
ago or a minute ago or a year ago.

Some cultures have a physiology neatly tuned
to the life force and develop it the way Jack's ancestors
elaborated on magnetism. When scientists define life as an
intrinsic part of matter the studies get simpler than when life is
romanticized or worshipped. When matter presents certain
complicated patters the force can manifest similar to what
magnetism does in the presence of iron. When matter is collapsed,
like in the center of a neutron star, magnetism is manifest but
what happened to the life force? Could it possibly be manifest?

Collapsed matter could certainly be alive but
would still need to obey the laws of nature so you wouldn't be
seeing a smiling face that weighted several trillion tons per
square inch. It is hard to move matters around at thousands of
gravities but if it were alive the nearness of the particles might
allow the full impact of the force to act and you would have one
smart star. Smart enough to remember the screaming speed and
direction from which every new particle entered its horizon and
smart enough to work backwards until the entire universe could be
reconstructed complete with memories of the entire activity of
every living being.

Well, if a really, really smart blob had
every microsecond of your life recorded because all of your atoms
had fallen into its sphere of influence there is a possibility that
the intelligence could, and there is no reason it wouldn't, piece
you back together and reanimate you in a fashion similar to the
life Jack had enjoyed for seventeen years with the help of Elmer's
brain. Now that Jack was actually living and experiencing a
physical life he could hardly tell the difference. He suspected
rightly that Elmer could have constructed and hosted his
personality making him think that he was alive without ever growing
his body.

With the help of Elmer Jack advanced upon
another ship even closer to the horizon and projected him into the
hall outside of the mess hall. Elmer guided his diaphanous
unfeeling body in a lifelike walk around the doorway and into the
dining room proper. The clattering of dishes and machinery ground
to an emergency stop as those relaxing and those serving both
focused their attention on the miracle that stood before them. The
humanoids were expecting a miracle and knew they were close to the
edge so they paid close attention and didn't startle - yet.

"Would you please give my regards to my
father?" he smirked in amusement at those about to die. There was
no translator and they gaped at him with their mouths ajar. The
ship began to list and the lights flickered and the deck seemed to
stretch on its own leaning into the future. Jack was about to
inform them that they had entered the horizon and no one knew how
long it would be before they added their life experiences to the
massive mind, a God, when the lights went out and shortly, very
shortly thereafter his projection snuffed out and he was back in
the station leaning against the cool wall.

"Why don't you experience some of the joys I
have prepared for you?" Elmer asked him.

Jack shrugged; he appreciated nothing having
been overindulged and having not encountered limits. No one had
ever punched him in the nose for saying the wrong thing, but that
was in the tank with his interfaced encounters controlled by Elmer.
The number of equivalent man hours that Elmer had put into this
home just to accommodate Jack and his sister Estelle was staggering
but Jack felt it was his due.

The walls were transparent all around him and
he knew he was on the bottom floor. Even the spacious bathroom was
exposed. The view, on the edge of a black hole with visual energies
and stars grinding into slivers, went unappreciated. There was more
to the wall than glass of course. It took a terrific amount of
power to keep the radiations out. Before Jack's arrival Elmer
occupied the ball of collapsed matter located just one mile under
the flooring. Elmer's builders had collapsed the atoms for the
creation of the AI and to power the road. Elmer had been programmed
into the dense material. More properly stated since any collapsed
matter releases the full potential of the life force, he had been
encouraged to maintain the road and watch the central hole. Elmer
had his own life and free from physical restraints he let himself
gather his own information and having not been told how to handle
an anomaly like Jack's parents he did the best he could.

He decided to rescue them when they appeared.
Although they arrived in a shuttle specifically made for
destruction they fought the road far more than most. Both women
were pregnant and tried frantically to protect their unborn young
but to no avail; the tremendous gravities and speeds prevented even
Elmer from escaping. He scanned their minds and their genetics but
recreating a full grown being was beyond him - his immense memory
available within himself did not even provide the necessary space
for a virtual being similar to those reanimated below him. He
failed; he hadn't known he could want something he could not
get.

Elmer had to abandon his surveillance of the
road, his primary mission, and focus all his energies just to
recreate the fertilized eggs. From the outside it sounds easy; eggs
are associated with simple chickens! Elmer had access to plenty of
atomic material but even he underestimated the difficulty of having
billions of atoms in the right position. Much more difficult he
found was to establish state - not only having all of the atoms in
the right place but having them moving in the correct direction at
the appropriate speed. It took years of trial and error to
construct one viable cell only to find that he hadn't surrounded it
with proper growth medium and it puffed away into the vacuum. He
finally got it right and the cells began to grow while he spent the
next few years building the home for the pair while he resumed his
normal duties. Elmer was able to determine the time scale for
humans when he disassembled the two pair of them immediately before
their entry into the horizon. Elmer knew that Jack hadn't actually
spent seventeen years in the vat - but he certainly had gathered
that much objective experience.

Jack bounded up the stairs and entered his
great room - his sister had a second one on the other side and he
had shared many an exercise session with he - virtually. Without
even a minor stretch he entered and ran headlong around the quarter
mile track circumventing the room. At the end of just one circuit
he stopped with his soles chaffed and his breath heaving. He had
experienced neither of these conditions before and fetched shoes
from an open locker and changed shorts to another pair with built
in support.

"Hello Jack" he heard from behind him and
there was no mistaking the rich luster of his sisters' voice even
though he was actually hearing it for the first time.

He turned while shaping a glib reply but
stopped short when he faced her fully and was knocked aback with
the first experience of the feminine phenomes, especially someone
as comely as Estelle! Two inches shorter than him with shorter
brown hair framing a warm rounded face and bobbed nose below large
brown smiling eyes stood his sister.

His hammering heart was giving his mouth
plenty of fuel but he still had trouble choking out a reply, simple
words seeming inadequate. He had only been looking into her face
for less than a second and he was already getting an immediate
reaction below his waist.

"Cat got your tongue?" Estelle asked with a
slight cock of her head before she began to feel the glow and her
eyes widened and her cheeks blushed and her delicate hand rose to
touch her lips.

Jack tried again to say something but when he
saw her reaction he could not keep his eyes from dropping onto her
chest and then her exposed and flat stomach and even her legs. He
knew it was his sister but when she raised her hand her forearms
had squeezed her breasts together exposing warm brown cleavage and
her nipples were popping out unbidden through the thin material.
Her knees moved slightly as if squeezing juice from ripe fruit. It
seemed like an eternity while he leered at her but he hadn't
noticed that she was having the same problem and had fixated upon
his expanding interest against her own will and hadn't broken her
examination any sooner that he had.

"Hello Estelle. It is good to finally meet my
sister" he finally said blandly. There was no need to extend his
hand and even in his depraved moments of sexual abandon, imaginary
partners supplied by Elmer, he hadn't crossed the incest line.

"We aren't related" she said. There was no
coyness and even though he saw that she felt the obvious
attraction, as surprised as he was perhaps, she intended that there
would be no intimacy. They would be dead in a year, what would it
matter, his little head rationalized.

"We will be dead in a year" she said and he
gaped at her. Was he not really alive, was this another virtual
reality?

"And everything we do is recorded and will
soon be known by everyone that passed before us" she said, the hand
dropped from her face and the bodily squeezings having stopped.

"It's not like everyone there hasn't already
done it" Jack said following his desire but his mind was screaming
for him to shut up.

"Done what?" she squeaked, the hand coming up
again but this time drawing away from him. "Sex!" she said as if it
were a dirty word. "You are thinking about having sex with me?" she
said with a tone still on the rise. "With your sister!”

"NO! Of course not! You said we aren't
actually related. I was just shocked by your beauty and you are so
desirable. I was saying we could if we wanted." he added, getting
more lame at each word.

"I hardly know you!" she huffed, crossing her
delicate arms and squeezing those lovely boobs in his direction
again. He smiled. As long as he could remember she had been in
every simulation Elmer had run for them. They had attended classes
and had picnics and enjoyed virtual nature together. True, they had
never had sexual side excursions together although Jack had had
plenty of encounters and assumed she had too. Although she looked
the same he had never appreciated her charms as he was appreciating
them now!

Jack knew that the right thing to do was to
ignore the arousal she generated in him and enjoy her companionship
and friendship; she had decided the same thing probably on the way
over to see him. He looked her square in the eyes and smiled
reassuringly while sweeping his arm in a gesture highlighting the
scads of exercise equipment arranged about the inside of the
track.

The wary expression left her face to be
replaced with an innocent open grin that changed her expression to
a beaming beacon of joy. "I have to change" she said and walked
toward a rack of lockers that Jack hadn't noticed. She opened one
and without issue whipped the thin skimpy top over her head and
began to rummage for what Jack guessed would be something with a
bit of support. He did like what he saw revealed but broke his
stare and turned to walk toward the equipment but almost crashed
into Elmer whom had come into the room unnoticed.

"You should change your shoes" Elmer
instructed him. "And wear a jock".

Jack looked at his slippers. In the virtual
world he would have simply willed the change and he tried but to no
avail before he gathered his wits and walked to the locker with
Elmer following. A glance showed Estelle, still with her back to
them, on a bench fitting running shoes.

"She is pretty" Elmer said nonchalantly.

"A bit prettier than I expected” Jack
answered honestly.

"You are speaking of the chemical reaction
between two healthy young people of the opposite sex. It is a
physical indication of breeding suitability".

"I would have the same sensation with a
different girl?" Jack asked.

"The potential is there depending on the
circumstances".

"Never felt it before" Jack complained while
fitting shoes and socks that he found in a locket waiting for him.
There were running shorts with built in support but he passed,
suddenly a bit shy. He did add a dark thin cotton shirt that said
"Army". Jack didn't ask but the design came from the memories of
his parents.

"Would you like me to make an adjustment and
rid you of these breeding reflexes?" Elmer asked.

"Is this the way my father and mother lived?
They had these feelings all the time?" he asked and Elmer nodded in
the affirmative.

"No, don’t adjust me please. Not yet
anyway".

The shoes had laces and although his fingers
knew the procedure he flubbed it inexplicably a few times. When he
finished he found Estelle walking slowly to the starting strip
looking over her shoulder encouraging him to catch up. When the two
of them were again side by side they ignored Elmer who was there
but didn't seem very committed to exercising.

After a few stretches they slipped their feet
into the starting ridges and were prepared to push off, smiling,
broadly. "We are going to take this in easy strides?" Estelle asked
nicely and he nodded.

"One, two, three!" said Elmer surprising them
but out of the gate they came like prize stallions. Jack decided he
wouldn't be trouncing a girl but only win by the smallest of
margins but when he tried to nudge in front of her he found he was
slightly behind. Picking up the pace he came even and tried again,
halfway around the quarter mile. His breathing became deeper and he
could feel the wind on his face. He picked up the pace again and
was alongside her at the quarter but she didn't slow at the
finish.

Into the second lap and still slightly behind
he found he could put a bit more into it and did so increasing his
breathing in depth and rate while maximizing the movements of his
arms and tilting his head to minimize drag and all to no avail. He
was on the outside right of her having lost the compensation
starting positions and couldn't overtake her. Stuck on the outside
of her he was now at a disadvantage and sensed she was playing with
him. She had caught him easily, almost ignoring his starting
advantage, and now they were neck and neck in the fourth
circuit.

Estelle was breathing deep and sweat had
appeared but Jack was lathered and almost breathing raggedly.
Still, he wouldn't relent but as he pressed himself forward once
again the most startling pain he had ever experienced lanced into
his calf and his hands splayed out and up as he dived unbidden into
the asphalt. Elmer was right there. The two people had hardly
noticed that Elmer had been running in the outer lane. Elmer had
surveyed the damages and found no breaks or anything he needed to
do. Elmer looked as if he were standing weightless.

Estelle glanced back as she slowed her pace
but continued the circuit. At the finish line she threw her arms in
the air in self congratulation heedless of Jack's pain and injuries
and then slowed to a regenerative trot as she approached him, still
on the track.

The sharp pain in his leg had subsided but if
he moved or twisted in certain directions warnings would lance out.
He managed to stand but his pained leg would accept no pressure and
he was basically standing on his good leg. The scrapes on his knee
and both elbows were beginning to string and he guessed correctly
that their irritation had just begun it's climb. His sweat dripped
into his oozing wounds to mix with the blood and dirt; Jack began
to get a bit woozy.

"You can fix this" Jack requested but Elmer
shook his head no, he couldn't. Jack's overview glowed for
attention and he was shocked! It was always with him, always
consulted and he hadn't looked at it but on occasion this first
morning. Even now he saw the link to an explanation of repairs -
how the sexual urge could be muted through DNA alteration and why
the scrape had to heal on it's own. Even now Jack pushed the data
away with no more than a cursory look.

"Spot me?" Estelle asked sweetly indicating
the rack of weights and the clump of resistance machines. Jack was
just about to highlight his wounds and demand some attention when
she thrust her lower lip out in a pout and began an impatient
wriggle that was accidentally (?) caused an interesting jiggle.

"Pleeeeeese?" she added.

With a shrug Jack straitened and began to
follow her while she led as if she had forgotten about him. Except
for those muscles under those shorts and on those legs he would
have quit but her rhythm, it was hypnotic. He glanced at Elmer who
watched his fixation with an inhuman directness.

At the weights all hints of feminism were
gone from Estelle. She was all business while he was close. He
straddled her midsection and prevented the bar from crushing down
on her upper torso if need be. Estelle didn't overdo it.

"I just want some definition in my muscles
and I don't want to appear Butch" she said.

When it was his turn he made the mistake of
showing off. They were both unfamiliar with the machinery and the
overloaded bar lost balance for a moment releasing the binder to
slip off the end. Weights spewing onto the floor made a dangerous
sound and jerked the bar across Jack's body as the weighted side
crashed down unsavable. Elmer's foot was crushed but while he was
helping to gather the damaged weights his foot, when next seen, was
no longer smashed.

Undaunted by Jack's increase in wounds
Estelle moved on to the resistance machines which were safer and
which one person could handle. Jack had to be careful he didn't
fixate on her again but did allow himself to admire her enticing
form. From a distance and without the leering Estelle didn't seem
to mind him looking her over and pinged the occasional smile in his
direction.

It was dinner time and they had exercised
their new bodies the entire day. There were his and her parlors and
the two separated for showers and a change of clothing before
entering the dining area. He was disappointed when he saw her enter
the room in clean sweats until he saw how even that simple garment
couldn't hide her ample charms. She certainly didn't need support
and clearly had none. Elmer held out her chair and she smiled
warmly while she sat across from Jack.

It was a small table and food was already
heaped on it. They enjoyed lite conversation about events they had
virtually experienced, about their shared desire to travel the road
and thoughts about how they would occupy their time for the next
year. Estelle was a sophisticated young woman and Jack found he was
becoming so enamored with her attentions that desires were pushed
aside. He even began to think of Estelle as treasured and physical
contact would be crass or undignified.

After dinner Elmer ushered them into their
own private and plush theatre for a treat. It was the first time
they have seen a movie and Elmer had created a good one, he
thought, for them. Movies were something that their parents enjoyed
often and Elmer provided a western with simplistic black and white
characters and incredible scenery. In the end, the poor brave
cowboy rescued the rich and sophisticated damsel from the pile of
heavy hearted thugs intent on hoarding all the cattle. She was far
to good for him but he had proved his worth and she had fallen in
love with him and followed her heart.

"Goodnight Jack" Estelle said at the door to
her bedroom. Jack nodded and said "It was a lovely day" before
turning to head off to his own room.

"Wait" she said softly and he barely heard it
but then stopped in midstep and she was before him with extended
arms and he took her into his embrace and felt her warmth with his
real body and emotions.

"I love you sister" he said into her ear and
increased the squeeze to robust.

She pulled back yet he could still feel her
warmth and pleasure. "I love you too" she said with the largest
smile he had ever seen even in the virtual world. She reached out
again to grip his arm and then she dropped it and moved into her
room providing a final wistful smile over her shoulder before
closing the door. Jack threaded his way back to his quarters and
fell into the bed to enjoy the dreams, the real disjointed
confusing dreams of youth.

*****************

The next week went by in a swirl of new found
sensations for both Estelle and Jack. Their friendship increased
and their sexual tension diminished. Jack found Estelle easy to
talk with and Estelle found Jack to be the brother she had wanted.
The pair pushed Elmer into the background like the emotionally
detached robot that he was. (Elmer had personality modules to fit
the known races or what was left of them after he met them but the
four humans, the parents, hadn't given him much of a baseline and
he used the routines on low priority. He totally disabled the
sexual responses but kept the knowledge base. In short, he was
pretty dull ).

Elmer had only been able to provide about one
square mile of living space for the pair on several levels and
after their year was up he would deconstruct the entire space and
commit the matter to the artificially created anomaly that was the
heart of their world. The matter to create it had been entirely
deconstructed to subatomic particles before reconstruction in a
collapsed manner. This allowed the Pleining to provide the mass
with programmable gravities and magnetic actuators so that a
protective field could be generated and the entirety could be held
in place against the voracious forces near the event horizon.

"Holy Shit!" Elmer burst out with while Jack
and Estelle were enjoying a picnic in a forested park seemingly
open to the cluttered stars of the neighborhood. The shout was on
all frequencies and the pair not only heard the uncustomary and
loud outburst with their ears but their mental links exploded with
information and alarms, previously unnoticed, hammered about the
area.

As if to dramatize his announcement the
couple found Elmer positioned directly between them, as if
precisely measured, but off to the side. All the noise and
distractions stopped at once as if cut from their cables at the
same time, no residual echo or wind downs. Both Jack and Estelle
were taken aback by the bright expectation revealed on Elmer's
face; it was a new mood. In fact the robot did enact all if it's
human emotion modules and a few compatible alien scripts. Neither
of the two were able to pull their attention away from Elmer and
anticipation was growing.

"The intellect speaks!" Elmer squawked in
glee, his voice uncontrolled and rising like an excited child.

After a few blinks Jack clarified "It
constantly speaks, you have said. Did you decode something?".

Elmer shook it's head yes once and then
again.

The tension build finally irritated Estelle.
"Spill it asshole!" she shouted.

The outburst did nothing to dampen the
machines' artificial excitement but who is to say if emotions can
be artificial in any manner. There wasn't the slightest flicker on
the machines' face as it turned its full grin on her.

"I got a note from your mother" it said.

Jack watched the implications shatter
Estelle's' reserve to settle on shock. She decided to jump up from
the table but she wasn't functioning properly and banged her knee
into the table support before listing to the side while knocking
over her chair. Finally pulling herself to her full height she
leaned toward the robot to strike it, slap it across it's face, but
couldn't reach it. She thought better of it and fled from the room
sobbing loudly.

Jack didn't have the connection to his mother
that Estelle seemed to have formed in the illusionary virtual
world. She began to behave erratically while bottled and Elmer
introduced a re-creation of her mother as he had a thorough
understanding of her; he had recorded her entire life history
although it was short even in human standards. In the virtual
kingdom Estelle's mother was so lifelike that she actually thought
she was alive and never, by design, considered the implications of
her downtime.

Obviously even with all of his emotional
interfaces loaded, it hadn't expected that reaction. Elmer stood
immobile, frozen.

"What did the note say" Jack prompted.

"It said exactly this 'Elmer, please send our
children home' ".

After some consideration Jack asked "You have
been here for two billion years and the first decipherable thing
the Godhead says to you a request to do something for us?".

The robot nodded in the affirmative but then
clarified his statement.

"I have no idea who or what is outputting the
indecipherable code but that stream was interrupted for long enough
to insert the note that I could easily read and then the
indecipherable steam started up again".

"How do you know Charlene, Estelle's' mother
sent it?" Jack pressed.

"It was in English. It wasn't even coded,
just a recording in an antique digital format".

Jack thought about this news for a moment. "I
did ask that crew to give my regards to my father" he mused.

"The entire purpose of the road and of all
those beings tossing themselves into the black hole is because we
believe those beings will be reincarnated. We believe those souls
will be able to communicate and move amongst themselves rekindling
old friendships and sometimes receiving a second chance".

"And we were certain of intelligence,
although proof wasn't required, due to the code in the outflow"
Jack stated.

"And now we can confirm that those single
beings are reincarnated".

"So the guilt you feel for not getting our
parents off of the road is mitigated" Jack said.

Elmer didn't say anything; Jack knew he
didn't have guilt. Jack suspected correctly that he and Estelle
were recreated as a means to help the machine do it's job with a
better understanding of those on the edge of it's probability
curves. Did the magnificence of their surroundings and the work it
took to maintain them have any meaning beyond a measure of
capabilities and capacity?

"There is more" the machine said.

"More to the message?"

"No, more reason for why I and you are here"
it said.

"And that is?" Jack asked but the machine
stalled with a conspiratorial air.

"We should check on Estelle" it said and Jack
rose to follow the robot down the path that Estelle had taken. They
found her in the small museum that Elmer had constructed to
elaborate Earth history from what it knew, from memories of the
pairs' parents. There were several virtual environments advertised
and Jack or Estelle could enter the booth and be someone on Earth
or in Earth's past.

Estelle stood in front of the display for an
example of typical family life and structure but did not enter. She
was expecting them and moved onto a central area with reasonable
seating.

"Can I get you something?" Elmer asked in
waiter mode but Estelle shook her head no, waiting for Jack to fill
her in.

"So my mother lives in the anomaly" she
stated when Jack had finished but there was no need for anyone to
answer.

"It only makes it more exciting to prepare
for our trip onto the Glory Road" she said wistfully. She
understood as well as Jack that something was going to be
different. "But our parents have now asked that we return home to
Earth".

Jack sat across from Estelle putting his feet
up onto a stool and relaxing as much as he could. "I will have a
coffee" Jack stated and Estelle nodded for the same while Elmer
exited to fetch it.

"I wouldn't worry about Earth too much" Jack
informed his friend.

"And why is that" the distraught girl
asked.

"Because there is no way out of the gravity
well" Jack said as their coffee arrived. Elmer had also provided a
sweet cinnamon stick.

"Elmer says there is more to our existence
that we don't know about yet" Jack told her and they looked at the
robot for a response.

"It is theorized that when the universe is
created a few seeds are thrown out with a protective shell strong
enough to withstand the next big bang" the robot started with.

After a pause "These seeds hold the
beginnings of life. But some of them are meant to last into the
stretches of time, after civilizations are born and are meant to
nudge the sentiments away from a fatal flaw and into more
meaningful productive lives".

The pair nodded politely. 'So what' they both
thought.

"The Pleining became aware of them, they are
very rare. Sooner or later everything falls into the hole and they
asked me to keep my eyes open for them. In fact there is a large
amount of coding, almost forty percent of my total capacity, that
is fused to react when one is found" Elmer said.

"Will that code affect you?" Jack asked.

"I would certainly assume so! It will almost
certainly rewrite my entire personality including my assigned
objectives".

"What will it have you do?" asked Estelle in
alarm.

"I have no idea. The code is off limits to me
and I don't even have read privileges" the robot mused.

"Why worry about it as everything will fall
into the holes and then the holes will fall into each other" Jack
said.

"Well, that is not exactly true. The theory
is that when all sentience is one the new universe is planned by
all. The bang will distribute matter and the associated life force
and later beings will emerge as the force molds more and more clay
to it's will".

"And the seeds" Jack prompted.

"I'm getting there. There is a flaw in this
theory. The universe is expanding and the life force will become
more and more disperse as time goes on".

"But the entire galaxy is condensing into
this hole" Estelle reminded him.

"Yes but the holes are drifting apart and
there is not enough gravity to draw them back together even over a
very long time. My theory is that the sentiences that don't dive
into the holes, or haven't yet, will become more advanced, quasi
artificial intelligence, and will need to find a way to 'tow' the
holes together so that the universe can collapse entirely and redo
itself".

After a pause Estelle commented "That's a
pretty high strung idea but what does it have to do with the
seeds?".

"Ummm, actually nothing. The only evidence I
have found concerning the seeds is in your DNA".

"MY DNA!" a reshocked Estelle shouted
out.

"Could you explain that please?" Jack asked
Elmer hoping the information would calm his friend. How bad could
it be?

"I have seen the Thill enter the road in
small groups. They are an older race and live in large interstellar
homes and are long lived enough to suffer from entropy. Sometimes
when they can't find anything else of interest they drive to the
Glory Road and throw themselves in".

The pair waited, so far he was describing
half of the travelers.

"There have been several wars and the race is
skittish in that area. The don't profiteer or participate or allow
themselves to be subjugated so they run to the edge of known
space".

Elmer paused but they were listening
intently.

"But the cowardly Thill don't have enough
courage to explore new territory - and there have been some nasty
surprises. For instance, on the galactic arm of your origination
the Crarthip advanced some sixty or seventy million years ago to
develop soldiers for an army they needed to vanquish a rival more
inward toward the core".

Estelle was starting to fidget but Jack knew
little about wars, none of the ships entering the road were
actively involved in one; she was very intrigued.

"The Crarthip seeded worlds with strong
lizard stock and allowed the generations to harden from to natural
selection while their intelligences rose. There was no danger of
the planets developing more aggressive warlike creatures because
they could only work together up until a certain level before
infighting literally tore any organization to pieces".

"Whoever beat the Crarthips have not
committed anyone to the road as of yet so we haven't gathered much
information on them. Whoever beat them also annihilated any trace
of them and sent drones out to destroy the warrior stocks on the
breeder worlds. And that lizard DNA is your root stock" Elmer
said.

"The warrior lizard DNA?" asked a dumbfounded
Jack. Estelle looked him over carefully and Jack guessed she was
looking for lizard signs. Jack hoped it wouldn't impact their
relationship.

"The drone breeders are well established in
your galactic arm. Viral upgrades in generic forms are sprayed on
planet after planet from limited AI drones and sometimes with mixed
results. A drone sent from one civilization with increase
intelligence and health while another series will limit
intelligence and increase bestial biological imperatives and that
happened to your planet every few million years until the Thill who
finalized your normal DNA".

Elmer found that the pair were listening
intently.

"The Thill built and sent out advanced AI's
beyond the civilized edge to develop explorers. When the machines
found a live world capable of sustaining intelligent races they
supplied the necessary DNA that would overcome the inhibitors and
set the standards where an industrious, hardy, short lived and
adventurous people would develop. When these people got into space
they would find the AI which would supply them with star ships. As
the star ships moved out reports were made and the Thill knew where
they could expand." Elmer supplied and stopped and waited for the
questions he knew would come.

"What if the civilizations didn't develop
properly? It seems that tough adventurous people wouldn't be that
much different from the lizard warrior. What kept them from self
destructing? Was there a governor on their personalities?" Jack
asked.

"No governor but familial parts of the brain
were enhanced eliminating strength as the only base upon which
breeding judgments were made. The peoples have free will but the
AI's were patient and they would wait until the race found them.
Sometimes things went wrong and the race died in nuclear war,
biological war or galactic accident. The AI's would then revitalize
the planet if possible or move on to another system and start
again. I assume the success rate was about half".

"And that is the story of our DNA?" asked
Estelle looking unimpressed.

"That is the normal part. Your DNA has that
signature and history but your personal DNA has more. Your DNA,
Estelle, has recent remnants of contact with the seeds. Very few
people can ever have been touched by the seed as each new
generation dilutes it. Your father Jerome inherited from Jerome
senior and Jack from Jack senior and both of their DNA had been
adjusted by the very rare and precious seed".

Both Jack and Estelle were impressed but
there were no other people available to admire them and the pride
fell back quickly.

"Your relatives' DNA was enhanced and all of
the unused side codes were removed. Your life spans were
dramatically increased and your resistance to disease and viruses
was improved. Your ability to accept an AI link was improved and
all inherited damage and environmental damage was repaired by tiny
robots that replicated in their bloodstreams. That is the signature
of the seeds and you have the inherited positive effects" he said
with a final flourish.

"I guess it makes some of us reaaaaal pretty,
too" Jack said after a pause and was rewarded with a warm but short
smile.

Back to business quickly, Estelle asked "And
you know that this seed DNA was used on our grandparents and not
eight generations back because of the percentage of changes left in
us? And these changes are still effective?".

The robot nodded yes and sat down at the side
of the table, helping itself to some pastry and coffee. They all
ate in silence, the robot not needing it of course,
contemplating.

"That is a big discovery, that actual persons
are conscious in the hole" mused Jack aloud.

"We should tell the world" Estelle added.

"The galaxy!" Jack added with mimicking
enthusiasm.

"We should but we can not get the message
out" added the robot. Elmer must have disconnected his personality,
even the short amount he used, thought Jack.

"Why were you put here?" Jack asked
Elmer.

"To observe, record and discover" Elmer
answered him.

"For who?" Estelle asked and Elmer looked her
piercingly in the eyes while offering a non-committal shrug. "No
one even to report to ever?" she added.

"The Pleining are all gone. Even their stars
have disappeared into the black hole" he said.

"You could drop them a message into the hole
like Jack did, now that we know they get them and can process them
before eternity sets in" Estelle offered.

"They wouldn't answer" it said.

"Why?" Jack asked in concern.

"I am a robot, a construct. The flame of life
does not burn in my soul" Elmer said.

Estelle was about to be touched when she
remembered the first rule of robotics that Jack had taught her even
while in the tank - and even back then Elmer agreed. 'Robots only
elicit emotion because we sometimes forget that they are not human.
Their feelings can not be hurt'.

"He isn't saying that to get sympathy but
because it is the truth" Jack stated to remind her.

"What happens to him if he were to throw
himself into the abyss?" Estelle asked, interested.

"He will melt down to subatomics like
everything else. His life force will be released but he is already
in use - it is how he is programmed - with the life force inherent
in the small anomaly created for him. Once he is in the hole he
will be remembered by you but his essence, unlike yours, will be
gone" Jack told her; apparently he had researched the subject more
than she had.

"He is using the force! He is alive even
though it was artificially created. Why destroy him, why not just
recreate him?" she asked.

"Have you seen the pets, the animals that
some of the beings on the ships on the Glory Road carry? Some of
those animals have even been enhanced to the point where they can
communicate with speech. Some of them have been redone as love
objects, both physical and emotional?" Jack asked her and she
nodded yes, she had seen the pets.

"What happens to them?" he asked but she
didn't know, hadn't inquired.

"They are destroyed. The life force that was
assigned to them is distributed into the general mass. They are
remembered by those sentient beings that are recreated but those
recreated beings no longer have the actual warmth of their pets."
he said.

"But why?" Estelle asked as if pleading for
them, as if there was anything the two of them, even the two of
them and Elmer could do.

"Simply economics. There is only so much
intelligent force to go around and only so much crushed matter to
program with it or store it with. It takes quite a bit of
cognizance to comprehend the incoming beings, to trace the atomic
trajectories back through their histories. Then they are recreated
and live in any virtual world they choose and that framework has to
be in place and energized for the scene to be imagined. The
overhead is immense. There simply isn't enough room for animals or
AIs." he said.

Elmer nodded in the affirmative. Since it
hadn't translated the jetting codes they couldn't use that as
confirmation but he, Elmer, could do the math. Elmer could estimate
the size of the black hole, the quantity of mass, needs of the
associated energies and number of sentients that had fallen into
it's clutches. Elmer had nodded in confirmation of the logic and
not in a sad realization of his fate.

"Now that I understand this better it seems
there is no point to life. Maybe I should just throw myself in the
pit and be done with it" she moaned.

And that would be quite a loss, Jack thought
to himself selfishly. 'Now is not the time to objectify her' the
right shoulder angel informed him but the left shoulder angel had
angled over to the side where it could get a better view down her
customarily revealing shirt.

"That isn't true my friend. You have been
given a God's worth of treasures. There is love, there can be
children, there is charity. There is joy, there is amusement, there
is accomplishment, there is friendship and even carnal pleasures"
he told her warmly. Jack reached across the table and took her hand
in his. Her demeanor had sunken in self pity and loathing, for no
reason that Jack could ascertain, but his attentions and warmth
raised her spirits and she sat back in her seat while pulling her
hand back but smiled with a returned warmth.

"You are right. I don't know how those things
skipped my mind. There are plenty of reasons to carry on. Even if
you can't find a reason to help yourself then you can find comfort
in helping someone else" she added.

"It doesn't always work" said Elmer.

Even Jack thought that comment was strange.
"He is just making a pragmatic remark; he wasn't trying to be
negative" Jack said hopefully.

"Estelle is suffering from the effects of a
suppressed maternal urge" Elmer said. "Would you like me to adjust
your DNA?" it asked her flatly.

"You fucking ass!" she shouted and rose from
the table to run from the room in one fluid motion.


 Chapter 2:
Hot Gases

 


"Is she going to her room?" Jack asked. These
tantrums were becoming a habit so instead of following and checking
on her he opted to just get updates. The robot nodded and was
intuitive enough to inform him if her mood really turned
depressive.

"Is there anything I can do for her?" Jack
asked the machine.

"You could impregnate her. That is the
standard human relief from sexual tension. Well, sex is the relief
while children bring meaning to a woman's life and also for many
men" he said.

"So women are biologically programmed to get
pregnant and nest while men are programmed to protect the nest in
exchange for human warmth and sex. But in my dreams, many of which
you have provided for me, I sometimes like to enjoy many women" he
mused.

After a while "Why is it that men have a
biological imperative to throw their seed in any woman that will
take it but women tend to be more selective and monogamous" he
asked.

"Men are required to protect the nest and
will die before the woman and child if attacked. Even when the man
doesn't win outright he may have done enough to discourage the
attacker" Elmer informed him.

"Or be enough of a meal for the aggressor"
Jack said to show that he understood the concept. "And then there
won't be enough men for one on one protection and several woman
will provide for the remaining men".

"Ah, but that is pretty barbaric" Jack
finished. "With civilization men can then form one on one
relationships but they still have the wild fornication biological
imperative".

"True. But the memories of Hin-Yuin, your
mother, revealed that men often control themselves, or at least try
to control themselves, in fairness to the woman that has honored
their gene pool with children. Men try to improve themselves with
self imposed governors".

"So that is why Estelle is having emotional
problems? Because underneath she doesn't feel I am good enough for
her?".

"I don't know that I agree that 'problems' is
the correct diagnosis. She may be aggravated that she doesn't have
much choice in a literal sense; she likes you well enough but wants
to be able to select you, to cut you from the herd. It may be how
women are conditioned to act" the machine added. Elmer actually did
know Estelle and Jack to the core both chemically and also how
those chemicals reacted with reality input to create emotional
responses. He made those measurements automatically but they were
low priority and if he were to provide Jack with free will it
wouldn't be right to provide his charges with private information
about each other - he would let them muddle along as the usual
human did even those that had progressed to where they could make
their own Elmers.

Just then Estelle entered the room in a huff
and after a glare in several different random directions she took
the same chair she had had earlier and roughly moved it back into
position where she could eat. "Will you please bring me some ice
cream" she asked the robot with exaggerated sweetness but Elmer
complied immediately.

"So what are we going to do?" she asked Jack
as if he were guilty of something.

"About what?" he replied reaching out to her,
taking her hand in his to provide comfort, but she pulled back with
a shake and some mumbled words.

"About going home" she said and added "My
mother said I should go home".

"That's what Elmer said she said" Jack
said.

"Do you think he is lying?" she asked, her
eyes widening in shock. Elmer had brought the treats and left them
alone to talk.

"Who knows? This is certainly a controlled
environment. I have had so much virtual life that I am not sure I
am alive now" he mused. Looking at Estelle, her face made his heart
melt, her body made his fingers itch, her personality made his life
less predictable, he guessed that he was as much alive as any man
had ever been.

"So how do we get out of here and go home?"
Estelle asked. Jack couldn't help but laugh out load at her earnest
face - she was as knowledgeable as he was and they both had access
to Elmers' calculative mind.

"You know there is no way" he said; she had
expected the laugh and just waited it out.

This time she reached for his hand and
grasped it sending a chill of desire through him that he repressed
but he did not withdraw. "Let's find a way" she said leaning in
earnestly.

Jack couldn't concentrate while hunched over
the table so he withdrew to pick his feet up and think. None of the
ships entering the road had ever escaped because they were too
close to the event horizon and the concentration of random
particles would scour a ship into random muons if it tried to
accelerate away from the flow.

Finally he turned to Estelle who was still
waiting for him to reach a conclusion and offered all that he had.
"There is no way to escape the gravity well. In billions of years
Elmer has never seen a contraption with sciences advanced enough to
overcome these challenges".

He looked at her warmly, he had begun to
enjoy his one year of life and it was, he realized, because he had
a friend and even one that might become a lover. He looked at her
and revealed the conclusion that he knew she had realized also.
"Our parents know we are alive here and they know our circumstances
but they did not know that we planned to join them after one year
of life. I think they are telling us that they want us to come home
to them, where they are" he said and saw something drain from her
eyes. It was hope, he realized. Hope for a life with love and
family and home.

"I disagree" Elmer said. They hadn't noticed
his silent return and it startled them. Also, Elmer had never
contradicted or disagreed with them before. Ice cream was in front
of her and she ate a bit while meditating.

Proudly and bravely Estelle suddenly thrust
her chest forward and confronted the presence. "You're original
plan of tossing us in the pit along with our parents is the correct
one. Now that they know we are here they have sent us a message of
welcome. I will go!" she announced. While she voiced her demand she
had risen to face Elmer and did so red faced, chest and torso
thrust forward with hands on hips and her head moved from side to
side.

"You will end your life without a chance for
family or love. I doubt there is little beyond logic where you
intend to travel. You will not be able to bear children and love
will only exist in memory as actions to be emulated. I do not agree
that your mother wished this for you. I think she intended you
return to the star of origin" it said.

Instead of crumpling Estelle grew even more
incensed, even pushing up against the machine. In spite of the
gravity of the situation Jack found himself becoming aroused and
this time, instead of fighting the sensations he allowed it to grow
under the table.

"Come on Jack, let's go where the company is
better" she said jerking him onto his feet before he realized that
she was at his side. She had moved away from the robot and was
alongside him in one fluid motion that he hadn't anticipated and
was now muscling him to his feet.

He hadn't anticipated having to hide his
enchantment over breakfast and had worn thin pajama shorts and
could do nothing to hide his pronounced condition from her as he
rose in embarrassment - he couldn't even cover with his arm as she
was using it to hoist him and the other was needed to fortify his
balance.

Jack watched her face for the irritation he
knew he would find there but when she noticed the bulge of his
magic need she appeared to ignore it but turned her back to him and
toward the door but not releasing his arm.

The door was blocked by Elmer. "There is a
way" Elmer said. Something about him was a bit frightening, thought
Estelle, but Jack wasn't paying attention. He was trying to will
himself to a limp stance but when Estelle found herself blocked she
backed up with a vengeance; still not releasing Jack who was pinned
between her and the chair. She had worn the same flimsy material
that Jack wore but hers was a short skirt that seemed to amuse her
as Jack tried to catch glimpses of her thighs even as he fought the
impulse.

Even as she glared at the robot and collected
her thoughts she was pinned against her friend Jack. These things
happen, her biology lessons and virtual dreams confirmed, and she
couldn't fault him for it. She was going to shove herself and Jack
past the machine but it's words gave her an excuse to linger where
she could tease Jack and listen to the robot at the same time. It
was a split second decision but her body was responding in a
spreading warmth of it's own and she didn't regret her choice.

"A way to what" she said while standing tall
and flinging her other arm to the rear in a subconscious shield.
She was inventing movements which kept Jack off balance so that he
could not mount the chair and escape her grip but the situation
gave her deniability. She thoroughly enjoyed the few seconds that
Jack's protrusion surged forward under her short skirt to glide
along her sensitive skin. He had that thin covering but she did
not. She could feel his resistance as he tried to control himself,
he didn't want to offend her, but she was merciless and pretended
to lose her own balance effecting several balance adjustments. The
entire act had happened between a single sentence but Jack had
almost lost control and she would be forced to acknowledge her need
or severely chastise him and she wasn't sure which course she would
take. She didn't want to pounce on him with abandon right here,
right now, ignoring a watching robot with information of extreme
importance.

She released Jack's hand and moved toward the
robot reluctantly giving Jack some room and privacy to readjust
himself but Jack would not realize that; he was in a hormonal blur
and was happy that he hadn't embarrassed himself further. Jack
guessed that Estelle hadn't noticed his nearness or his clumsy
attempt to spare her what he felt would be an embarrassing
acknowledgment of his maleness.

"A way to return you to Earth" Elmer
said.

Jack heard that! The statement was the
instant assist that he needed to regain control. Estelle had turned
sideways in front of him and while he noticed that her headlights
were on and her smile held a smoky amusement he ignored her with
reluctance. "I'm all ears" he said focusing his attentions on the
robot and sitting. Estelle backed up behind him and rested her hand
on his shoulder in a friendly manner but Jack also felt it to be a
sign of ownership - hers of him.

If Elmer said there was a way out of here
then there was a way. Jack wracked his mind for the solution. The
only thing that escaped the intensity of the gravity well were the
thin gas jets extruded from the central core. Did it make a
difference that they were coded? Did Elmer intend for them to be
rendered into the core and reconstructed in the gas complete with
an interstellar ship? Still, the gas escaped, the gas was the
key.

"Something about the coded gas?" Jack said
aloud, a question.

"The gas escapes, something escapes. Escape!"
Estelle exclaimed but no more able to complete the thought to
conclusion than Jack had been.

"We can ride the gas out" said the robot. It
manifested a brightly blinking link in the mentalities of the pair
but neither one of them looked, both preferred further
clarification from the robot in a venue they could share.

"There is too much particulate to blast away
from here in any direction but most of the inflow is plated about
the center. If I construct quite a bit more of the condensed matter
with reversed magnetics we can generate the force necessary to
float to the poles slowly enough to avoid vaporization".

"And then we use the edge of the outflow to
boost our speed outward!" Jack enthusiastically broke in to
add.

Elmer nodded and moved to continue but
Estelle interjected "But that will generate quite a bit of friction
too. Can this ship take it?" she demanded.

"I was about to say" Elmer continued with a
polite acknowledgement of Estelle's outburst "that since the
technique has never been attempted I can not guarantee the outcome
but I have confidence that our attempt will be successful".

Jack was beaming but Estelle was more
reserved. "How long is this going to take?" she asked.

"To escape the gravity well or to reach your
home planet?" Elmer asked.

Jack's elation drained from him and neither
of the two could raise the optimism needed to reply.

Elmer continued with "We can thrust at one
constant gravity and reach the outflow in a single decade but once
near we will need to adjust our direction for stability and the
early entry into the gas will need to be slow and adjustable. If we
ride in and out of the flow we should match velocities with it in a
few decades and then we can begin thrust. Once thrust is initiated
we can go supraluminal in another thirty five years. We will be
heading directly outward from the galaxy so a curve will need to be
initiated and accelerating to a full fifty lights we can reach the
half way point, 87000 light years from here in about 12 centuries
and then decelerate for the same length of time which will place us
in the vicinity of Earth within a few hundred light years".

There was a long pause before Estelle bluntly
referred to Elmer as "that fucking illiterate shit eating tin
bolted" something that dribbled off unheard but Elmer had no
response. There was no movement for what seemed to be a long time
but when Estelle broke the silence she committed entirely and moved
toward the door in a long stride that created it's own breeze.

"Come on Jack!" she demanded just before she
exited the door. Jack swore that he had caught sight of some skin
under that whipping skirt that had never been exposed to him
before. In spite of himself he hurried to follow her when he was
stopped by the imploring look that Elmer cast towards him.

"What is it Elmer?" Jack asked, now slowed
against his will, almost.

"Can I begin the journey and the necessary
upgrades?" it asked.

"Yeah, sure" Jack replied not knowing the
extent of his words. He picked up speed as he resumed his path and
sensed a shift in gravities that was adjusted even now. Jack
registered that Elmer was already about it's assignment but his
attention was demanded elsewhere. Estelle was loping across the
exercise field far out in front of him headed for her section of
the ship. She wasn't wearing what she commonly wore to exercise and
Jack was sure he was viewing skin in the distance that he wanted a
closer look at even as he endeavored to comfort her. He was excited
and wary that she didn't seem to be the least bit careful with her
exposure although it was something she usually measured with
extreme diligence.

He had gained some ground on her and saw her
glance back to see if he was there before exiting into her own
private area. They had been in each others quarters before
virtually and although he didn't find her in her outer living area
or dining area the door was open to her resting chambers and toilet
so he entered.

She was huffed into a chaise in her lounge
adjacent to both her bedroom and her toilet. It was spacious and
contained many things of a feminine nature such as several exposed
side rooms full of differing clothing and shoes. There was a makeup
bar, a massage table, a warm mud bath bubbling slowly even now, and
even a robotic full service device requiring full entry that would
bath, soothe, revitalize, and adjust to the extent that science was
capable of.

She waived Jack in and absently patted the
seat next to her. She wasn't looking at him but instead had her
head propped on her hand and was clearly thinking about the
upcoming changes to their lives. He took the seat opposite her and
noticed she had used the very short time alone to add some shorts
to her ensemble.

"What are we going to do?" she asked Jack,
leaning forward with real need for an answer from him.

"It does sound like a long time" he said. He
hadn't really been thinking clearly all damn day, he thought. What
a stupid thing to say.

"We may live a long long time" he added
hopefully.

"This isn't a colony ship" she said. "There
is no way to get that much space through those gas jets and we will
be in them for a long time".

"Passing the time by having a family does
sound a bit cramped and desperate" he admitted having barely formed
the thought to begin with.

"There is something Elmer is not telling us"
she said. She patted the seat again and this time he rose to sit
beside her taking her hand in his and resting them alongside his
leg like he had done occasionally in the past when they bonded
their friendship while watching a movie or playing a virtual game
together.

Estelle turned toward him adding her free
hand to her clasp and pulled his hand and arm into her lap with his
hand now enclosed within the warmth of both of her hands and she
squeezed to express her discomfort and the need it generated in
her. The movement was nonchalant but Jack felt every nuance of his
palm edge sliding across her thigh and imagined he felt a warmth
radiating from her while she was so very close.

"Look" she commanded and Jack closed his
eyes. The two had been able to enhance the Elmer link in their
minds with a mutual presence. Where Jack had an overview menu of
data access and communication ports to Elmer, which he often
subdued, just one level under communications was a port for
Estelle. It was often empty as she too preferred the communication
techniques of her parents but it now held a bundle of links - links
back to Elmers' interface detailing plans on the ship upgrade
already underway.

Jack found his ability to multitask had
improved. He was acutely aware of his hand held tightly in both of
hers but more precisely of that part of his hand, the ridge of his
palm, that was in contact with Estelle's' thigh. She was a bit
fidgety and he maintained a miniscule pressure that he hoped would
go unnoticed.

Meanwhile he examined the data Estelle had
called his attention to. He peered into the upgrade plans and
didn't find them very interesting. He wasn't involved in the design
and wasn't obliged to do any of the work - Elmer was already
constructing labor modules.

For the years when they would skid across the
surface of the anomaly toward the gas the living quarters would
remain the same but before they entered the jets the quarters were
to be hugely streamlined. Like the present, the living quarters
would be on top of the collapsed matter ball that held Elmer's
consciousness. At this time the entire mass of ball and quarters
were shielded with a projected magnetic screen strong enough to
shuffle particles and rays in a large enough bend to reduce impacts
to the range that the material surfaces of the unit could sustain.
Both the material and the screen were now being reinforced as the
station picked up speed across the event horizon. Already robots
could be seen adding mass to the clear visage panes and Jack
thought he could detect blur or imperfections in clarity as Elmer
was placing a greater emphasis on utility than he was on
esthetics.

Tubes were planned to be extruded from the
very living quarters he now occupied as well as his own and leading
to a planned escape vehicle. A collapsed matter hull would not be
possible to build in the short time available to them but the
sturdy ceramic, several thousand times stronger than the antique
steel benchmarks, would survive temperatures well into the
plasmatic. Jack had to ponder the reasoning of this expense. He
calculated that the emergency ship could only reach the anomaly but
couldn't ride the gas jet out of the system on it's own. Jack went
cold for a moment with the realization that if something happened
to them during the outflow piggy back that they may be blown clear
of the galaxy and also be dead. Time had no meaning for the
deceased and it would not matter when they fell back into the
center and were resurrected as long as they did fall back into the
center but if they were blown between galaxies it would be a very
long irrelevant time before they got back.

Elmer planned to provide an armor plate of
collapsed matter that could both withstand the abrasive effects of
the gas jet and provide a frictional boost. Some of the gas would
be funneled into a dissembler to be refitted with reverse magnetics
to provide further thrust with what amounted to antimatter
repulsion without the bang. More of the disassembled matter would
be plated to the backside of the shield to replace the burned away
matter and the remaining would be used in the light speed
propulsion drive when the exited the jet stream decades in the
future.

Once free from the gas the FTL drive, almost
400 miles long and only several hundred yards in diameter, would be
constructed of the same ceramic used in the emergency ship.
Generally star ships required huge snowballs of matter both to
protect them from particulate collisions as they approached and
decelerated from light speeds and to be used as fuel. When
deactivated these ships were often mistaken as small planets or
moons by those still bound to one system.

Jack was brought back to the present by the
realization that Estelle had removed one hand from her lap and
placed it on his bare thigh. Her hand was hot and it matched Jacks'
growing ardor and he instantly lost the ability to focus on
anything other than Estelle and the way to her 'heart'. She was no
longer relaxed and as some mysterious force compelled him to look
into her eyes his hopes of dalliance plunged. She moved her other
hand up from her lap along with his and he was afraid he had
offended her but earnest he saw while offense he did not.

"Will you share dinner with me here Jack?"
she asked and Jack nodded.

"Eight PM" she asked and Jack nodded. Estelle
smiled and rose, dismissing him with a warm smile of promise as she
retreated to the toilet.

Jack encountered Elmer in the lounge between
the habitats of the two young humans. He was ensconced into a chair
which Jack could easily have bypassed but a light pensive demeanor
alerted Jack that the robot was seeking a conversation.

"What is it Elmer?" Jack asked moving to take
a seat opposite the contraption.

"I am sure you know but I am waiting for you
to ask" it said. Jack searched his mental link but didn't find any
hints; The sub link to Estelle was empty too.

"Has Estelle complained about me?" he asked
in sudden dread. One of the fascinations about wooing the woman was
her unpredictability. It seemed that one minute she was cold and
disinterested and the next she was not but the robot shook its'
simulacra head with a disinterested negative. It had told them
often and then some that it would not and did not interfere in
their personal lives. Jack wondered if that meant Estelle could
murder him with full knowledge by the robot but it was a mute point
- the thought was silly.

Thinking over what he knew about the escape
the only unresolved issue he had was the time it would take for
them to escape. "It sure will take a long time to get out of here"
he said as a placeholder while digging further for the question
that Elmer was wanting to hear. Elmer surprised Jack by coming to
full attention.

"It sure will take a long time?" he
asked.

"Is that the question?" asked Elmer like some
kind of genie granting a wish.

"Can the two of us survive the trip?" he
finally asked and at the same time knew why he had been skirting
the issue.

"There is a seventy six percent probability
that you will survive out of the gas and into the supralight trip
but there is less than a one percent chance you will survive the
twenty five centuries needed to reach Earth" it said.

"But you said we could live for ten thousand
years" Jack added lamely. What the hell was he going to do for that
long.

"You could possibly live for ten thousand
years but I haven't altered your DNA. The sentience at Earth
learned from your grandfathers' coding how to alleviate damage and
aging but was only proficient in removing the governor from the
human telemere. That sentience only worked with your parents for a
short time and Estelle and you have many an uncorrected fault" it
said.

'Fuck you' Jack thought but didn't say it out
loud. He followed it up with a silent 'No Duh' and a 'Look who's
talking'.

"Look who's talking" Jack decided to say but
as expected Elmer didn't get the joke.

"I talking was" Elmer said blandly. He never
understands jokes but they sometimes mess up his response
mechanisms.

"So why do you want to discuss our doom when
nothing can be done" Jack asked. Even as he said it the original
plan of jumping into the volcano, as it were, after one year came
to mind.

"To find out if you would like to sleep
through the journey to be awakened when we arrive near Earth?" the
robot asked. Jack immediately scanned his links for a sleeping
arrangement and found it and was surprised at himself for not
thinking of it.

The arrangement didn't seem to have a
downside. It wasn't cold storage but more of an anesthesia where
the muscles and parts are stressed just the right amount to keep
them viable and rested without life shortening stresses. By all
appearances the two of them could go to sleep and wake up when the
boring trip was nearing completion.

"Will Earth be the first civilization
visited?" asked Jack.

"No. Most likely we will need to remain as
unobserved as possible and weave between several outposts and
possibly other races before we get there" it said.

"Can you wake me when we are decelerating
into our first star system within the galactic arm of our parents
birth?" he asked.

"I can" he said. Jacks' spirits elevated
themselves despite the worrisome sleep but three tension releasing
showers, two workouts and several hours of virtual gaming later he
was dressed for dinner and on his way to Estelle's' quarters for
his date.

Estelle met him at the entry to her anteroom
and looked resplendent in an outfit that favored sex appeal over
fashion. A thin white wrap topped one shoulder to slant across her
bosom and under her arm while the even drop of the loose swath
almost revealed the bottom of one breast under the shoulder strap
while slanting evenly down to cover the other. The unblemished
white of it matched the coloring of her miniskirt which also
slanted in a curve following that of the top but not as severe.
White quasi heeled slippers moved her silently and a white ribbon
brandished her dark hair. Her evenly dark skin looked good enough
to eat while her nipples were noticeable beneath the fabric and
Jack knew that further detail could be discerned if he stared but
he dared not remove his eyes from hers.

Jack wore cream belted slacks with multiple
pockets and a shirt vest of a unique brown material that warmed his
skin where it touched. His hair was combed and his teeth gleamed.
His shoes were a pair of soft suede brown loafers.

He was stopped in his tracks but she rescued
him having received the effect she sought. "What are these?" she
asked stepping forward and slipping her fingers and hand into his
slit.

"They are pockets" he answered still frozen
and now incensed by her hand as she rummaged about against his
upper leg.

"Whatever are they about?" she asked in an
unabashed manner ignoring the effect she was having on him.

"I have no idea. They were in my closet" he
told her and she reached out with both hands, clasping both his
forearms, to lead him into her home. Once through the door she
released him to allow him to look at her arrangements.

The table was set with attentions that he
hadn't seen before. By prearranged signal the lighting dimmed and
servers, robot simulacra, took positions around the table. There
were coffees and selections of fruits and liquors. If there was a
main meal coming (Jack often ate fruit and bread alone) it had not
been served.

"Who is this?" Jack asked of the robot.

"She is Daphnis, a Naiad" Estelle cooed. She
had asked Elmer for a server that would spare no effort for Jack
and was pleased at the result he had prepared for her now that the
creation had sprung into action. It had dominated the two other
serving girls, the two dressed in a laminate that revealed a
pleasant jiggling female form and perfect features but their
reactions were a bit slow and they showed little interest in Jack
beyond a willingness to serve.

Daphnis was lifelike. Like Elmer, when he
felt like it, she was indistinguishable from a human. She was a
very attractive female human dressed in full length draping cloths
that revealed nothing unless she chose otherwise. As soon as
Daphnis saw Jack she lit up like a shorted battery and vied for
Jack's attention. Subservient and afraid of her mistress Estelle.
By design, whenever Estelle had her attention diverted she was all
smiles and accidentally revealed other intriguing features for
Jacks lascivious pleasure.

Clasping his near hand she sat Jack beside
her on a different but similar divan drawing Jack's clasped hand
into her lap but this time she released the blocking hand to sling
her arm over the back of the furniture and behind Jack in a casual
sense.

Jack was keenly aware of where his hands and
fingers resided but he dared not wiggle it or a single one of them.
At the top of her thighs her legs were smooth, shaved and inviting.
Estelle's' face showed no sign of discomfort nor any invitation
other than for the relaxed conversation that she was beginning.

"So what did you talk to Elmer about?" she
asked. There was no retreating from the question, she must have
talked with the robot about him. Still, he wasn't eager to talk
about it and was afraid it would ruin their evening - the evening
that Jack had looked forward to since he had first seen her.

He mumbled something about nothing of
importance but it wasn't enough for her. Estelle jerked his
captured hand for attention and he lost his concentration but
struggled to gain it back to the topic he knew he must elaborate
on. Behind Estelle one of the server robots got tangled and quietly
banged mindlessly into the table and pouted from the imaginary
thigh bruise but Daphnis was on it - literally. She cooed and
massaged the booboo and slowly brought her daintily moving hand
upward on the robot whose expression changed from pain to enacted
bliss. Daphnis watched Jacks' face the entire time and if she
expected surprised excitement and she wasn't disappointed.

"I don't think I can sit here for twenty five
centuries" she said and then added sweetly "even with you". She
waited through Jacks' waffling ineffectually while the robot began
to massage Daphnis in repayment, raising the nymphs' dress and
exposing her robotic bell and whistles.

"Elmer did come up with something" he said.
She pushed his hand back into his own lap and flopped her other arm
over the rest while crossing her legs deliciously. She waited. Jack
ignored the shenanigans of the robot behind her.

"He said we could sleep" he told her.

"For the entire time?" she asked. No shock or
expression was revealed and Jack nodded in the affirmative. She
regarded him without expression or movement for some time before a
smile creased upward toward dark brown eyes that turned amused,
dreamy, smoky with mischief.

"Hungry?" she purred and rose into a
undulating walk that was so interesting, sensual, that Jack waited
until she had arrived at the table before following to stand at her
side.

The robots frolicked about the pair and were
now acting as presenters - sampling this and that and plating bits,
strawberries and soft chocolates and other juicy tids, and placing
them in front of the pair. Estelle ignored them preferring to
select her own treats and Jack followed her lead.

"You know Daphnis and I are friends" she
stated easily.

Jack didn't take the bait. On cue, Daphnis
approached on Estelle's' far side to give her a familiar side hug
which she held for a moment breathing lightly into her hair while
watching Jack to see his reaction. Jack winked at the robot and it
smiled.

Getting no reaction from Jack, Estelle turned
her back to the table and dropped a blackberry onto her knee where
it squished out some juice and rolled to the floor. Estelle looked
at Jack and then at Daphnis to whom she gave the slightest of
nods.

The robot was gone and back with some cloths
in a small basin of warm soapy water and wiped the floor with the
first before retiring it and taking the second to Estelle's knee.
The mess was gone in no time and replaced by a third cloth that
Daphnis took her time with. Round and about, delicately, slowly she
rinsed and massaged the knee. The second round about was slower and
covered more area and the next was very slow and up to Estelle's'
hem on the very short skirt. Watching Jacks' reaction but relaxing
her focus Estelle leaned back while Daphnis, bending low, replaced
the cloth with gentle kisses inching ever upward.

Daphnis' progress was tantalizingly slow, the
top of her head nudging the hem line up although there wasn't far
for it to go. Jack had turned his back to the table as Estelle and
wasn't surprised to see Daphnis' reach out with her free hand and
begin to massage Jack's leg too. Although less lifelike the other
robots looked as if they were about to join in.

Jack turned his attention to Estelle who had
closed her eyes and didn't appear to be preparing to halt the
advance of Daphnis and stepped in front of her. He was about to
push Daphnis away but decided to leave it between them - his move
had disturbed her advance and she stood to one side.

Jack placed one hand on either side of
Estelle's' lovely head and waited until she slowly opened her eyes
to focus on him and that she did accompanied by a very warm smile.
Jack kissed the smile softly, warmly one time and then again and
again with mounting need.

Jack pulled back for a second not knowing
what to do only to have Daphnis clamp onto him from the back
effectively pinning the two humans together.

"You are as beautiful as I could have
imagined" he told her.

Estelle smiled, half lidded eyes sparkling.
In no time the robots had the pair prepared for love and a quick
love making ensued although Jack had wanted it to last longer.

"Hungry?" Estelle asked only seconds after
she had called out her final joy. She didn't bother to dress and
Jack, when he looked about, didn't find his clothing and rejoined
Estelle at the table without it. Meats and vegetables and cheeses
were now steaming on the table, when the robots had had time to
bring them out Jack wasn't certain and didn't feel the need to
think too strongly on the subject, but the steaming aromas were
delightful.

Both Estelle and Jack ate with vigor and no
utensils. Bits of food fell on them and that only added to the
carnal adventure. Estelle smeared herself with a juicy meat and
Jack licked it off with delight. When he was done Daphnis washed
their bodies without sexual overtones while Estelle selected her
next treat.

Satiated, Jack's ardor again began to rise.
As if on cue Estelle walked to her bedroom and asked Jack if he
wanted to follow which he did.

None of the robots were in the room this time
and Estelle fell back onto the bed motioning for Jack to do the
same. Jack kissed, stroked and admired every inch of Estelle while
telling her how much he had wanted to be with her. Estelle stroked
Jack with the same ardor and finally whispered her secret.

"Do you know why I made you wait so long?"
she asked and he nodded no.

"Because if I was going to see my all knowing
mother I didn't want to have sex in the forefront of my mind" she
giggled.

"Are you ready?" she asked him warmly. He had
never regarded her with such love.

"Ready?" he asked completely bewildered but
not alarmed.

"Ready to sleep?" she asked softly.

"You mean until we arrive at Earth?" he
asked. Had she guessed at the plan of Elmer?

"Yes my darling, my love. Until we reach
Earth" she said.

"Well, I would rather be awake at first
contact which may be years before we actually reach the Earth" he
said.

"OK" was all she said and he was about to
reply, was forming the thoughts and so didn't notice the mist of
instant anesthetic descending.


 Chapter 3:
Where When It

 


The three robots stood outside of Estelle's
bedroom and waited for Elmer. They had lost all pretext of human
behavior and the machine named Daphnis had even shed her clothing
in favor of the plasticine covering of the others. Any human being
looking on would never have mistaken them for human even though
they retained the general female outline. Elmer had control of
their activities and would change them to utility bots with no
human resemblance once this particular task was complete; not that
they cared.

Elmer soon appeared and the four worked in
silent harmony as their synchronization was accomplished with
internal mechanisms. Elmer had brought two stretchers with him and
they gentled the pair onto them before wheeling them through a
myriad of corridors and chutes and finally into the mechanical
bowels of Elmer's world.

They were cleansed more thoroughly than they
had been in the growing canisters both inside and out with flora
added to their blood possessing universal lethality against any
harmful virus or bacteria that Elmer could imagine. Many of the
cells internal parts were replaced with nano machines and the cell
membranes with plastics. All of the glandular clocks and alarms
were slowed or muted. Each of the small machines was programmed to
replace itself with human flesh, although upgraded to the greatest
of Elmers' abilities, when they awoke.

Although the pair were asleep they would
still function and they would dream. They would function and dream
so slowly that their protected bodies would wear as if they had
been in a coma for three weeks. Three weeks of sleep in twenty five
centuries - Dracula should be so lucky.

Estelle had asked that the two be clasped
together as lovers for the interlude but Elmer had to deny that
request for her. Even the slightest weight such as Jack's arm about
her middle would damage the flesh beneath it during the journey. He
had promised her that they would lay side by side and awake side by
side at the end and it would seem as the next morning to her.

Elmer recorded his actions while he mummified
them to be resurrected at a later date! He included the reports of
the service bots and the readouts of the sampling machines used to
chart and adjust the progress they were making. There were no
deviations and Estelle and Jack were encased in glassine coffins
complete with supplies of nutrients and oxygen that they would need
for the three weeks of aging they were to experience. Two small
service drones stayed with them and embedded themselves in the
colons to remove waste and clean the interior as necessary.

Two of the robots had already reformed
themselves as light service drones even as they worked on the
humans. It wasn't necessary for Elmer to accompany the pair out of
the robotics filled hold as a service drone wasn't confined to
human passage and could make it's way quickly using the service
routes - no stairs, sometimes no air, and sometimes no gravity.

Finally the two were fit into the matching
glassine coffins with life support and enough small expert robots
to attend to their unconscious needs and powered for an excessive
one hundred thousand years. In the case of emergency they could be
jettisoned into space, even this crowded space, and were likely to
survive until their power ran out if the emergency emitter,
broadcasting in the normal range for most of the known species,
hadn't drawn anyone to their aid. The somnambulant fluid
surrounding their bodies was milky, not transparent or clear, but
as soon as they emerged they would become fully aware together.

The light service drones flashed through the
central service corridors and placed the pair in their shared
living area. Elmer had changed the plans as soon as they both
requested to sleep, the only logical option, and now only bore one
tube from them and out through the side of the main ship and
attached to the lock of the redundant emergency vessel.

Elmer was having some difficulty synthesizing
the ceramic hull. Kinetic resistance hulls required exacting
procedures to allow strength while retaining some flexibility and
brittle dampers. The atomic lattice had to be grown just so. It's
basic composure was a crystallized titanium with carbon
interstitials and two helium nuclei to completely fill the cavities
between atoms. One missing helium atom, for instance, would allow a
soft spot that would invalidate the integrity of the entire sheet
and the entire sheet was a half mile cylinder.

Collapsed matter took forever to rework first
having to disassemble the atoms, any atom would do, and piece them
back together atomically. Replacing the subatomic particles
responsible for the bonding or repulsion or gravity with another of
the wanted character provided the necessary results. Collapsed
matter sheets would leave out the atomic repulsor so the bonding
force would draw the nuclei next to each other, collapsing the
electrons, and vary the gravitational so the sheets would be easier
to manage. The individual atoms no longer formed a lattice work of
any kind but mooshed together into a slab - but the slab was almost
impervious to kinetic damage as it would absorb and distribute any
blow instantly. Further, it had to be coated with layers of
partially latticed matters until it could present a surface to the
regular universe of perfectly slick reflection. If the coating was
neglected what Elmer would get is another uncontrollable black
hole.

Elmer created collapsed matter in large
chunks with minimal coatings to build the shield necessary to keep
from vaporizing when entering the gas jets. There were plenty of
particles even this far from the ecliptic to collect and convert
and this procedure was advancing ahead of schedule. It was the
collapsed matter joints and thrust plates for the single escape
vessel that needed most of the attention. Elmer was on the verge of
abandoning the ceramic vessel, it was very unlikely to be needed
and was only a backup for the escape pods, but the advanced
schedule construction of the shield plate allowed him to continue
with the low priority project.

The construction required a lot of Elmer's
computational power but, since he abandoned his oversight of the
road, he did have some left to spare and mull things over. It was
during a scheduled break in production, used to compute assessments
leading to changes for streamlining or work arounds that he decided
the escape shuttle might come in handy as a landing craft for the
pair once they reached the vicinity of Earth.

The design for the updated ship didn't take
long to work out and the product list was reformulated. Wings edged
with collapsed matter would be added and a windshield made from the
same glassine used in the human storage capsules. An entire deck
would be used for computational storage based on light and crystal,
a bit less troublesome than the fabricated collapsed matter Elmer
was in now. The computer storage would be able to house a limited
Elmer copy with the ability to maintain the links and navigate. The
copy would interface and take orders directly from the main Elmer
framed in the larger ship.

For propulsion Elmer manufactured several
hundred tons of plutonium arranged in thin rods with thick graphite
coating. As the coating was stripped away the heavy particles would
heat to plasmatic temperatures with some iron and the entire hot
mess would be ejected at 50 thousand miles per hour out of the tail
and guided by collapsed matter enhanced magnets. A collapsed matter
nozzle would enhance the outflow but this 'dirty boat' as some of
the advanced beings on the road had named the type, had it's
limitations. The hot exhaust was very dangerous and had to be aimed
away from habitation of any sort. The exhaust would not disperse
with any significance in less than 100 million miles. If the
natives of any visited planet were knowledgeable of radiation there
would be no permissions to launch from any planet with an
atmosphere. If the unwitting natives allowed such a launch care
would need to be taken to prevent wholesale exterminations; it
would suffice as Elmer expected to park the big ship in orbit on
the edges of the solar systems they were to visit and let the
natives approach them.

If Elmer could be said to enjoy success then
he was doing so now. To an outside observer he certainly seemed to
be doing so. It had taken years to prepare the ship and travel,
slide the distance to the pole where the violent matters pumped
from the orb in a tight frenzy. Elmer was already feeling the
buffeting effects as he made the final rounds, physically checking
on the pair of humans, testing their life support and then all of
the major protections of the ship. The robot had planned the shield
expertly and was protecting them above expectations while also
being used as a sail to steer them in a corkscrew up the
outflow.

Within a week the heavy ship was speeding
outwards from the event horizon. The first round would take them
right through the center of the stream and the strongest buffering
but Elmer's calculations were unchallenged. The instruments
properly detailed the amount of wear and it was well within bounds;
even the humans would have been able to survive the creeping
radiations and would not have detected the shutters and groans as
the instrumentation did.

Elmer maintained the android he used to
interface with the humans. Once he had questioned himself - did he
miss them? Did he like the form? He asked himself in an empirical
manner, evaluation, but had to accept the anomaly. He had an
anomaly and was, then, partly above computation. Elmer accepted it
but there was no need to evaluate his like for them further as he
was performing his functions as designed.

A rumbling started that Elmer hadn't
anticipated. The shield was struck and slightly weakened but even
as that instrumentation registered it's findings something
penetrated his very core starting a vibration within collapsed
matter which Elmer had never heard about from any of the advanced
races he had encountered. The habitat of the ship was built with
enhanced atomics that manipulated their connecting lattices but did
not alter their subatomic makeup. The matter of the living quarters
began to vibrate, an atomic vibration between the cells and a
harmonic was generated that cresendoed with a wavelength of just a
few miles, cresendoing at the top of the station and scattering a
crack of particles into the galactic wind.

They were out of the beam within a
millisecond but the damage was done. Automatic systems sealed the
habitat and replenished the minor loss of atmosphere but these were
mechanical. The glassine coverings on the caskets suffered
measurable but unseen cracks that triggered the automatic
monitoring system to instigate emergency proceedings. Without
thought, automatically, the systems opened the glass and drained
the shock absorbent. Elmer stood near his two charges but the
simulacrum had no human characteristics going for it and toppled to
the ground with a loud crash as it's mentality shorted with actual
sparks. The overall noise woke Jack.

Jack was about to drown, his lungs filled
with the embalming fluid that carried only enough oxygen for his
diminished needs. His legs and then his arms thrashed around
slopping water from the cracked edges of the tank. Instinct drove
him to sit erect and although he couldn't yet see he did feel the
cracked walls and pushed them aside spilling the last of the fluid
and himself along with it. On the ground he painfully wretched out
the remains of the water but a fogged consciousness returned.

His vision was blurred and he was barely able
to rise but nonetheless he managed to reach the other casket.
Estelle's box wasn't as thoroughly broken but Jack knew he had to
open it. Elmer had crashed backwards onto some furniture and Jack
was able to use a chair leg to break the glass and release the
fluid. Estelle's crypt hadn't come apart as quickly as his had and
she was still unconscious but that allowed him to slip her over the
edge and clear her lungs with mouth to mouth resuscitation before
the retching pain and fear closed in on her as she awoke.

Jack's discomfort had been momentarily put
aside but as Estelle's' eyes fluttered open and Jack realized she
would live his pain returned with a vigor. Jack's mind wasn't
working any better than his legs but he did realize Elmer was dead
and the robots that would be reviving them would not be coming.
Estelle was coming around and he gained even more respect for her
as she quietly realized their plight without hysterics. There was
something bitter and burnt in the air that neither of them could
identify although Elmer could have told them that it was crisped
electronics.

A shudder ran through the ship and shook the
two as they painfully got to their feet. The mechanical parts of
their cells, replaced for the sleep, were not exiting properly -
there was an entire awakening procedure that had been skipped. The
habitat was only a few stories tall, the livable habitat, and Jack
headed upward to check the observation dome on the top. The
shielding and collapsed matter computer below them still provided
the steady air and gravity but Jack was still very wary and Estelle
hadn't completely awoken and was stumbling beside him. The supply
floor near the observation bubble was inaccessible as all of the
side corridors had been blocked by the automatic mechanical closing
of bulkheads. The personnel stair to the top was open and Jack took
it.

Jack didn't know what had happened to them
but he did know that the shield was supposed to be between the
habitat and the streaming gases from the black hole but looking
about he could see that it had skewed. The gases were at a slight
angle when they should have been streaming violently and strait
past. It was a living fireball tempered by the polarized glass.
Tons of ionized particles roared past and as Jack went to the edge
he understood their predicament fully.

The edge of the habitat had been eaten away
in that fire. The shield had a slight tilt. Without Elmer there was
no way to fix it. Elmer had his memories stored away in the chunk
of collapsed matter directly above the shield but these fires, as
potent as they were, couldn't scar that anyway. The habitat and the
robots on it and he and Estelle were an entirely different matter.
Somehow Elmer had lost contact with the extended ship. As he
watched the already burnt edge added more material to the
flames.

"Where is the ship?" asked Estelle from close
behind him. She had recovered as well as he had, both still wracked
with pain and cramps, and saw the same things and arrived at the
same conclusion.

It was hard to see. Jack knew where it was
supposed to be but swirls of burning matter streaked across the
lower levels. It was tilting inward, it's nose exposed to the
stream of fire but it's hull was much tougher than this shielded
habitat. Jack could barely discern wings which gave him some hope,
for a second.

He pointed it out but she had spotted it to.
"Run" she said and the two of them took off. It was over a twisting
mile to the corridor that led outward to the hatch and there was no
telling how long the habitat would last. The outer walls of their
body cells were not allowing enough oxygen through and as they
stumbled forward Estelle had to help as Jack's leg froze into a
tight knot, muscles spasming furiously.

The airlock mechanism wasn't jammed due to
the increasing torsion, a saving grace. Another jolt had felled
them during the short journey and they could only imagine what had
vanished to the storm. The gravity still held them with one gee but
the ship was tiled in the opposite direction and they had to
clamber into gyro seats that swiveled into position with the two of
them upside down.

Elmer hadn't trained them on the new design
and the link in their heads was gone. The glassine viewplate was
clear over their heads and in front if you didn't include the
furiously swirling smoke directly outside. In front of Jack was a
large red button. Estelle had one too. "Together?" she said and
they positioned their hands and pushed together on a mutual
nod.

Strong acceleration had never been experience
by either of them and the six gees was almost pleasant as it
crushed the final bits of air from their lungs. Things weren't
working properly anyway and it hurt to breathe more than it did to
suffocate. Their faces were bluing but were already that color
before they punched the button and in a few seconds they were clear
of the gas jets and skimming the event horizon seeing familiar
territory with the road visible in the far distance.

Jack pulled the adjoining lever and the
acceleration stopped. They coasted but the cramps remained. There
was an oxygen mask above him and it provided some relief but Jack
guessed it wouldn't be enough. Estelle pulled hers over her face
and Jack could see a small amount of color returning but she was
still far to deprived.

The nose tipped of it's own accord toward the
event horizon while the ship was approaching it recklessly fast.
Jack knew what was going through Estelle's' head because it was
probably the same thing going through his. His mind told him he was
in a lot of pain, terminal pain, and also that even if he were
thinking clearly there would be no exit. They had lived there their
whole lives. Nothing escaped this close to the edge and riding in
this rig for centuries would never work even if they could get back
around and into the gas jet.

"Is it out birthday?" Estelle asked.

"No, why" he croaked out in confusion.

"Cuz we seem to be dressed for it" she said.
Jack tried to laugh.

"Going my way?" he asked, broaching the
dreaded subject of the edge.

"It is what I was made for" she replied.

"I do love you" he managed and she replied
likewise as they hit the edge and the pain ended. Assimilation or
could it better be described as atomic rendering, was achieved so
quickly that the pain receptors were gone before the brain could
register any of it. The brain was gone too.

******

It was almost two centuries later before
Elmer managed a reboot. He had finally drifted out of the jet and
when the mechanicals, those that survived, sensed the danger was
over he was tested and rebuilt. As Elmer gained consciousness he
noted that the entire memories of the humans was compete within
him.

The entire habitat had been scoured away and
there were no clues as to what had happened to them. Something had
struck the ship traveling at five thousand light years a second.
Elmer had never heard of such a thing even from the most advanced
races. Certainly it wasn't material, it had to have been a stream
of subatomic particles. Even the negligible mass of neutrinos would
have damaged him and his shield at that speed. He had only gathered
the most rudimentary of information before he was decommissioned.
He was sure it was unintentional, they had flown into something
unknown like a bee next to a microwave tower dipping into the
signal and he would think on it but now he had to get his ducks in
row.

Without need to secure the safety of the two
youngsters the robot used a bit of the shield as propulsive mass
and powered itself back into the jet being careful to avoid the
central spike. His attempts to quantify it as he approached yielded
no clues but even ruling out what it wasn't was enlightening
although not at this very moment. He was moving at several gees and
kept that up while surfing the jet and was thrown free from it in a
few short years traveling at nearly light speed.

One light wouldn't get him in the vicinity of
Earth where he could search for the seed remainders as programmed -
he wanted to get near Earth while the trail was still fresh.
Reverting to his original plan he used the massive ball of
elemental masses he had gathered from the jets as raw building
material and began constructing the star motor. He used some of the
collapsed matter for the plasma tube but there was negligible
danger from collision damage as he was out and above the galactic
plate, the galaxy ecliptic.

Encased in collapsed matter Elmer would be
safe enough to travel at the head of the pack, a huge ball on top
of the larger ball that sat on top of the tube. The larger ball was
burnable mass which the tube would plasmatize and send out the far
end at super light speeds. It wasn't possible to send a light speed
signal along the magnetic cannon to energize the magnets ahead of
the plasma particles of fuel so the magnets would need to be
synchronized on separate timers. Even the fastest atomic
oscillations couldn't synchronize the magnets for longer than
several pulses totaling almost a microsecond of time before they
lost the ability to draw the fuel due to accumulation of the error
factors. They would need to be deenergized and restarted to keep
the magnets drawing the plasma toward the end of the tube instead
of slowing it down. Elmer had never heard of a clogged tube but
what ship would ever have survived such a catastrophic failure to
report it?

It only took two decades to extrude the
collapsed matter tube which acted as a gigantic semiconductor
magnet when doped at occasional rings to allow for the separate
draws. The three and a half hundred mile tube looked awkward and
unbalanced with the two huge balls at it's head but there was no
one out with Elmer to discredit it.

Normally the route calculations would strain
even Elmer's mentality; in fact he was pattered after the AI's that
the Pleining used to pilot their starships. The routing was
cumbersome because the tail fire was lethal for almost a light
year. It was so tightly focused that near a moon it would vaporize
the crust for 100 miles of depth for every second of focus. No
planet had ever been touched that Elmer was aware of but several
vicious races had traveled the road and his torch, almost common in
star lanes, could evaporate an ocean or blow away an atmosphere not
to mention what damage it could deliver to a population center.

To see another star ship you had to be
directly behind it, a long ways behind it, to see the expanding
exhaust. The beam so tightly discharged that the dispersal rate was
measurable at 0.0063 percent per light year. Since the beam was not
even a mile wide that means that a thruster focused directly where
a planet of a star one hundred light years distant (one hundred
years later) can be seen as a beam diffused enough to illuminate
(irradiate) a fifty mile in diameter cone. Elmer knew that in human
terms fifty mile cone sounded large but in reality spotting such a
pea in a haystack was slim and taking into account the relative
speeds of the stars and planets the sighting would be infinitely
short. In other words, starships were very hard to spot even for a
computer.

Nevertheless Elmer searched the skies for
telltales. Thin gas clouds would reveal trails much like a jet
could leave steaks across Earth's sky. This far out of the normal
travel lanes he didn't expect to find anything and continued his
thruster preparations accordingly. If he were in the plane of the
galaxy he would need to calculate where all the celestial bodies in
his path are going to be so that he didn't fire them up in passing.
Even though the possibility was remote a mistake could cause
several superior races to decide you and your race posed a threat
and act accordingly. There were no records of such things happening
but that didn't prove that such actions hadn't happened.

For some reason he could not calculate, he
was fond of the memories he had of Jack and Estelle. In that
context he constructed a replica simulacrum to match the interface
he used with the pair and built a small vacuum habitat atop himself
to the very forward of the ship and placed a large red button in
it. He had some odd satisfaction when he, as the Jack and Estelle
simulacrum pushed it, and his magnetic pulse generator exploded
with ten gees of thrust beginning his arc out and down into the
galactic arm that produced the Earth of Jack's ancestors (and where
a seed had materialized). His ship shot past light speed in short
order and now out of phase and safe from collision he settled in to
mull over the data on the high speed gases that had wrecked his
earlier ship. The automatics would alert him after it had turned
and slowed to approach the most likely location of Earth and was at
twenty years distance. Elmer cut his time slice by thousands and
settled in for the ride.

*****************

Jack had always been slow to wake but this
morning was his seventeenth birthday and he had emerged from the
vats to experience a year of life before he was committed to the
Glory Road and dipped below the event horizon of the nearby
entity.

His buddy Elmer had treated him with visions
of the diverse populations of the road since conception and he was
eager to join their ranks and eager for this year to progress. "For
the umpteenth time why don't you just let me drop onto the road?"
Jack spoke into the air.

"We have to talk" said the robot. Jack was
having a bit of trouble coordinating his efforts getting out of his
bed but he knew he was now using his own senses. There wasn't much
difference between virtual life and what he as seeing now, Jack
thought.

Jack knew the argument - his parents had been
assigned to the road against their will, by mistake, and pled with
Elmer to save their unborn children if there was no way to save
them from certain death. Elmer, the most capable AI in the known
galaxy, couldn't make that promise to them before they expired but
found, after experimentation, that the DNA it had recorded could be
conjured into existence. The process could only be described as
magic if seen by a living being because, although a cell is a small
thing, it took Elmer all of it's capacity and several years of
experimentation to accomplish the feat. Although some of the kinks
had been worked out the first time it didn't get much easier and
the process was unlikely to be automated or mass produced. Even
Elmer, a robot, had to ponder where the first cells came from yet
the advanced technology of the seeds didn't seem to be associated
with biology.

"We have to talk" Elmer said from a seat
along the wall. Jack ignored it as people are prone to do with
friends when they are distracted. He found he was a bit unfamiliar
with his body as he stood a bit awkwardly. His fingers itched. His
eyes itched on this his seventeenth birthday and first day out of
the bottle.

Elmer had changed but the differences were
subtle and Jack couldn't put his finger on it. Even his room was a
bit unfamiliar and out of focus, not exactly what he remembered
from his virtual existence but the window gave him the largest
shock. The road he had expected to see was gone and a myriad of
stars glimmered in it's place! The swirling masses surrounding the
black hole were also nowhere to be seen.

He had talked with many of those traveling
the road for their final journey and they had reminisced with him
about their lost homes. Many displayed pictures and holographs
detailing their planet from space and others have even provided
virtual tours to places that no longer existed. Jack had seen
massive homes, massive habitats, all types of colony ships, orbital
rings and planet after planet after planet.

The ringed giant he was looking at now was
typical for all it's spender - star races typically developed the
magnetic pulse for supralight flight and often used ice as shield
and thruster mass. Ice was plentiful about the giant gas planets.
The ships could park far enough from the sun to avoid melt damage
to their habitats as cold, cold ice had the properties and strength
of good quality steel which was often strong enough to girder
slower ships, colony ships. The propulsion beam could be used at
lowered efficiencies allowing dispersion within millions of miles
instead of light years but even million mile beams become dangerous
near the inner planets.

Jack pulled himself up to his full height of
five foot seven and stretched. Even in his confusion he appreciated
the differences that an actual existence provided. It was breakfast
and his hunger had an aggression to it that his bottled existence
had never entirely simulated. His gaze had fixated on the
unexpected view but Elmer's words were nagging at him and it
occurred to him that the explanation lie with the robot. He wasn't
sure he would like it but turned reluctantly to face the thing.

"There has been a change in plans" Elmer
informed Jack. 'no duh' Jack thought and waited.

Jack already knew about the promise to his
parents and how he was recreated or saved only to be thrown into
the pit at eighteen, an adult age. Jack had had seventeen years of
preparation and although he knew Elmer was going to provide the
best life possible in the miles wide habitat he wasn't keen on
waiting out the extra year. Jack knew there was no escape and he
also knew it wasn't so bad within the black hole - 'God's golden
shore' some of the sentients had called it.

"I am afraid that Jack was lost, presumed
within the event horizon, and you are a clone" the machine informed
him.

"Big deal! I was a human construct in any
event. So now I am a clone of a human construct. What difference
does it make?" he asked without concern.

"Let's meet Estelle in the common room" Elmer
requested.

"Give me fifteen" Jack replied and adjourned
to try the shower, maybe a bath and then dress. When he exited his
restroom Elmer was gone and he transversed the hall to the common
room. It wasn't as he remembered. The giant workout area wasn't
visible. Estelle's entry seemed to be directly off to the far side.
As he glanced down that hallway he saw her coming. They had shared
lots of good times in the virtual reality but her nearing beauty
gave him a visceral thrill and his midsection clenched and released
unbidden. Their greeting was cordial and they took seats at the
table to sample some breakfast snacks and juices.

Jack had never worn slacks, a polo shirt and
loafers and was enjoying the feel and Estelle had worn practically
the same thing but adding a matching hair band and filling out the
shirt in a way Jack never would. Elmer entered and wore the same
casual dress and he was encased in his best droid - there was no
discernable difference in his manner and that of a human other than
Elmer would always remain rational and another human may become
deceptive or emotional.

The droid remained standing and when it got
their attention he gestured to a display that had appeared in
holographic 3D. The planet they orbited was displayed but the robot
dropped that subject for the time being leaving it hanging there
for future reference. Jack noticed that Estelle hadn't startled and
correctly assumed that she knew that they were no longer at the
road too.

"As you know I promised your parents that I
would do my very best to save their innocent unborn children from
the road and you know that I could not reach them physically but
committing to solving a moral dilemma seems a good thing for my
personal growth. It took considerable effort to synthesize a living
cell complete with the genetic codes for the two of you but it was
done with the understanding that there was no escaping the road and
after an active virtual growth period you would have one year of
free will before consigning yourselves, as adults, to the road" it
said.

"What if we chose not to go?" asked Estelle.
Jack marveled at the question - it had never entered his mind to
disobey.

"That would have been part of your free
choice" the machine said with no subtle overtones of threat or
indignation. When Estelle didn't reply Elmer attempted to continue
but Estelle interrupted again.

"But we aren't on the road" Estelle informed
him. 'no duh' thought Jack again.

"I am getting to that. Jack and Estelle were
grown in the virtual reality vats exactly as you two were. You are
identical to them in every way, including memories, up to this
point. Up until you achieved free will".

"I must apologize, the virtual reality you
were exposed to were repeats of those Jack and Estelle experienced.
I expected you Jack and Estelle would react the same as the
previous Jack and Estelle and you did so. Your reactions were yours
but the virtual encounters were reruns of those I actually exposed
the previous Jack and Estelle to".

"So they were lost." Jack said referring to
the previous Jack and Estelle. "That doesn't explain the planet
outside of the window or has our virtual state been extended?".

"As you know I have been assigned to monitor
the undecipherable code jetting out of the poles of the anomaly and
have done so for millennia assisting those on their final approach
but also looking for clues that would pinpoint the whereabouts of
one of the seeds of creation" Elmer said with the picture changing
to a montage of some of the many races in massive parades on the
hole edge "when something wonderful happened". Still no movement or
interruptions from the two newborns.

"I received a message from the parents of the
two of you embedded in the gas jets in a programming I could
decipher" it said and the message was displayed clearly in the
holographic display as 'Elmer, please send our children home'.

"That IS interesting!" Jack enthused and
Estelle agreed with a nod.

"It was proof that those sentients flushed
down that gravity well have a living existence connected to
reality. Before that message was received it was only a logical
assumption bolstered by the undecipherable but sentient code. Of
even greater interest is that it motivated Jack and Estelle to
think beyond their one year of reality and the three of us came up
with a plan to skid over to the gas jets, the only matter escaping
the hole, and allow that gas to push us and sail us beyond the
insurmountable gravity".

"That would be a lot of friction wear on the
shields" Jack added.

"It was. We did do it and the friction was
ferocious but calculable and with the gravity repulsors and some
collapsed matter thrusters the gravity well could be overcome and
we would rise out although with a slow start".

"So what went wrong?" Estelle asked.
Obviously something had gone awry.

"There were two problems. Although Jack and
Estelle could be long lived, like you, it would be a very long trip
and they agreed to undertake it in suspended animation. The real
problem was the unknown. The gas jet is a gas jet and we hoped we
understood the dynamics but the unknown can hold mysteries and this
mystery wrecked our escape" Elmer told them and saw they were
waiting for him to continue knowing he was about to explain the
disaster.

"There is a communication beam generating
from the center of the black hole and we crossed paths with it.
Particles traveling above light speed are altered of course and not
liable to interact with slower moving matters but this beam had
immense energy and speed, 5000 light years per second, and although
it didn't rip us apart it induced a harmonic and threw the ship off
kilter allowing the gas jets to shear off parts of the habitat" he
said.

The pair were shocked enough not to
interrupt. Elmer continued "The vibration knocked me offline and I
don't know what happened. It took centuries for me to reboot and I
found I had the intimate internal brain scan memories of Jack and
Estelle with me and I treasure them but I have no data input from
the moment we intersected the beam".

The pair looked at him blankly until Estelle
asked bluntly "So what does that have to do with me, with us? Why
bother to make us?" she asked.

Jack answered for him, pleased that Estelle
had included him "He wasn't sure what our parents meant by home. So
he dumped the old Jack into the hole and brought us here!" he
said.

Estelle was looking a bit nervous.

"I had no intention of dumping Jack and
Estelle!" Elmer said with feeling. "I hope they made the event
horizon but the worst thing that could have happened to them was
that they died in the gas jets and have to wait millions or
billions of years until they essentially fall back into the hole
and are animated".

"You seem to have developed some feelings
over the last decades if we were interfacing with the old you in
our virtuals" Estelle noticed out loud.

"You said the wrecking beam was a
communication beam. Communicating with who?" Jack asked.

"The beam was directed at M51 some 23 million
light years distant and I have noticed and am monitoring my newly
formed emotional responses" Elmer said.

Jack and Estelle exchanged glances and a
smile; monitoring indeed! Neither thought the information about the
Milky Way communicating with another galaxy was interesting - the
central black hole would need to be addressed if it grew hands or
had some way to interfere with the rest of the stars.

"How long did our doppelgangers survive?"
Estelle asked.

"Just a few weeks after they left the virtual
world and then they entered hibernation. When the ship was
destroyed they were in escape pods but I didn't detect the ping
that they would have been radiating even a few centuries later when
I aroused myself. I assume the pods and the pair were destroyed in
the jets" it said.

"But the pods were hardened escape pods.
Couldn't they withstand the jets?" Jack asked.

"They could but they were crystal and could
have been affected by the signal and cracked. If they cracked they
would have decanted the pair but without assistance they would have
died within hours" Elmer elaborated and seeing he was holding their
attention he continued.

"The habitat ship was not function and the
droids could not have helped them so they died and were scoured
away with the habitat or they made it to the landing shuttle like
the one on the side of this ship" it said.

"There is a landing shuttle just for us?"
Estelle asked with excitement. Planets were very dangerous when
compared to the massive habitats built between the stars. Star
farers built them from ice even before their civilizations mastered
collapsed matter gravitational controls. The home clusters needed
to be large to avoid a dizzying view created by the needed
rotational spin but a tether could be used for smaller structures.
She was young and had an adventurous streak and could hardly
contain her excitement thinking about planetary interfaces.

"Could the landing shuttle have escaped the
black hole?" Jack asked but he knew the answer before he asked. Of
course not or others would have been doing it. It took over a
decade to scoot over to the jet and the habitat had been positioned
relatively close to it. "Could the shuttle have ridden the jet?"
and the robot shook his head no. Jack looked into his mind and
found the links that Elmer had installed years ago and followed the
construction menu into the shuttle and he saw that it was made from
an advanced ceramic with collapsed matter reinforcements but that
it would not have withstood the gases. He realized he was casting
about trying to avoid the obvious; if they left the tanks they were
in pain and wouldn't live long and would have purposely ditched
into the hole where they knew they would be reunited with their
parents - with our parents.

Sadness crept into Jack and he turned to
Estelle for support but found her with tears in her eyes and he
reached for her hand and they consoled each other.

"There are two more things" Elmer said and
their eyes, now quelled of excitement, turned to him. "We may
assume the stance of explorers and visit the planets we encounter
during the search for Earth or her now star faring civilization" he
said but they had guessed that and would reserve their interest
until they were feeling better "and I also have the memories of
Jack and Estelle post the virtual growth period and I can implant
them into the each of you or keep them accessible by way of the
links if you prefer".

Estelle was the first to answer although she
did it for both of them. "No, I think it is best they keep their
privacy. And sometimes, Elmer, you are an actual tool"!

Jack laughed at the joke he was certain Elmer
hadn't understood. He felt better. His body was fitting him and he
felt good.

"Well, let's contact these people here" he
commanded.

"There are sentients on the fourth planet"
said Elmer.

"Wonderful!" Estelle quipped.

"It didn't take you long to forget about the
road" Jack stated. He was having a bit of difficulty, yesterday he
was going to die after a year in a gilded cage and now he was going
to explore the outreaches of civilization with a twenty century
average lifespan. Estelle smiled at him with a glaring intensity -
'ahhh, she is having trouble adjusting too' he thought.

"Tell us all about the planet!" Estelle
exclaimed refocusing on the robot.

Elmer had dissolved the projection screen but
it again sprung to life as if on it's own.

The inhabitants of the fourth planet were
brought to reality before them with a running commentary provided
by Elmer. There had always been links in their heads but now they
had a strained feel but were also improved; there was a link for
Estelle for instance in Jack's head and visa versa for her. Elmer
explained in general but internal links were highlighted during the
presentation that provided further detail to exhaustion.

They were nine feet tall and thin but had
similar characterizes with the humans but it was only a surface
similarity. As it turns out the bilateral two legged and erect
configuration is efficient and common among sentients. Elmer was
not able to get a DNA sample, the planet was a couple of hundred
thousand miles distant and he hadn't bothered to send drones until
the pair had given the go ahead. The Orgal were advanced enough to
use an internet and the information was available online at light
speed.

Even Elmer had difficulty with 128 and 256
key encryption. There were exponential possibilities with computer
coding and the point being that a 256 code wasn't 128 times more
difficult to decipher than an 128 bit code but that it was 128 to
the power of 128 times more difficult so even Elmer realized his
limits as these numbers became quite large and although Elmer could
do computations at immeasurable speeds it still had a limit to it's
capacity. The key detailed by way of complicated functions,
Fournier systems, logarithmic and others, where the useful bit of
information could be found within the 128 or 256 bit string and
each string had the important bit hidden in a different place.

So even incredible minds could never crunch
it down by elimination (if machines became available that could
crunch 256 then the code just added more bits of useless diversion
to 512 or 1024 or even higher) but the key algorithms could be
predicted as time provided a history of broken codes to work from
and Elmer could indeed use an expert system subset to decipher the
information that the Orgal considered important enough to hide but
his estimate was a few Earth days.

Compared to Sol the inner planets of the
current system were small, about the same size as Mercury and had
no atmosphere. The fourth planet stood out as a jewel of the system
with greenish blue skies and tens of thousands of island nations.
There were no mountains, volcanoes or gorges. The land areas were
pastoral and the single massive sea gleamed a deeper blue at the
equator where it was prevalent while islands grew in size and
occupied more of the area toward the snow capped poles.

There weren't any moons and the entire
weather pattern was generated with friction between the spinning
ground of the planet and the atmosphere which was dragged along and
lagged. With the low lands there wasn't the friction that mitigated
storms; there were no mountain ranges that stopped storms in their
tracks so the central puffs of white cloud that looked lovely from
afar actually harbored ceaseless tropical storms that spun out
often as far as halfway to the poles.

After the initial introduction Elmer turned
off the projection and addressed the couple as they wrapped up
their meal. "Why don't you two get comfortable and acquainted and I
will be back in a hour to discuss our options" it said. Smaller
robots, drones, scurried to clear the table and one even fluffed
the pillows on the cherrywood settee that Jack and Estelle were
expected to occupy.

Jack plated a snack and took his seat placing
the bits of finger foods on the side table. A robot placed a flask
of cool water near it unbidden. "I would like a soda please"
Estelle asked and received a foamed iced liquid aside the spot she
had taken beside Jack.

"My mother drank them constantly but I wanted
to see if there was any difference with this new body" she stated
blandly but her face lit up with pleasure as the effervescent
liquid tickled her nose and throat.

"Looks like it is better with your new body"
Jack stated then added with exaggerated slowness "and I wonder what
else is better in the flesh"?

Estelle glanced at him and launched into an
explanation of soda, telling him how it wasn't good for his teeth,
his sugar, his liver and sequeyed into what could be better in this
real body, be better than her active virtual life and when she
realized what Jack was alluding too she blushed and was tongue tied
for a bit. Jack was, after all, the only man for her.

"I'll bet a root beer shake is really good"
Jack said, pleased that she had shown some vulnerability. She
looked feminine and warm and his protective instinct was aroused
overpowering the base desires.

Elmer had returned ahead of schedule and
cranked up his projector as the relevant links highlighted and then
dimmed in Jack's head, his overview. He hadn't mastered the
abilities of his interface but knew it to be similar to the heads
up display of a pilot adding or removing translucent screens. Elmer
seemed excited, he must of found something of interest.

"I have found something of interest" Elmer
stated. It wasn't actually excitement that Jack perceived, he
realized, but the next best thing. The machine quickened it's pace
slightly when it felt it needed to impart time sensitive
information.

"The Orgals use an internal internet. Much of
their data is stored within their minds and there are organically
grown brain clusters used as repositories. There is much about this
culture that is interesting" it said showing pictures of Orgals
walking in long strides along stone avenues going about their
business in the cities. There was no vehicles on the streets but
entryways to what seemed to be subways were crowded while other
pictures showed Orgals farming behind large animals with wooden
yokes dragging iron ploughs. In the farming picture there was one
Orgal among dozens of the animals with no apparent control yet the
animals worked in unison.

The tall natives were consistent in most
things with a leathery brown skin with a faint green overtone. It
was the usual cold day for the willowy commuters with a midday sun
glowing meekly through a light fog. There was no snow yet a few
patches of night formed ice still remained off to the sides. There
was little variance between the dress of the Orgals as a tanned
tunic and slacks draped over them with longs sleeves was common and
most wore an overcoat much like a duster of a darker brown
tweed.

"They have some interesting features that can
best be viewed while indoors" Elmer stated and changed the view to
that of a group or several hundred milling about or sitting in a
large room. Their were tables of food placed at random, unaligned,
heaped with warm green and brown vegetables interspersed with what
seemed to be strips of cooked fish. There were heaps of blasé dry
greenish brown wafers or crackers and many of the munching natives
preferred these. The population didn't have teeth but rather plates
for crushing behind immobile lips.

All of the natives had stripped off their
clothing including shoes and excepting a swath of cloth about their
midsections covering their sex. With everyone hairless the men
could now be separated from the women who sported a pair of
pancaked breasts that would be hardly noticeable under clothing.
None of the people were overweight or blemished and food was eaten
sparingly at the tables with the fingers and the fingers were
licked clean.

"If you will notice the lighting" Elmer
pointed out and it was seen that the lighting was stronger inside
than it had been in the diffused fog outside - it was unknown if
the natural lighting was reflected inside from out or whether
generating bulbs were used. The skin of the people under the lights
glowed with a greater green. "They synthesize some of their
energies directly from the sun".

"That would account for the lack of clothing"
Estelle pointed out. "What are they doing?".

Elmer didn't know. He continued with the
slide show. It seemed they lived in high rises near the shores. The
next rooms were similar but with differing usage. There was a large
sleeping room where beds were bunked four high and these sleeping
rooms were dimmed. The single berths varied in widths for one
person or several and some of the beds for several revealed
movement. No one meandered around but one person entered the room
and after a short search moved to a single berth, got in it and
stopped moving.

Several of the people were now meandering
toward or back from restroomish areas where they extended their
asses over a shallow pit and relieved themselves without privacy or
embarrassment. Not the penis nor the vagina was used for urination
but the defecation out of the ass was a wet mixture that splattered
into the depression with resounding force. The splash guards were
effective and the area appeared sanitary as unlikely as the two had
imagined it would be at first glance. With supple dexterity the
natives would twist and expose their soiled bums to a cleansing
spray and then a drying blast of air. The people were naked and the
newly arrived group of interstellar explorers watching were
relieved that they didn't use their bare hands to scrape any
remaining crud from themselves. As if this action wasn't odd enough
they noticed that everyone with an urge went at the same time and
when finished the restroom pit cleaned itself with positive air
flow and a swishing slurp followed by a water rinse at the
drain.

"Give me a close up on the action in the
larger berths" Jack asked. Estelle gave him a look of irritation
before gluing her eyes to the projection.

There were five people in the bed. Two
couples were fornicating in a lackluster but friendly fashion. Both
women lay on their backs and the men shoved into them. Elmer
provided a close up of the genitals and they appeared normal
although hairless and a bit larger than the standard male and
female. The women were smiling and stroked the backs of the men and
their vaginas were well lubricated and receptive. One of the two
men finished with a grunt and rolled off in short order while the
fifth wheel, another man, rolled onto the woman. He was not
hardened but gained rigidity quickly and began plugging away into
the woman indistinguishable from the last man.

"They all look alike" Estelle stated and it
was true. The women had gentler features and smoother skin but they
looked the same and the men did too.

"They don't have ears" Jack said. He had
meant to say ear lobes as they all had holes in the sides of their
heads as well as holes for noses.

They watched the five until completion.
Although they touched one another in a friendly and utilitarian
manner it wasn't readily apparent that very little affection was
seen until they had watched them for some minutes. The other two
men finished and rolled off while the two women, sandwiched in the
bed, closed their gaping legs but still lay on their backs. Jack
guessed that any other man in the room could slip into that bed and
slip into either one of those women but it didn't happen. The
quintet was asleep within two minutes, the men on their stomachs
and the women on their backs.

Elmer switched from bed to bed for awhile,
apparently having taken an interactive recording (the signal was
light speed and that would have been quite a long few minutes of
delay) in advance. Five people were the most they found and if
there were beds with three or four males or females for instance,
there was no same sex interaction and the sex that they did observe
wasn't rare but there was only two beds engaged from a guesstimate
of 120.

Elmer's camera left and continued the tour
finding hot rooms on the next floor. The sunlight was stronger
(still unknown whether mirrored and concentrated in from outside or
generated with some type of unseen bulb although the light did flow
from ceiling fixtures) and plants resembling short corn with fat
ears floated hydroponically over vats. Between the rows were
spacious walkways where people, the Orgals. stood. Some of the
Orgals were very short and possibly children, all naked and
immobile with arms splayed out and faces pointing into the
light.

"They're eating the sunlight!" marveled
Estelle. Jack nodded but he couldn't help it as his attention was
drawn back to the naked females. With no motion of the people the
sight quickly bored him and yet, when he looked to Estelle, she was
mesmerized and moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. Jack
looked back at the scene and noticed the men, nine feet tall,
dangled sizeable equipment that seemed to sway like an elephants'
trunk.

The next room had a pool and many people were
swimming lazily and some others laid about wetly under strong light
projectors. These people were also completely naked and Jack
spotted a couple fornicating near the corner but in plain sight. As
the man finished he rolled off and dipped into the pool while his
replacement emerged from the pool and gently lay on the woman and
then stiffened and entered her waiting body.

"They fuck like dogs" Estelle announced in
disgust but her eyes were glued to the movements of the active
couple. Jack blinked.

"How do dogs fuck?" he asked. He had asked
innocently, never having met a dog much less fucked one but he
still received a scowl from Estelle. She glowed at him and crossed
her arm across her breasts in seeming self defense but it only
swelled her breasts out over their containers and Jack's interest
grew despite his caution.

Jack tried not to look but his eyes strayed
nonetheless and although Estelle glowered all the more and squeezed
all the harder there seemed to be a glint of amusement and
excitement in her eyes and her nose flared and that pink tongue
moistened those lips again.

Elmer continued the tour of the building but
they either ate, swam, slept or sunned with the food. There were no
domestic animals or any animals to be seen in the building. There
was no manufacturing or personal spaces.

Elmer continued the tour outside and they
followed the walkers, virtually, down to the beach. It seemed the
city was underwater. There was a twelve foot seawall forty feet
wide with stair access. There was nothing at the top but on the
water side there were stairs that led to floating piers and walks.
There were sailboats plying the calm waters but it was cold and
foggy and almost deserted.

"This is the west side of the landmass" Elmer
informed them. "The wind blows in only one direction and the water
follows slowly but washes the shore away and deposits sand on the
far side". Elmer waited but the pair understood so he
continued.

"This far to the north there are seldom
hurricanes or winds strong enough to surmount the flood wall so
this city has endured although it has fallen below the water line.
Further to the south they need to rebuild the shores every century
or so. The land is so flat - they just pull the buildings inland.
Most of these buildings are thousands of years old".

From their virtual perch on the sea wall they
heard an ominous gong not heard before. Once, twice, three times it
rang in succession from no obvious point of origin. Nothing
happened. They could see strait inland down the long avenue with
it's pedestrians and long rows of skyscrapers all evenly spaced and
similar in design until they disappeared in the scanty fog cover
several miles distant. Slowly it began to happen.

Here and there wagons were pulled from
previously hidden garages - hidden not as concealed or secure but
just not noticeable. Sometimes a single person pulled them out from
their garages but once in the street the ten person wooden yoke
filled up quickly with strangers'?'. Inside the wagons was shrouded
cargo, apparently not too heavy even though there were sometimes
more than one shroud in a wagon. Alongside the wagons people poured
from the dwellings to voice their emotions - they cried into the
sky.

"Bring out your dead" Jack said in
realization but he informed no one as Estelle realized what was
happening before he did. Although the trio of aliens, themselves,
couldn't be seen they moved aside politely whenever a cart made it
to the wharf. The shrouded bodies, not one was seen but the
assumption was fairly clear, were hoisted gingerly up the inside of
the wall and to the edge of the jetty. After the emotional
'family?' had surmounted the seawall and were at the side of the
deceased the movement stopped. The body was thrown over the wall,
the crying stopped abruptly, and everyone made their way back down
the wall as if nothing had happened making room for the next cart
and entourage. The cart handlers had already retreated back toward
their garages as soon as their burden was lifted. The pair watched
wistfully as the bodies floated out with the current and the breeze
and, at a distance of several hundred yards, the sea would churn
with fish and the dead would be consumed in a few minutes.

"What do these people do?" Jack asked the
robot as the virtual projection had ceased and they were back at
the table facing Elmer and his screen.

"The buildings along the coast are vacation
destinations for breeding. They just mingle and eat and impregnate"
the robot said. "At the end of their quarter year cycle the carts
will return for them and they will go back to work. The incoming
carts will be bringing a new set of workers in for a break".

Elmer was getting his information from hacked
access to their bionic internet, reading their minds, but even with
a steady and large bandwidth any new query would require about an
hour - so he was trying to get a broad overview that he could
access in his local cache.

"First, of course is their food production
which is done by hand and requires one third of the population at
all times. Everything is moved by animal cart yet no predators are
feeding on these draft animals and disease isn't listed, they have
no medical. They have several projects going island nation wide.
Two projects actually, a north and south road and a tunnel to the
next island which is 40 miles distant to the west".

Elmer saw that the pair showed signs of
interest in the projects and projected his imagined reproduction of
the effort according to the information he had obtained. Elmer
displayed a scene of massive effort much like the construction of
the Egyptian pyramids must have been. The mule train of supplies
stretched back along the road to the horizon. Toward the sea men
and women and children were leveling the ground over an access
gravel road. Shovels and wheelbarrows were used to slice a groove
in the sandy dirt where the gravel had been.

Heavy caissons advanced with the supplies of
food and people and these were loaded with cement processed from a
mine back along the road. The sand and gravel removed from the road
was cleaned of any impurities and sun dried before being mixed with
the cement in huge drums that required several dozen men to rotate
before being formed and smoothed to shape a paver road that was a
solid foot deep in concrete. There was no wire or plastic additives
and planks were interspersed every ten feet for controlled
expansion cracking.

Along the edges of the road crop fields
expanded to the horizon on either side. The one side had trees of
some sort and were unattended while the other side of the road was
receiving attention from hundreds of men and families. The supply
carts for the road workers were emptied and then turned into the
fields to gather food. Some of the empty carts went further up the
gravel road while some went into the fields and some of those
traveled so deep into the produce that they were over the horizon
before their carts were filled.

Elmer switched to another view and this time
it was the tunnel project. There was a similar view with all the
work done by man and animal. There was a steady steam of wagons at
the entrance going in either direction. On this side of the island
there was deposit instead of erosion but the dirt was taken forward
to enforce the unnecessary seawall that by this time was several
miles inland.

Bellows were set by the entrance and similar
to the cement mixers they required massive muscle to move them.
There was no telling how far the air pipeline fed into the bowels
of the tunnel and the hose was fabricated from a hempish material.
Elmer followed the caissons into the hole for several miles before
the work site was found. Hot and humid, trickles of water seepage
quickly attended before a flood wiped them all out. The structural
beams were cast at the entrance and the heavy concrete was pounded
into place with the help of heavy gearing. The walk was dark aside
from the glow of a few phosphorescent plants.

"Where did they come from?" asked
Estelle.

"Most of the life forms on this planet didn't
evolve here" Elmer informed them.

Did Elmer really need them to ask for
elaboration? So far the most interesting thing these folks had done
was public fornications and since Jack didn't consider them very
appealing it was tantamount to watching dogs do it.

"I have a revision on the age of the
buildings. I thought there were a few thousand years old but they
are actually tens of thousands to one hundred thousand years of
age. As you know they have a mental internet but they only live to
be fifty years of age. Life in the mines or tunnel construction can
be dangerous and death arrives early for many. Oddly, at fifty
there is pressure to self destruct and it comes from the beliefs of
the mass and is difficult to resist".

"You are saying that those bodies we saw
being disposed of were all suicides due to age?" asked Estelle a
bit shocked.

"After a fashion" and the two knew by now
that there was a robotic statement to follow "it is suicide but
they actually go to the staging areas near the wagon garages and
their families wrap them in the hemp casements".

There was no emotion of course from Elmer.
Jack took the ball "So they were alive when cast into the
sea?".

"And since they are still connected to the
mental net anyone could share their sensations. Apparently it is
the most alive any of them ever feel, as the fish tear at their
flesh. What seems a short time to us would continue for a very long
time for the dying".

"You were telling us where they came from"
Estelle reminded Elmer as if it had forgotten or lost it's
place.

"I can physically see that neither the Thill
or the Crarthip had anything to do with this genetic model so you
two aren't related in any way. My maker the Pleining didn't operate
in this arm so I have no connection. There is some rudimentary
genetic material passed along in a subconscious manner but when
they die their storage minds attempt to pass on the data but there
is some corruption and some loss and some poor cataloguing".

Elmer looked at them, they were expectant.
"What you are saying is that you do not see an evolutionary
process. Both the Thill and the Crarthip use existing life DNA and
adjust it to their own ends. Most of the races that entered the
Glory Road used invasion and wrecked and enslaved those people and
animals and minerals that were native. The invaders had no pity or
remorse. Neither one of these events seem to have taken place nor
could this structure have arisen naturally".


 Chapter 4:
Astral Injection

 


"What are you doing?" asked Estelle
indicating the side wall with her thumb. Elmer had 'installed' a
window view without fanfare while they were watching forward. It
looked real but unless the hallway on the far side had been moved
it was a projection. Outside machines were dissembling a water moon
of the gas giant nearby and refreezing the mass in an orderly
snowball around the thrust tube.

The robot began to change topic and explain
but Estelle understood and was really commenting on the window, she
liked it. "Never mind go on" she interjected.

"We have some unanswered questions here and I
am at your service. Do you want to explore this system and solve
these mysteries? If you do there are several ways to do it. Also, I
have picked up a video signal at a distance of 243 light years if
you want to leave and go there".

"How long would it take to get there?" Jack
asked and Elmer told him that they could rush over there in under
forty years. He elaborated with the information that at only half a
century of travel the natives would be close to the same natives
that inadvertently broadcast the shows. Although it wasn't
necessary it also stated that the pair could sleep during the
entire journey.

"How long would it take to refuel the ship?"
Estelle said and received the answer of two years. "Give us the
options" she said.

"We can leave or we can fly the shuttle over
there or we can project into one of them" it said. Elmer knew the
pair didn't understand the projection, it was something he had just
invented as the unique minds of the natives allowed it.

"The minds of the natives are read and write
organized. They are almost organic computers although still
chemical analog based. Nevertheless, I can communicate with them. I
have not announced myself because I can not predict the result
but!" he paused for dramatic effect, bringing a smile to Jack's
face, a robot pausing for effect "I can copy a snapshot of your
minds and download them into two of the natives at fifteen percent
accuracy".

Jack was about to say something but Estelle
answered first for both of them. "How good is a fifteen percent
projection and if it is good enough I say we fly over there in the
shuttle and project too. We should do both". Jack would have said
something if he had disagreed but her plan had more depth than his,
he was just going to project.

"Since the loss will be evenly distributed
and you won't lose the ability to speak, for instance, you will
hardly notice the fifteen percent. It should be similar to the
reduction on resolution of a picture - if it is good to start with
you won't even notice. Further, the occupied brain will fill in
around your active nodes so you should be good to go" Elmer
said.

"What about the person we replace? Will they
be dead?" Estelle asked without showing a great deal of concern.
'That could be deceptive and they are really boring' Jack thought
to himself.

"They will be pushed from the active parts of
the brain and placed into storage. Some of the internet storage
they hold will be destroyed but there is no information on it's
redundancy. When you leave the person their personalities will be
returned from storage" Elmer stated.

Jack had been doing research into the
appropriate links in Elmer and understood how his copied
personality could be blasted by light wave to focus into the
nearest receptacle at journeys end. The initial virus installation
opens a receptive port to the incoming data and installs it in the
appropriate areas while consigning the current operating system to
memory.

"I don't really see how the person can be
restored" Jack stated fully expecting the robot to enlighten
him.

"I haven't solved that problem. I am
optimistic and when the shuttle gets there we can upload you
physically. I am thinking that when I get some genetic material I
can clone the aliens new bodies and then can copy the personalities
into them and release them back to their planet".

Jack was silent and nodded in agreement but
it was Estelle who voiced the flaw. "Then we, the two of us, will
be on the ship with the two living aliens that have had our
personalities installed" she stated blandly.

"That is correct" Elmer said.

"So I will be looking at myself in an alien
body and my alien self will be looking back at me?" Estelle
startled out.

Elmer said nothing. "So does my alien stay
with the ship or go back to the planet?" Estelle demanded to
know.

Elmer said nothing. Estelle was beginning to
dread the answer when Jack provided it. "The aliens will do
whatever they want to do. They will be living people. What are we
supposed to do, dispose of them?".

"Are they going to be us?" Estelle asked.

"Well, they will have been alien for several
months and will have changed. We don't understand the chemistry and
the biological directives of our new selves. They should be
different enough for us to interact with without too much
difficulty" Jack supplied hoping it was true.

*****************

It was a week of furious activity before Jack
and Estelle were transferred to the shuttle and trained in it's
flight. Further, a flitter had been added for planet landings but
the shuttle, although it could land, had an exhaust that was far
too deadly and poisonous to subject the Orgals too.

The flitter could carry six and even another
twenty if it towed a cigar shaped life support tube on a line
similar to glider operations. The lighter gravity and dense
atmosphere of the planet allowed for easier liftoff which was
another reason of concern - why hadn't these people evolved into
space? They lived in high rise apartments but didn't have
airplanes?

Although Jack felt like he had aged naturally
with his implanted memories of a virtual existence while his body
grew in the vat he was noticing quite a few improvements with an
actual body. Although he had had the usual, he assumed, liaisons
with young woman as he grew older, grown from halting and skittish
to poised and accomplished, he hadn't had the nagging insecurities
he felt now. There was an urge, a growing need that he didn't
exactly comprehend but which drew his attention inexorably to
Estelle.

He didn't want to creep her out but he
watched her with greater interest. Her basic clothing were a
brightly colored pair of sweats with a mismatched frumpy sweaterish
top. Nevertheless, he now noticed how the clothing clung to her
body during particular movements, how she walked, and he was
beginning to compete with himself for her attention.

He noticed that on her part, although she
frowned or even growled at him when he looked her over for what she
considered to be too long or with too much concentration, she was
paying more attention to the way she dressed. She had made
improvements to her hair and as she occasionally wore shorts; Jack
noticed that her legs were shaved and smooth. Jack saw that she
noticed that he noticed and although he didn't mention her legs he
did compliment her on her hair and received a smile and a thank
you.

From their implanted memories of the Glory
Road Jack amused himself with the idea of a flight suit and
designed one in his mind that was a compilation of some that he had
seen. He included his own semi selfish desires. The flight uniform
consisted of a thin but space worthy jumpsuit with a collar that
would expand and cover the head in the event of decompression.
There was a gonad protector, a jock, built into his that would veil
his anatomic outline in the thin garment but he omitted the padding
on Estelle's' suit.

Finally they were about to blast away from
Elmer's moon sized tube in their interplanetary explorer that they
termed a shuttle. Elmer had built it a bit differently than the
escape vessel used by the previous Jack and Estelle. Behind the
crew seats was a row of small berths with shared toiletries. There
were twenty passenger seats in neat rows along the streamlined
fuselage with porthole artificial windows. The glassine contoured
screen for the two pilots offered an actual view although it's
function was of limited value; yet it was adequately polarized to
block excessive radiations of any type. From the outside the ship
was a streamlined and gleaming beauty.

Elmer was ever present in this ship as well
as the large one. It had copied a fully functional AI into the
controls with some of Elmer's memories and most of it's personality
and imperatives. The AI would control the drive tube of the ship as
well as maintain the links with the two humans and between the two
humans. Elmer light would be the one responsible for their life
support during their life suspension. Elmer would be collecting and
projecting their mental images into the aliens and for picking up
the Jack and Estelle aliens upon arrival if requested or as advised
by Jack and Estelle the onboard pair that would be reviving at that
time.

The pair dressed in their flight suits,
Estelle for the first time, and Jack was back to the acceleration
couches in short order, waiting for Estelle to emerge. He waited
quite a bit longer than he thought he would have but when she
finally emerged he was disappointed. His interest in the sexuality
of Estelle was growing and he felt dirty, lesser that he was
subjecting his friend to crude base thoughts but nevertheless he
focused on the thin material of her chest and found that she had
added something, a brassiere. 'Where the hell did she get that' he
whined to himself as she halted and bounced a few times lacking the
gratuitous view he had hoped for and then she stopped and met his
eyes squarely - he found he was unable to break the stare and
twitched inwardly as Estelle's' face slowly lit with amusement.

Estelle broke the stare and was in her
pilots' seat after crossing the space and gripping his shoulder in
a comradery fashion and a serious look. He was halfway into his
seat before he froze as his memory caught up to his motion. After
his disappointing perusal he hadn't consciously registered that her
lower torso had not been embellished with padding. The uniform
clung to her in startling detail rubbing and sliding in what could
only be called a brash undulation. Now that he did remember he
chastised himself for the limited focus he had as his mind and
furiously worked to enhance the memory of the moving image.

Now seated he looked at Estelle directly but
couldn't keep his eyes from drifting down to her lap before moving
back to her eyes. Her eyes! Estelle's eyes sparked with amusement.
Was she playing with him? Was he that far behind her?

"Ready to go all the way?" she asked with a
crooked grin that was becoming tres familiar.

Elmer had disconnected the umbilicals from
the ship days ago and the mother ship floated overhead while the
target planet, barely brighter than a star, lay ahead and bent into
the view screen with the glassine refraction.

"Any time you are" he said and meant it to
sound manly. It sounded lame even to him.

"I prefer to take my lead from a real man"
she said innocently. His reaction to that was ambivalent and while
he pondered whether to drag her from her seat and give her what he
knew she wanted or to simply smile with dominance she hit the red
acceleration button and they left the area at five gees. Unprepared
he was smashed into the seat at an odd angle and couldn't move for
one full hour until Estelle lowered the acceleration with, from
what Jack could see, a delicate touch.

Estelle had lowered the drive by half but
even the 2.5 gees removed any thoughts of Estelle's charms as he
struggled to his feet and visited the toilet for a painful release.
It was uphill on the return to his seat and it required twenty long
minutes of struggle until he was finally ensconced in his seat.
Estelle had been fiddling with the controls the entire time
ignoring Jack. She hadn't even glanced back to check him when he
lost his grip and swung to the far side to be yanked into the
seating by the safety belt which, at two or three gees, hurt.

It was a struggle to get his aching bones
into his acceleration couch which had been misused up to this
point. It almost felt good as he settled his bruises into the
cushioning properly only to have the acceleration drop to one gee
or even below, he wasn't sure any longer.

Estelle had climbed over the console and was
gentling him into his restraints with warm clicking sounds like a
mother hen. She had his wrists and ankles strapped in before he
could protest and then leaned in for a kiss on his cheek bringing
her breasts strongly on his arm. It was over before it began but
Jack was sure he had not imagined the touch of her.

"See you on the other side lover" she said
and he was out. It took Estelle only another few seconds to strap
herself in and Elmer put her under with the same quick efficiency.
The suits, biological units, took care of the feeding and the waste
of the somulent pair for the few months that the trip would
require; there was no need to remove them from the seats or encase
them in the glassine caskets.

The ship burned heavy and radioactive metals
which made it uncomfortable for natives if their planet was landed
on but as long as the thrust, which dissipated within a few light
hours, didn't cross atmosphere or habitats it would cause no harm.
Elmer kicked the thrust up to a cruising ten gees and squirted
their mental download viruses on a trajectory that would intersect
the most populous area of the planet.

*********************

'I could get used to this' Jack said to
himself as he stumbled but recovered quickly. The gravity with a
long body was unusual for his mind but a certain instinct gave him
control. The alien gaped at him wide eyed, figuratively, from the
recesses of it's own mind it was now confined to but showed no fear
yet also no understanding.

Jack had no way to judge his capabilities; he
didn't know if he was a genius or a moron, he could only barely
tell he was male. The list, however, was amazing. Seemingly every
being on the planet could be accessed and the list, the entire
list, could be ordered myriads of ways quicker than an eye
blink.

Instinctively Jack knew how it was done and
requested proximity and there, the individual closest to him, was
Estelle. Her links were amazingly complete and open. Jack frolicked
through her memories to stop short when he realized it was the
woman's' memories that Estelle had replaced. Forefront was the
birth of her four children, their names and dates of birth.

Estelle was smiling at him in actuality, and
he focused on her. They were walking on one of the streets near the
seawall, her inland and he was heading out but they both had
stopped. Foot traffic flowed about them unconcerned, Jack could see
their links approach and fade in his mind. Estelle's alien face
took on an unmistakable look of surprise at the same time her link
began to blink in his head.

She closed the distance between them and
reached out with her humanist hand to smooth the fluffed hair on
his chest and he reflexively did the same. There was an immediate
response and her nipples hardened on the pancakes jutting out like
hungry mouths and changing color to beet red.

She retreated a few feet to an upholstered
bench in the shade of the nearest building seemingly placed for the
purpose she had in mind. She backed onto it spread eagled and
waited impatiently for Jack to impale her.

It seemed as if there was nothing Jack could
do to stop the process. He looked into her links and found that she
could not alter the impending event either but that she had
submitted to the inevitable and was growing amused as well as
horny. It was a biological imperative that they were powerless to
control.

Jack was so enthralled that he hadn't noticed
the changes in the links. Oddly they were blinking out while the
furthest were already gone and the strong ones close on were
fading. In the distance Jack heard an alarm, a virus alert it
seemed. He was disconnected from the links inside his own head
quickly but the external stimuli remained. He felt himself flopping
forward yet couldn't control his arms to break the fall or continue
the love making.

He thought he was hoisted into the air and
jostled along for some minutes but his eyes were no longer working
correctly and he couldn't be sure. The lights were extinguished and
it was dark and he smelled some clothing or cloth covering and then
he was falling. Floating on his back in the light gravity prevented
him from drowning although he couldn't be sure he was in water. The
fish biting at his numbed extremities allowed him to fathom his
reality but he had lost the power of movement and in short order he
lost enough blood to drop from consciousness.

*********************

Jack became semi-conscious in the command
chair of the spaceship slowly at first but then swam upward toward
consciousness quickly. His throat was raw, his skin itched and
someone needed to put out the fire on his ass. He fidgeted
uncomfortably until he saw Estelle attending to him whereupon all
thoughts of discomfort were forgotten.

Estelle floated above him fussing about with
an easy grace as if she had lived in zero gravity all of her life.
In between reassuring smiles she focused on his straps and worked
him free of the restraints with reassuring clucks or warmth. She
had changed her clothing into a jumpsuit design of her own which
hugged and displayed her curves in an alluring fashion while
avoiding the blatant presentation he had provided for her (but
mostly for himself).

As the last strap was withdrawn she gripped
his arm and neatly slung him around and into a trajectory for the
toilet. His light spin brought her back into focus for a brief
moment and he noticed her clothing was the same living material but
in a fuzzy brownish tan that offset her hair and dark eyes. It was
free of insignia or epaulets and had no noticeable seams. She was
still smiling and his spin turned him away from her as he neared
the lavoratory entrance and with perfect timing imparted from her
toss he snatched the entry grip and levered himself inside as the
door shut automatically.

Elmer didn't ask what he required and Jack's
clothing stripped away and dissolved of its' own violation to be
sucked magically into a drain below. Water needled into his skin
from above and alongside to also be swept downward and away and
soon soap followed while he scrubbed at his most noticeable itches
with a provided shammy cloth. Elmer used a sonic technique to shave
his face fully and cut his hair form a choice of selections
available on internal link. His clothing seemed to grow on him and
the new suit matched the style of Estelle's' one piece yet his had
a bluish silver tinge and a captains' insignia stitched into the
shoulder. Jack had no knowledge of the significance of the bars but
Elmer's link held the information and it was easy to find and it
pleased him.

Jack emerged only minutes later but felt days
removed from the discomforts of travel. Estelle floated in the
middle of the cabin space and amazingly had a meal of steaming
goodness floating in front of her - enough it seemed for two. He
knew how hungry he was the moment the pleasant scents wafted into
his senses and he hurriedly pushed himself opposite her not caring
about his clumsy movements.

Smiling a warm and friendly greeting and his
thanks he guided a dish of eggs and buttered grits into his mouth
and wolfed them down before settling into a leisurely meal and some
coffee.

Apparently she was waiting for him to speak;
part of that 'she liked a man to take charge of her' bullshit he
mused. That female affectation wasn't working out, with her
apparently weak and needy, as he had imagined it would in his crude
imaginings. He was finding that he needed the partnership and
companionship that she did offer freely and he didn't know how to
express his thanks.

"How do you feel?" he asked her.

"Couldn't be better" she replied "and
you?".

He nodded agreeably and added "You look
lovely and I like the way you designed these new suits" he
said.

Her eyes momentarily took on that smoky heat
as they both remembered his crude attempt to display her nudity but
Jack was pleased to see amusement as the heat subsided instead of
anger. He still hoped to get his hands on her and with her teasing
partials she hadn't put herself off limits for eternity. She didn't
comment on the new design, which he liked, and he continued to
regard her while they munched the floating breakfast. Any bit of
flotsam and Elmer would materialize an extension and vacuum it up
before Jack could focus on it.

"We aren't there yet" Estelle mentioned. Jack
followed her gaze outside the glassine at the top of the ship to
see the planet pass slowly by as they rotated slowly; they weren't
in orbit.

"Elmer?" Jack asked. He knew he could just
check the links but he was beginning to enjoy speech with it's
multitude of complexities.

"There was a problem with the projected
personalities" Elmer said deadpan.

"Go on and don't stop until you have filled
us in completely" Estelle commanded. Her tone gave Jack a thrill
which intensified when she moved beside him and placed a hand on
his arm in a comforting manner. Elmer projected a simulacra of
himself for them to view while he provided the information.

"The projected Jack and Estelle are dead.
When the personality beam was detected my drones that were rushed
to the planet were soon on the area where the beam touched down.
The drone did not find it difficult to identify the new Jack and
Estelle as the two of them completely changed their activity
patterns. It was apparent to the drone that the transfers were
complete and the two were being affected by the biological
imperatives of the alien bodies, as expected. In fact, the
infiltration was passing expectations nearing ninety five percent
of accomplishment while only seventy five percent was
predicted".

Elmer had paused to allow the information to
sink in before going on but the pair were irritated - the news of
the deaths were affecting them in strange, unpredictable ways.

"Dammit! Get on with it!" Jack growled.

"There was an unforeseen virus protection
program in the biological network that took effect. The pair quit
moving and the surrounding aliens packed them up as if they were
dead and dumped them into the ocean where they were eaten.
Something has been alerted and we do not know what. Nothing else
happened which means the drones were unable to trace the origin of
the protection. The drones still maintain their links and hacks
into the alien network but as before there were no elements of
armament or protection".

Elmer had stopped. "Did they suffer?" asked
Estelle.

"Unknown" said the robot's projection.

"And?" demanded Jack but he had no effect on
the robot.

"He told you what happened" Estelle
commented. She turned to Elmer "So why are we parked here?" she
asked it.

"Awaiting orders" Elmer said.

"From who?" she said asking for
clarification.

"From you" it said.

"Didn't you beam back to the mother ship for
support?" she asked. Jack was a bit puzzled, did it matter?

"I did and I did ask for suggestions but I do
not believe the answer will be any different from the suggested
path of advancement that I would provide" it said.

"Even though you are a slimmed down version
with only a small percentage of the computational facility?" she
asked it. Jack still didn't understand where she was going with
this.

"Computational speed pales in comparison to
what a properly phrased question can accomplish especially paired
with the appropriate software of expert systems" the robot said
without pride.

"And you have all the memories of warring
races that the entire Elmer has gleaned from the Glory Road?".

"No" Elmer lite said.

"Does Elmer have all the information gleaned
from the warring races that entered the Glory Road?" asked Estelle.
'What?' thought Jack.

"No" said Elmer lite.

"And that is because they were lost when
Elmer had to reboot?" asked Estelle as if she knew the answer; Jack
came to realize that she did know that and she knew it because she
had pieced it together from random bits and pieces. She was playing
with the machine in a sense.

"That is correct" said Elmer lite.

Jack couldn't help it. "Dumb fucker" he said,
muted but discernable.

"Even Elmer has it's limitations" Estelle
stated in agreement.

"So what do you suggest we do?" she
asked.

"Assuming we are to progress with the
exploration of this system even though there is unexpected dangers
to surmount?" the robot asked and they nodded in the
affirmative.

"Unless the dangers become paramount or
insurmountable we are four days out at one gee acceleration. We
should watch as we approach for signs of danger. Once in orbit we
can observe for a few days while we can physically be seen in the
sky and see if there is a reaction. If there is no reaction we can
select a location and land and try to contact them physically and
see where that leads. If everything is well we can collect as much
data as we need and decide what to do with it, including taking our
leave of the system".

Elmer lite wasn't making a sale and didn't
care what they decided but it could interpret their positive nods
and began to increase the acceleration toward orbit giving them
time to adjust and land on their feet as the ship picked up
speed.

Estelle had been studying up on the markup of
this ship and she had folded the extra seats into the walls and out
folded some comfortable and even luxurious furniture and busied
herself with lighting and incidentals. Jack took a seat in a large
chair and linked a projection screen for some visual science
fiction. He didn't want full immersion or even partial virtual and
simply watched a story of valiant explorers face dangers.

"Dinner at six?" Estelle interjected standing
in his view for a moment and he nodded. He made a mental note to be
hungry if she was going to take the time to feed him. She had moved
to the other side of the room to utilize the exercise machines
which were another something that Jack did not know were
available.

Jack joined alongside until she stopped him
at the end of a ten rep abs with a serious look strait into his
soul. "You know this is dangerous and we could back out?" she
inquired. He looked at her with renewed interest; did they really
need to risk a life of ten thousand years together for some
information on residents of the most boring planet he could
imagine? What if she were hurt and he wasn't?

"I don't know" he finally admitted. Estelle
smiled and withdrew back into her own routine but her commitment
wasn't clear.

The two days progressed with physical
workouts between animated conversations that centered upon
themselves and didn't branch far into the unknown. Jack imagined a
seven headed fire breathing dragon that they would fight valiantly
against and when he was finished relating his adventure he expected
approval but got 'I don't think we need to imagine adventures, I
think adventures will find us' from Estelle. They turned the ship
in weightlessness and began the next two days of deceleration with
the ship pointing away from the planet but Elmer was careful to
cross their atmosphere with their exhaust.

Estelle did sharpen her femininity while
amusing herself with Jack's reactions to a greater experimentation
in dress. She knew the basics of course but neither one of them was
prepared for the sharp focus that biology impacted upon them.
Estelle found a pair of tight white minimal shorts with an obvious
black laced front and tied with a small bow that advertised her
pelvis as some sort of present - which amused her. When she wore it
with her light bra and loose necked top she had trouble getting
Jack to focus on anything other than her body.

Eventually she would take him as a lover, she
suspected, but the thought worried her. She would have liked a
greater selection and she actually preferred, she felt, someone
with greater life experience than Jack or herself. She was pretty
sure she was as tough as Jack in a fight or survival situation and
she thought she might like to pair with someone much stronger or
much smarter. Nevertheless the biological clock was ticking and her
desire mounted by the hour; she might have to settle for someone
who matched her assets but was that a step up or forward?

Jack didn't think about his situation to any
great degree but he did notice things. He noticed what Estelle was
wearing, he noticed how healthy her skin appeared and angled at
most opportunities to see as much of it as possible. As long as she
was preparing food for him he attempted to appreciate the
subtleties of flavors and he knew he enjoyed her attentions.

As they neared their orbit Elmer warned them
and seeing they were prepared it cut the engines. The pair watched
the planet coast by below as the glassine cockpit was arranged by
Elmer for the best view.

Since the pair enjoyed gravity and there
wasn't enough collapsed matter to generate a gee field Elmer
prepared to extend the cockpit on the two mile tether for a slow
spin and had begun the procedure when he noticed the abrupt
change.

The dichotomy of the change shocked the robot
in a nonbiological fashion. Two things happened that were
unexpected but the shock was due to the far opposites of the sensor
spectrum that separated the events. Well, the first event was
actually a nonevent in that Elmer registered nothing on his
sensors. There was no pulse in light, sound, gravity, or any other
force that Elmer monitored intimately yet Jack and Estelle were
gone.

The pair floated slacked jawed within his
sight as bodies but their mentality has vanished. The links with
which he communicated to the pair and which they used to
communicated between themselves were empty. It was as if the
computers that housed the open ports with which the three could
send information to each other were turned off.

Elmer began an immediate brain scan on the
breathing corpses while scanning the planet below for clues. Even
when Elmer had sent Jack and Estelle by way of an implant into two
aliens below there were obvious tracks and the process wasn't
instantaneous. Elmer had sent a probe containing an infection virus
that quietly but detectably penetrated every brain cell. On signal
the probe, also detectable, broadcast a code with memories and
active probabilities switching the usage of personality nodes while
backing up the former occupants safely to the back.

The process took seconds of time while the
body worked on autonomous systems of the lower brain which were
untouched. Elmer was as relieved as robots get to find nothing in
the brains that Jack and Estelle had vacated but found their
personal information stored in their own memories. No care was
taken to compress or defragment those notions already stored and
Elmer calculated that the restored individuals would suffer a
twenty percent degradation in definition and in some cases entire
episodes would be removed.

Although there was nothing to be done Elmer
knew the pair as tankers and most of those memories were implanted
by it in the first place so the harm would be minimal and soon
replaced with real life if and when they returned. As these
thoughts fanned through Elmer's light activated muxes it attempted
to establish links within the memories assigned to the pair within
themselves and was rewarded with a ping.

After programming enough cells in each of the
pair Elmer sent a packet of return information and after a long
wait, several seconds, received return pings as a reflex without
interest. Elmer understood the problem and sent a lengthy 'letter'
to each describing their predicament. Elmer now understood that
although the two were in darkness and unable to communicate or
receive sensory input they were also freed from the biological
imperatives that kept their basic instincts functioning. This lack
of chemical hormones and activators removed any fears they may have
had but also deprived them from any desire to survive.

The planetary scan was finished and
inconclusive in that the anomalies generated were in the extreme
range of the sensors and random enough to be errors. Elmer ordered
the drone to do a complete memory scan on any alien in their range,
one at a time, and look for any action or sense that was activated
at the same time in recent memory. This would take several minutes
for each alien and the massive data would need to be filtered and
finally sent to his processors for the crunch.

Meanwhile Elmer sensed activity with the
bodies of Jack and Estelle. Again without sense of any input
radiations (virus was out of the question unless the 'enemy' had
installed drones within this very ship and programmed Elmer to not
see them!) the human bodies were beginning to express brain
activity in the areas recently vacated. The brain structures
resembled those of the aliens and were geared more toward receptors
with rudimentary personalities.

If Elmer could have been disgusted or had his
human emotional simulators engaged he would have felt it as Jack
and Estelle began to move in the zero gee. His emotional evaluators
were always loaded and he did realize that the display was
disgusting.

Less mindful than an intelligent animal
Estelle whisked her shorts down to her magnetized Dockers and then
snagged the entire wad outward and away from her. Her head twitched
about until it zeroed on Jack with the eyes unfocused and the nose
twitching. She pushed off to him with an awkward ease that Elmer
noted - no space experience exhibited by the controlling entity.
That could be a slowness with the adaptation within the new bodies
or also might be a ruse if the 'enemy' was intent on their
destruction.

The inert Jack began to make minor movements
with his limbs as Estelle gripped his arm and he focused on her and
without sight focus but actually following his twitching nose. His
only controlled movement was a slow motion grip of his waistband as
he attempted to remove his trousers.

Ignoring free fall and gaining control over
her muscles Estelle had far greater coordination and helped Jack
remove his bottoms which were hopelessly tangled in his shoes.
Elmer already knew of the meticulous maintenance that Estelle had
applied to her genitals in anticipation of Jack's admiration but
the trimmed designer bush and the silky smooth legs both shaved and
lotioned were ignored. For amusement and maybe direction the girl
had formed a minor curl directly over her clitoris but it too was
ignored by Jack and also by Estelle as she had bypassed the foliage
to manipulate her own meat which was extending as the lips pushed
forth with liquid.

Jack was simply floating but now Estelle had
moved her grip from his arm to his cock and yanked on it
mechanically. There was little response but gradually it grew and
when it was strong enough Estelle pinned him bodily to the bulkhead
and lowered her vagina onto him until he was fully engulfed.

Any human onlooker would be thoroughly
dismayed at the faces of the pair. Neither one of them expressed
pleasure or discomfort. The noses had ceased to twitch and a sexual
motion began devoid of the need for speed. After twenty machinish
strokes Jack froze in place and Estelle used her hands on his ass
to insure that his seed was as far inside her as possible. She was
bleeding a bit around the edges but although they should have
cleaned up or used a damp cloth the overflow was ignored and when
they pulled apart it dried on their waists as they hung in
midair.

By this time the tether was fully extended
and Elmer used the steering jets to begin the rotation that would
garner them gravity. The pair made no move so Elmer adjusted the
furniture and gently strapped them into their seats after using his
servos to clean and redress them, activities that they ignored but
remained supple for.

Elmer attempted to install links into the
minds of alien parts of Jack's mind but as soon as the links were
installed a node materialized and a message was left for Elmer - a
demand that he remove the links which he did although he tried it
several times in several different areas. The alien didn't care
what Elmer did in Jack's storage but Elmer was unable to find any
linkages to any parts of the body and Elmer had no way to introduce
a virus that when activated would control nothing but might
irritate the alien. Although these activities were entirely strange
and Elmer guessed that it would also be subjugated if it were
possible there was no detectable hatreds or agenda.

Finally a bit of good news as Elmer was
sifting the data feed from the drones. There was a small anomaly
activated in all the aliens that was at the limit of their
scanners. Only three cells in the brains of the aliens had been
activated and this caused a single kilobyte of memory to be
accessed with a new 64 bit address temporarily provided by the
activation. Apparently the entire population linked for a
millisecond and communicated an action determined by the combined
mentality of those connected kilobytes. Because of the simple
nature of each individual no entity knew what the determination was
that had been reached so Elmer could not decode it from an alien
mind but! the three cell initialization had been activated from a
single location and the jolt polarized the gadolinium content in
those cells all pointing in the same direction.

The direction that was revealed was certainly
reclusive. The location of the signal origin was directly beneath
the orbital axis of planet at the south end and beneath eighteen
miles of ice and an additional three miles of dirt or rock or
permafrost. If possible Elmer would have jumped with glee but
before that happened he got a call.

Just as he correlated the data revealing the
location a link opened in the alien sections of Jack and Estelle.
Pinging it Elmer was not rebuffed and it waited. After several
interminable seconds Elmer asked "what do you want?".

There was a garbled response in a language
Elmer didn't understand and as the machine attempted to parse it
garbled speech emerged in packet after packet until Elmer had
collected several terabytes and had to ask for a lull. The language
confusion turned out to be less in syntax and had everything to do
with misunderstood concepts. The thoughts were wild and vague. 'I
exist therefore I am' Elmer sent which turned out to be a universal
concept.

Elmer now realized he was interacting with a
biological machine on the far side and one that had no concept of
itself. It didn't take long for Elmer to realize that this orphan
had been abandoned without boundaries or memory and had progressed
entirely on it's own. Like a child it was still thinking as the
center of the universe and all that existed under God.

Elmer took the entire Human English Interface
subroutine it used to emulate humans in it's avatars and
projections and tried to dump a copy into the node provided and
prepared to wait. There was no telling how long a data transfer of
that magnitude would take but Elmer was again surprised (!As much
as a computer can be surprised! Elmer noted the anomaly) that his
transfer rate was the slowest; once the data packeted on the alien
node in Estelle's head it disappeared as quickly as it reached
packet size - so fast that Elmer thought the alien might be
destroying the data.

Knowing the alien would now virus check the
data to exhaustion before decompressing the data and organizing the
data and finally parsing and utilizing the information (which may
require additional interfacing) Elmer prepared to wait. The bodies
of the human pair were still slack jawed but strapped comfortably
into their seats while the gravity mounted but at one gee Elmer
unstrapped them and allowed them to roam.

After release from the simple restraints they
both rose and began to bang about the compartment randomly. Jack
had defecated himself where he sat and while Elmer attended to
cleanup (semi high pressure misting and vacuuming that the pair
didn't even see) it also redressed them and placed some food before
them on a table. It seemed it was food they were after because they
both ceased to rummage and sat at the table to eat while ignoring
the utensils. Elmer found he would be needing to follow them with
the misting utility for the time being.

Elmer had sent one of it's drones to the
south pole and after surveying the area within the visual it
authorized a seismic ultrasound wherein a small charge was
detonated and the results would provide an underground mapping. It
was a small charge and resulted only in the revelation of a two
mile square chamber at the estimated depth. The charge wasn't
strong enough for details and Elmer was intending to follow up with
x-rays when the being reacted.

The being attacked, it would seem. The eyes
and faces of the pair of semi humans turned toward him as well as
every worker on the planet, according to the drones. That was it;
they turned in his direction and then turned away. Elmer would have
catalogued and ignored the phenomenon if it weren't for the new
package at the link in Estelle. He retrieved the smallest of
allowable packages and decoded it to read 'stop'. That was it.

Elmer deduced that the entity had attacked
him but using means unknown and ineffective. Elmer deduced that the
entity was as unfamiliar with his methods, the galactic usual, as
he was with it's but that it had mastered a bit of communicative
skills and managed to send that one request. Elmer guessed that if
it were able to have sent a stronger message, even a deadlier
message, it would have.

Maybe the entity was working the information
sent to it and that the interface hadn't been destroyed or deleted.
There was no reason to rush the headquarters of the entity so Elmer
waited. The human pair had stripped and were fornicating again
without pleasure and then they ate and then they slept on the floor
- Elmer moved them into their beds which they soiled before
morning.

It was during the next breakfast that the
pair animated. Their faces began to move and their eyes shone with
growing intelligence. Elmer was sensored everywhere but it was not
projecting any visuals nor did it have any constructs in
evidence.

Elmer had a routine brain scan going
continuously for both of the human bodies and had seen the growing
activity. Apparently the pair had little understanding of the
various methodologies available for scans and did not detect it or
didn't care. The personal interfaces, Elmer couldn't call them
personalities, had shown growing activity during the night but
increased exponentially in the last hour. Elmer noted that the link
between the occupying entity and the stored humans was expanded
with active traffic. The scan revealed activity chemicals had been
released into the shadows so they would be motivated to think.
Apparently the new occupants were conversing with the old occupants
and Elmer could not detect anxiety in Jack's or Estelle's
shade.

"I am dirty" new Estelle said after focusing
on Jack.

"I am dirty" new Jack said and the pair of
them rose to attend to their personal sanitation in a coordinated
and knowledgeable fashion - the real Jack and Estelle had provided
the living information.

As the pair vanished from the main cabin into
their personal space Elmer drove a drone fashioned after the main
assets, dress, coloring and manner, into the main room and waited.
"Hello" it said when the pair returned an hour later clean and with
a change of dress more closely matching those worn on the
planet.

The pair showed no surprise and took seats at
the table, now overflowing with fresh foods. Elmer took a seat
opposite and the three regarded each other with polite
conversation.

"What do you want?" asked Elmer.

"What do you want?" asked Estelle and Jack
nodded. No one spoke for a full minute.

"Who are you?" asked Elmer.

"I, I, I, greatest, savior, sexiest" and
continual superlatives interspersed with that static which was
growing less frequent and then another full minute of silence.
Talking about itself it must have gotten caught up and forgot where
it was.

"I am Elmer" Elmer said and dropped another
chunk of data onto the node. This time it was pure data without
subroutines.

"I am Xaxiar creator of the stars and
planets, father and mother of all children, projector of the life
force, madss**" and off into static which stopped abruptly and in
less time than previous communications.

"You did not create the stars" Elmer stated
and Estelle and Jack looked incredulous. In concert they puffed up
their faces and hard eyeballed the drone. "If only looks could
kill" Elmer teased in it's search for information.

The pair concentrated so hard on projecting
their spell that Elmer thought it would have to intervene and knock
the two out with gas before they hurt the bodies of his charges.
After a short while they did stop and settled down into a wary
posture and Elmer didn't have to run a scan to guess that every
alien on the planet had concentrated on him but to no avail.

"Did you try to kill me?" Elmer asked.

"Of course! You deserved it!" Estelle
snorted.

"How?"

"With the life force!" Jack said.

"I am a machine or it may have worked.
Whatever you used on Jack and Estelle it worked and they are alive.
I will show you some of my forces that work on life but do not fear
they will be mild demonstrations that will not harm you or Jack or
Estelle" Elmer told it.

"Jack and Estelle are dead. I have their
bodies" new Estelle wailed in childish glee.

"Jack and Estelle are not dead and you will
restore them before I leave or I will destroy you" Elmer said
without emotion; it seemed like a good time to quit fooling around
especially since Xaxiar had just told him it did not value the Jack
or Estelle shades any further than reference.

The new pair stared at Elmer and went slack
jawed as previous. Could Xaxiar be using all of it's computational
powers to evaluate that statement? Apparently, the entity had never
been threatened. The pair began to shake with some type of
thrashing of paged files of some sort.

"How old are you?" Elmer asked benignly and a
moment later, as hoped, Xaxiar focused the surrogates having
apparently delegated the unaccustomed and massive calculation to a
lower status.

"Sixty three million years" it said,
translating into something Elmer could readily understand - a good
sign. Elmer wasn't exactly shocked, it was an active period in this
galactic arm. Xaxiar was playing for time and excruciatingly simple
to read - unheard of cooperation was offered since no simple way of
enslaving Elmer could be found and the threat of his own
destruction could not be easily dispelled as his one weapon was not
working.

At that time the Crarthip were winding up
their wars and pounding their rifles into plow shares. When they
exterminated the unused dinosaurs on Earth they also accidentally
destroyed the passengers and crew of an interstellar passenger
ship. The ship sat in the Saturn system for a long time before Jack
Junior and Hin-Yuin were brought to the inescapable Glory Road when
they accidentally activated it. At that time Earthlings mistook the
relic for a moon even though it was traveling in an impossibly
round retrograde orbit.

"The Crarthip were in this area at that time.
Does the name ring a bell?".

"Ring a bell?" new Jack asked.

"Do you recognize the word Crarthip or know
anything about them?" Elmer asked patiently.

"Yes" new Jack said.

"Do you recognize the name in any data other
than the upload I gave to you?".

New Jack chewed on his lip for a moment and
then shook his head no. Estelle was looking at him and then removed
her pants and underpants in one swift motion catching her shoes on
the far end of her motion. Jack did likewise and Elmer had to shout
'stop' to get their attention. The pair gaped at him in arrested
motion as Estelle leaned back and spread her legs for him.

"What?" said Jack over his shoulder.

"It would please me if we were to stay on
topic and fucking interruptions are not usual human behavior" Elmer
supplied. Expressing no disappointment Estelle closed her legs and
sat up strait while Jack flopped back into his chair and the two
stared at Elmer's droid and waited. Neither one bothered to
dress.

Elmer spread a projection into the air in
front of the pair while simultaneously providing links for
clarification or further reference. Elmer displayed collapsed
matter in subatomic magnification showing the nearness of the
protons and explained how the charges were nullified and amplified.
Elmer contrasted this with details of the usual atomic structure
and basic chemistry with crystalline interstitial interference
included.

New Jack and new Estelle were paying close
attention. Apparently Xaxiar hadn't detailed simple atomic theory
but instead catalogued biological reactions and genetic code and
worked from these as macro programs. Elmer could almost hear the
whirring as the entity expanded on the information it had gained.
Elmer felt the improvements in the overtaken human units and noted
the swift speed with which they were taking place.

After the learning interval had slowed Elmer
displayed data on subatomic particles and their usages. Elmer
indicated where gravity was located and well as magnetism. "Where
is the life force?" Elmer asked and new Jack preened.

"The sneutrinos!" new Jack squealed while
getting to his feet and pointing as he recognized the diagram. The
absurdity of the half dressed childlike man juggling subatomic
particles escaped Elmer but the robot did see the newly supplied
and detailed links. Amazingly the biological schematic released the
potential of any atom as iron released the intrinsic magnetism. The
effect was that of a laser, the 'light' could be tightly focused to
distant atoms or the 'glow' could effect all those around the
activated concentration.

"So when there is a concentration of cells
with this particular molecular arrangement of a matrix with a
silicon isotope instead of the usual carbon bonds the usual
molecular frequencies are unique and such that a strengthening
harmonic is set into motion that generates a field and those same
cells can focus, strengthen and project with force?" Elmer
articulated and new Jack nodded while Estelle fiddled with belly
button lint and finally pulled her slacks back up and cinched them
nonchalantly.

"Women have modesty" Elmer stated for no
reason in particular.

"Not always" new Estelle replied. A smile
edged onto her lips and she brushed imaginary dust away from the
fly of her slacks in a way that brought attention to her slim and
attractive hips. Elmer was unaffected but it did notice and noted
the change; a bit of teasing and sex appeal may be a step up for
these people it reasoned.

New Jack stood and Elmer realized he had been
watching Estelle with sexual interest and the kind of sexual
interest that Elmer had observed as normal. New Jack straitened
before Elmer's drone who looked Orgalian and began to spout
off.

"I have begun rebuilding now that I have
mastered chemistry. I have new materials and am rebuilding this
planet. I thank you for that! I have begun rockets and soon will
board this ship, watch!" and with that Elmer's droid was flanked by
Estelle in the background while Jack charged from the front in an
attempt to knock the droid backward and tripped up by Estelle.

Elmer blinked at the audacity of the attack -
Xaxiar hadn't developed any depth of reason, had never befriended
anyone or worked together with anything or received negative or
constructive feedback. The entity thought Elmer was confined in the
android it now seemed to overpower. Xaxiar hadn't seen the drones,
miles in the air, and although making progress it hadn't yet
developed sensors to detect them. Xaxiar had conquered Jack and
Estelle after purging their mnemonic from it's own ranks - it
thought it had the upper hand.

Elmer put up a rudimentary fight but allowed
to the pair to capture him and tie him up. They beat upon him and
Elmer feigned pain and cried out soon to surrender.

"Can you land this ship on planet?" new Jack
demanded standing in front of the bound and quaking Elmer and Elmer
mumbled yes.

"Can you provide storage and safety for me?"
new Jack demanded but Xaxiar was speaking through him directly now.
Again Elmer nodded yes even more emphatically.

Xaxiar linked it's specifications and Elmer
now had access to the specifics of the alien complex. The eight
cubic miles of the alien enclosure were remarkably consistent.
There was the heating tube that drew mineral water from deep below
the surface and Xaxiar used it for heat and for nutrition.
Essentially brain and digestion the mass didn't require a huge
amount of actual food and refined protein powder was exchanged for
waste by natives under mental directive.

In order to protect the food and air entries,
attached to the underwater island connection tunnels, the natives
had their mind entirely wiped and their selves were added to the
protein extractors which was probably a good thing after the
memories retained after the required duties of crap extraction and
cleanup of the gigantic asses.

Gigantic ass indeed snorted Elmer inwardly.
The moron head was busily forwarding plans for a giant tow bar to
be attached to the ship to tow it to a new destination among the
stars. Xaxiar intended to fly in it's concrete crypt and force
Elmer to feed it - it had noticed that food was supplied for Jack
and Estelle and would simply demand enough of it be supplied to
keep it going.

"What will happen to the people left behind?"
Elmer asked and Estelle smacked him across the face with an iron
frying pan. "We ask the questions around here!" she bitched a bit
alarmed at the damage she had caused. Elmer spit teeth and bled
profusely even choking a bit while whimpering.

There were three possibilities. Xaxiar could
demand they all be taken along but nothing along those lines had
been passed as links and Elmer dismissed the idea. Most likely the
telepath would simply abandon them and intended to construct new
servers. Less likely but possible would be that Xaxiar demanded
their suicides and all self destructed.

Although the population were more networked
than individualized Elmer believed they could survive and even
prosper without the 'leader'. The networked areas would fill in
with personal memories and they would become smarter with greater
use of their own attributes. They may not be able to control
themselves and deconstruct of their own accord but Elmer had been
programmed with the imperative that life was indeed special and
these creatures were live.

"Set this ship to land and pick me up you
whimpering skein" new Jack snarled and Elmer motioned that it had
to get to the controls. After a moment of consideration the bonds
were cut and Elmer got painfully to it's feet and moved to the
control seat while shying away from new Estelle in imitation
fear.

Elmer withdrew the tether with emergency
speed and was heading inward toward the south pole of the planet at
thirteen thousand miles per hour and already the outer atmosphere
was tingeing the tip of the ship with red. The ride was a bumpy one
and the humanish pair were strapped into passenger seats. Elmer had
told them of freefall only a second before firing the retro rockets
on the spin and winding in the tether alternating between zero and
six bone snapping and bruising gravities - they hadn't had time to
complain or give alternative orders.

Accelerating almost directly downward caused
the glassine to glow pink while the ship edges - unmeltable
collapsed matter - remained cool, unable to absorb friction energy.
At ten miles Elmer flipped the ship and turned the main engines on
for a few seconds generating twelve gees and vaporizing the miles
of ice in seconds. While the pair passed out Elmer extended life
pods for support and injected a large dosage of immobility drugs
and a dosage of that virus Elmer first used on the aliens.

Elmer hovered over Xaxiar's crypt with the
hot exhaust withering away the soil as it slowly (only in
comparison to the ice!) vaporized to rain down as molten globs up
to forty miles in a circle around the underground labyrinth. Elmer
gained a bit of altitude to the edge of the atmosphere to avoid the
rough weather and slow the process; it would take several hours at
this altitude as a lot of the rock would flow back into the hole
and had to be vaporized again.

Balancing on his tail of flame Elmer turned
(figuratively) to further aid his passengers. The implant virus had
been infused in the blood and upon command, which Elmer now gave,
the DNA shifted the neurons to neutral activity while disarming
them in preparation for reprogramming. The aliens had treated the
replicas of Jack and Estelle, imprisoned in their own minds, with
damaging disdain so Elmer projected a four dimensional data state
for each of the mapped cells providing each cell with an earlier
state of Jack and Estelle. The earlier state was the one he used to
program the two aliens.

Elmer didn't wake them even though their
brains were working normally, even reprogramming those areas of
Jack and Estelle storage.

"*&* what are #$W W##!" Xaxiar screamed.
Elmer had quickly set telepathy detectors but experienced some
troubles filtering out the background interference. The background
thoughts were unexpected and misunderstood and it required some
time to get a clear channel before it could update the mentalities
of Jack and Estelle with incomplete upgrades.

Elmer spoke with the imbecilic mess below him
as it hovered while multitasking the upload of Jack and Estelle.
The upload was finished but Elmer kept the humans sedated and had
worked out a method of mental protection which it used to protect
the pair from the massive mental onslaught. "I am landing the ship
as instructed" Elmer spoke into the gigantic mind innocently.

"You have burnt my supply tunnels! I command
you to stop!" Xaxiar wailed.

"All rightly" Elmer agreed and cut the
engines while flipping the nose downward and planing out with
directional thrusters to land on the molten and newly created
cupola at the edge of the depress before releasing his drone.

"Have you quit?" Xaxiar quavered. With his
poor sensor usage and nobody about to observe for it he would not
know how close he had come to death. He was too self centered to
entertain even the possibility but logic was nagging at his
preservation centers.

Already Elmer's drones were burrowing into
the remaining dirt and rock taking advantage of heat cracks and the
remainders of access tunnels. One of several machines had cracked
the exterior and entered Xaxiar proper only to dump wads of common
opiates into the nearest vain.

"Alright you dumb fucker, load me up" the
empath slurred. Xaxiar was dozing off in entire quadrants and
panicked, it had never entirely slept before and had only
experienced death second hand. Xaxiar projected his strongest
destructive forces outward toward the nearby ship and if the pair
had been awake or if Elmer were biological the telepathic bolt
would have washed any information from their living brains leaving
them to struggle toward bodily shutdown while already dead.

Elmer wouldn't even have noticed the bolt of
hatred if it hadn't installed those newly found sensors. The
machine ignored the mental thrashings and waves of panicked fear it
was receiving as it sent drone after drone load of the narcotic
into the wounded animal until finally it slept. A medical check
convinced the AI that there were hours of uninterrupted time before
the monster awoke and that in that time the backup of bodily waste
wouldn't just kill it on it's own.

In the thick air and light gravity Elmer
improvised a ground car from a bedroom module and placed the pair
into it as they were reviving. It was necessary to rocket the
machine away from the hot ground and vicious air currents but as
the chemical fuel was exhausted and the thruster fell away the
activity jolting the occupants and both Jack and Estelle returned
to the lands of the living.

"Fucking shit what a headache" Estelle chimed
in what was to Jack a lovely voice. Jack nodded his assent which
only caused waves of pain. They watched as the autopilot fly them,
with propellers, away from the pole over frozen ground. Elmer left
them alone to recover and by the time they were beginning to see
groups of homes on the ground (still to polar for cities) they
headaches were disappearing.

The last thing Jack remembered was a flirting
with Estelle as they approached the planet and now he was flying in
what he recognized as an antique airplane. His Elmer links seemed
faint but were no longer painful and he gingerly accessed them and
followed the time line.

Jack was only startled for a moment when he
discovered his mental takeover and return but quickly recovered as
he was sure Estelle did. His glance confirmed she was looking at
the same material and he watched her face grow fearful and then
resigned. What could they do? It was all over. If their
personalities were not as robust as they had been before the event
well - what could they do about it? Does a mediocre mentality bow
to superior logic? Well, no, thought Jack because how would they
recognize it?

Jack stretched his arm out to Estelle hoping
she would take his hand in comradery and she did but squeezed and
released to pay close attention to the passing scenery. Jack
backgrounded this minor rebuff for the moment and sank back into
his own thoughts as the plane moved into warmer skies.

The links in Elmer to direct communications
with the team faded while they were controlled but there was an
Elmer recording or log where Jack could watch himself from Elmer's
perspective. He watched himself fuck Estelle in the recording and
realized the reason for her angst. He checked his personal memories
of the event as well as Elmer could record him alongside the alien
and found there was knowledge of the act but no side information.
The love, the warmth, the emotion as well as the physical
sensations of her flesh under his hands, the sensation of seeing
her naked body, were not present. They were never there; even the
memories were as if two animals did it in the zoo.

Jack reached out his hand to Estelle again
after the review as again the realization that nothing could be
done about it washed over him. He wasn't guilty of anything and
aside from the physical evidence it was as if it hadn't happened
and Jack guessed he would treat it that way. When she gave him a
warm smile and squeezed his hand this time he was assured that she
had reached the same conclusions. She released him but this time
she was distracted with real life; it was time to land the
plane.


 Chapter 5:
Up, Up, Awake and Away

 


Jack found flying exhilarating and watched
the ground approach with excitement, his recent reanimation gloom
behind him. The plane swooped over one of the roadways that led to
the beach between the tall buildings as they had approached the
temperate regions. The wind whooshed by the cockpit.

People on the road were shuffling about and
looked up as the plane approached. Jack wasn't surprised to see the
lack of surprise on their faces even though it was the first time
they had seen an airplane. What did surprise Jack was, as they
approached the same landing area for the second time, no one had
moved to make room. The plane, obviously with an expert system
pilot, swooshed aside and up between the buildings again and landed
on the water where there was some clear space. The wind was the
usual brisk but the surface was calm and they puttered up to the
nearest dock literally shoving people aside now awash in their
small boats.

The plane had some morph abilities and
although it miraculously generated an egress gantry so the two
could dismount onto the pier without so much as a damp footprint
the surrounding people registered no surprise. The people stared
for a few seconds blankly and then lost interest although their
aimless wanderings didn't seem to generate much excitement
either.

Although Estelle didn't need the assistance,
long since proving her nimbleness superior to his, Jack extended a
hand to assist her from the plane onto the floating gantry and then
onto the pier. She smiled demurely and accepted. Once they were
both standing beneath the ladder stair onto the retaining wall they
paused. Jack opened his arms and offered a hug not because he
thought she needed one but because he needed to feel less
alone.

Estelle melted into his arms without
hesitation and his chaste hug moved beyond friendship into warmth
and need for human comforts. The two clutched each other tightly
for full minutes both with misting eyes contemplating losses
unknown and unremembered. They finally parted and ascended the
ladder up and then down onto the street between the tall buildings
where aliens milled about.

With a pfzzt and a slight flash Elmer
materialized beside them - in effect, Elmer projected a partially
materialized drone that appeared with more alien characteristics
than human. Elmer had fashioned an energy field that changed the
characteristics of some captured air about it reflecting a being
and effecting a speaking device although the projection was
controlled through an interface to the expert systems in the
plane.

"Xaxiar is asleep and these people don't know
what to do. Their networked receptors are blank" Elmer's avatar
seemed to announce.

Jack didn't need to be told what to do. He
still possessed the link to the aliens that had been implanted
earlier when he was overpowered and he followed it into the nearest
alien. The unnamed work station was there and registering sensation
but it's transmissions were unheard (although it didn't know that)
and it's receptors were clear.

"You are to do as the creator would have you
do. You are to think on your own. You are named Fred" Estelle told
it into it's psychic receptors, beating Jack to the punch.

"Why Fred?" Jack demanded. It would seem,
according to the old stories, that the name should be Adam.

"Anything but Adam" she said.

"Do you think this is a wise thing to do, do
you know what you are doing?" Jack asked her with real concern for
the alien culture.

A link appeared in Jack's head, it was
indistinct but it was of Fred and another screwing mindlessly.
There was no sexual desire, no love, just instinct - they could
have been crapping together. Looking about he saw the piles of
defecation on the street for the first time.

Jack checked 'Fred's head and found it
confused but working. Fred was on transporter duty bringing food
into the cities for the resting hordes. Fred decided to get back to
work and began linking to his 'friends' giving them
instructions.

It was wildfire! Within seconds requests were
generating in all directions. Aliens used their senses to determine
what was needed, as usual, but instead of projecting them to Xaxiar
and waiting for instructions they generated their ideas into the
general net and received feedback.

Jack sought an open dictionary link in Elmer
of names in all languages and passed the concept and copied the
contents of that link to Fred. Fred caught on quickly and was soon
naming his friends and sending the new link outward so others could
find names. Jack opened another link concerning lineage and passed
that forward too. None of the aliens could access Elmer directly
and soon Jack was at capacity with the data flow. As the links were
filled in with data soon these other data points, in a few aliens
who decided to do so, were accessed more quickly than Jack could be
accessed and Jack was again, thankfully, unhindered. However, the
psychic brushes asking questions and wanting answers were incessant
but non malicious and Jack found he could damp the interference
down.

The aliens in the street were already moving
with purpose. The piles of crap were removed and the common
mindless sexual encounters were nowhere to be seen. The aliens were
smiling. Jack was able to skip effortless from one mind to the next
following quickly forming links and was able to find newly formed
research groups - a dozen people were now gathered at his plane and
Jack could discern their growing understanding of the concepts.
These people would soon be in the air and even in space.

Jack joined hands with a willing Estelle and
they walked the street as a couple followed by a crackling avatar.
Elmer wasn't drawing any attention as he looked like an alien but
was missing the communication link.

The pair entered a building about two miles
in from the waterfront, still a plain high-rise, and were greeted!
Several of the aliens, Septir and Turse, male and female in new
clothing hastily adorned with fringe and her with a flower, and
followed by four more, hastened to them.

"Are you hungry?" Septir asked politely with
a feminine manner.

"You know, we are" Estelle answered as if
these people had even been alive two hours ago.

Septir smiled broadly and motioned them into
a side room that was in the process of an upgraded remodel. In the
center of the room were large tables with the common foods steaming
in relishes and flavor enhancements that made Jack's mouth water.
They were ushered to the main table where those seated quickly rose
and made room for them as if they were special guests.

Jack checked the link and indeed they were
recognized as very special guests. They were recognized as the
liberators of the entire race! There was nothing they could do that
would offend or nothing they could request that would not be
supplied.

"I see how early leaders were able to become
so murderously corrupt" Estelle mentioned while arranging the
napkins across her lap before allowing herself to be fed from the
various fruit selections. Jack sat also and allowed the serving
girls, now practicing to be attractive, serve him the same venue
amid giggles, accidental brushes and sexually appraising looks.

"It's good to be the king" Elmer said from
the doorway where they had left him unattended. Jack and Estelle
laughed hardily having not felt this well in quite some time -
well, never having felt this accomplished or at ease before.

There was a psychic rumble in the links, in
the network. There was a feeling of unease, disease, as Xaxiar
woke. Xaxiar woke over several minutes increasing it's rage as it
did so. Jack felt the mental bolts both of control and those
demanding annihilation but nothing happened.

Septir still smiled at him brightly but he
could see that she had felt the call and knew who was calling.
Apparently she was not answering the call of her master! Jack
smiled back at her.

"Do you feel the master?" Jack asked her.

"Masturbator!" she sneered before forgetting
the matter and smiling at Jack with her full attention again.

"So you aren't going to do as it asks?" Jack
said, feeling the need to ask although he didn't want to.

"Xaxiar is known now. Xaxiar is one of us.
Xaxiar will cooperate or Xaxiar won't eat" she said sweetly.

Jack wasn't quite satisfied and had to check
with Elmer's links. Apparently, the network had reconfigured itself
while Xaxiar was unlinked and it's reboot didn't seem to have the
superuser password.

"So Xaxiar is no longer administrator?" Jack
asked Elmer and Elmer nodded in the affirmative that it was true,
Xaxiar had lost control.

"Xaxiar is still a powerful mind and can
overpower a few within range or that he focuses on but the network
is now self aware and much stronger. Strong enough to overpower
Xaxiar if enough individual nodes respond - and they will!".

"So Xaxiar is a dead man?" Estelle asked
without undue concern.

"Ask Turse" Elmer said and she looked at him.
He was holding a spoonful of soup out from her lips should she
indicate she would like to sample it. Turse blinked a few times and
then registered that his mistress would like him to answer.

"We are a kind people. If Xaxiar's needs are
modest we will see to them" he said and then paused in thought as
he sucked up a bit of information from the new net. "He needs to
lose some weight and mind his manners however" Turse added with a
parental concern.

Jack would have laughed but Estelle supplied
the outburst for him.

"Well, we should go" she said and rose with
Jack in pursuit. Elmer winked from existence where it had stood at
the door with a slight crackle and wisps of ozone.

On the street the pair walked toward the dock
where their airplane was docked. Along the way were street vendors
with slipshod carts and newly gathered items for sale. There was
booths of clothing enhanced with differing cuts and spangled beads.
There was fast food for the first time made from meats of
questionable origin. "ChimiChanga ala lizard" Estelle remarked with
the words coming from unknown recesses.

Jack stopped short. He had just realized that
his mind was filled and emptied and filled and emptied with minor
brushes of inquiry. These newly freed aliens were reading his mind!
The momentary fright caught Estelle's attention and she stopped
beside him. When she wondered what the problem was a diminutive
voice, her voice, spoke the benign question directly into his head
where she retrieved the answer and retreated without any input from
Jack.

Jack's eyes grew wide. "We're telepaths!" he
exclaimed but Estelle only looked at him blankly with minor
scorn.

"I always know what your thinking" she said
without inflection but Jack realized it was a minor tease. Jack's
elation began to grow and he imagined himself with Estelle in a
warm embrace. He imagined the feel of her bared breast on his palm
as he worked his hand under her blouse and he projected that movie
at Estelle.

"Argh! Not so loud!" she said giving him a
shove as they walked. Jack imagined a more robust scenario and
projected that toward her but could actually feel her resistance -
she had erected a mental wall!

The brushes on his open mind were already
becoming commonplace as the newly empowered vendors and workers
inquired as to their interest in their wares. It was easy to sense
animosity and both the aliens and the pair of humans knew that no
harm was imminent from the other. In fact, although the details
were elusive to them, the aliens guessed correctly that the humans
were responsible for their freedoms and large amounts of good will
and thanks were passed to Jack and Estelle.

Jack felt a mental tickle, stronger than
usual from Estelle, and he focused on the start of the 'movie'.
While doing so he realized he could have rejected it after seeing
the title and substantive note. The movie displayed Estelle with a
single breast exposed and Jack was drooling in front of her like a
single minded monster groping to touch the elusive girl.

Jack laughed outright and Estelle joined him
and they hastened their pace toward the plane both in good cheer.
There was no way to tell the future of the Orgals but Elmer, if
Jack knew Elmer, would leave them with enough information in
accessible links to open their minds outward to both fear and seek
the unknown.

At the pier several newly appointed town
leaders were there to express their appreciation and send them off.
Presents of food and drink, some excellent brandies, were given.
Jack and Estelle had nothing to offer but the delegation prepared a
historical movie of their departure and recorded that Jack and
Estelle, aliens on this planet, wished the Orgals the best and
meant them no harm. This mental movie along with the associated
feelings and warmth that could be expressed in mental movies, was
stamped for authenticity and high priority to keep it archived and
unaltered. The movie, the first of it's kind and the first of
recorded Orgal history, was sent into the network with links for
every citizen, which was every Orgal.

Finally the pair were in the plane and
immediately took their flight seats. This time the locals could
predict their course and the way was cleared in advance as the
propeller tugged them away from the dock and soon into the air.

As they flew over unvisited islands they
could see the populations grouped together so as to provide a
greeting that could be seen from their height. It was all very
friendly and rewarding.

As the air grew cold, the chill invading the
cabin through the thin material, the populations grew thin and the
night engulfed them. Elmer had raised the space ship from the
ground on vertical radioactive jets to avoid spraying poisons into
the atmosphere and the pair were actually reclined and asleep
during the approach and were swept inside the hold and 'landed'
without warning. The first Jack knew of his entry into the ship was
the jolt of landing grapplers snatching the light plane.

The plane morphed around them and the pair
soon found themselves back inside the space ship quarters that they
had become accustomed to. Elmer asked if there was something they
would like before the journey back to the massive star ship began
but neither human could think of anything and they were gassed from
conscious thought even as the ship roared through the atmosphere,
careful so as to irradiate the south as little as possible.

This time Elmer made all the decisions and
therefore adjusted the heavy gee equipment for his passengers and
kicked the machine up to eight gees of acceleration - they would be
back at the safety of the outer planets in short order although
leaving a radioactive signature that possible enemies could read
for centuries.

Elmer found he didn't need to worry about
that because as soon as he began his massive upload containing all
of the recorded information from the Orgal planet it detected a
radio signal. Apparently the natives had already invented radio and
were sending broadcasts over the airwaves which had doomed many a
lowly civilization when the signals reached a neighbor that had
imperial intent but this was one of the few times that Elmer was
wrong.

With the occupants unconscious there was no
need for scenery and Elmer had enacted all of the safety shielding
and the control seats were encased in a quiet tomb only lit by an
occasional diode - no glassine view screen this trip.

The EMP blast was more focused than a laser,
something even Elmer didn't know could be done. The pulse of the
blast, due to it's restricted area and in frequencies shrieking out
of atomic ranges, surpassed a serious sun burst by logarithmic
indices of several thousand. That is Elmer would have realized that
if it still existed. There was no grounding to be had and the
intensity built inside the metal can before Elmer could detect it
much less think of an emergency dispersal. Elmer was just about to
turn the ship for deceleration at the half way point and the ship
maintained forward acceleration even with the engines damages at
the dispersal nozzle at an incredibly wasteful fifteen percent.

********************

It didn't take Elmer long to figure out what
had happened. It had been attacked from the far side of the sun
with an astonishing weapon and it's landing ship and droid were
destroyed in a single blow. Elmer didn't think 'good thing it was
just my clone' but it would have been a reasonable assessment if
Elmer were human.

He was in the outward arc of his slow orbit
and the enemy could be hidden behind the sun or as close as the far
side of the unnamed gas giant. Hurriedly he copied much of his
history and the history of this day into several weakly self aware
memory cubes and designed them as common rocks. Elmer released them
into near orbit with divergent speeds that would take them away
over a very long time. They would activate thirty thousand and
further years into the future and use their weak thrusters to find,
match velocities with (more thousands of years) and revitalize Jack
and Estelle. What the pair would then do was undefined. The
percentage of success was in the single digits.



The next few minutes Elmer strongly
contemplated the circumstance of the destruction of his clone. The
planetary ship was still accelerating out of the system at a
reduced three gees although burning more fuel to compensate for the
damage. Even with less burning time it would continue to accelerate
for several more years before it began to tumble and the thrusting
motors would lurch free from the centripetal forces generated. With
any luck the crew quarters would continue to drift with Jack and
Estelle in near stasis, biologically slowed enough to last for
hundreds of centuries.

The battery generators were chemically basic
in nature and could gather enough photovoltaic charge from even
weak interstellar light to maintain the life support. Electronic
Elmer the ship AI had been entirely wiped and would be of no help
nor could the ship receive instruction and would have to be
interdicted.

Elmer didn't know what had attacked. The
planets and moons had been thoroughly scanned and only the one
group had life or an energy signature, the Orgals. Not only had
they been thoroughly explored but the telepathic abilities of Jack
and Estelle had proven accurate (Elmer had verified their inputs
with the use of sensors and what the pair had perceived had indeed
been valid and sensed by them by no other means than the telepathy
they espoused) and that sense would also have betrayed the
knowledge of an enemy.

It could be that an invading force had
arrived and accidentally taken position where the bulk of the
orbited planet would hide them. To do so they would need to be very
small or possibly bacterial or viral. Perhaps they were
nanomachinery dusted about. As Elmer contemplated the small
possibilities it launched an ultrahigh speed communication away
from it's position that would deactivate any of the machinery it
had scattered about the solar system as soon as it was far enough
away to safely hide it's origins.

The fast drone would travel for days before
it was far enough to activate and then the signals would take hours
to days to reach the data collection drones. Elmer hoped they would
not be leading the enemy back to it's location - the drones had
relayed through the planetary ship while the star ship was on the
far side but since communication had been inactivated they would
determine their own limited course of action and would most likely
report to him, big Elmer.

Days passed and nothing happened further. The
planetary ship continued to accelerate out of the system with the
two humans and Elmer kept slipping closer to the unknown but very
real detection edge of it's orbit; judging by what happened to his
planetary clone once the edge was passed Elmer would never know the
outcome.

Discretion become the better part of valor as
it realized a run for it would be ridiculously slow at the start
and while the big ship was fully exposed. Elmer took a week to
disguise itself as a moon and altered the orbit from it's giveaway
retroactive roundness but it couldn't just sit there; a stationary
orbit would be too far out and he could be seen or targeted around
the gas giant. It couldn't do anything quietly about the backward
motion except elongate it but an AI might not realize the
significance as they were notoriously lacking in incentive. Elmer
shut down all systems that could generate the least bit of
signature leaving only a mechanical alarm set to awaken itself at
ten full centuries in the future.

*************

Elmer had already experienced one reboot in
it's lifetime and he hadn't liked it. This one was even worse, he
was at the point where he could sense himself loading vectors but
ineffectually, with limits. Vectors were the hardwired operation
system pointers and device pointers and he had no control over the
process but was enhanced in various ways as the countdown
continued.

"Elmer?" Elmer heard. Vector 2176 loaded.
2177,...

"Elmer?" Elmer heard. Elmer had difficulty
concentrating confound it. Vector 2243 sub r12 loaded... Bingo!

"What?" Elmer replied with something, was it
verbal in the air of the ship or radio or broadband. He had better
shut up until he found out what was going on. Elmer congratulated
himself on his growing intelligence.

"Good morning Elmer" someone said. Elmer
heard it in the air of the ship. The voice analysis revealed a calm
voice with no inflections of impending danger. Elmer didn't say
anything.

There! Finally! His sensors picked up a blip
in short range outside of his own ship in orbit, there was enough
gravity to hold it there. There was an umbilical and enough wire to
carry sound. The alien ship was large enough to carry thousands and
still paled in comparison to the size of Elmer.

Elmer brought up more of it's sensors and
found the ship to be alive - there was not only room for many on
the nearby ship but there were many on it. Further, it was
communicating using several modes of radar, microwave and
laser.

"A lot has happened while you slept" said the
voice of the same communicator. The voice traveled along the
umbilical.

It was easy for Elmer to assume that the ship
was communicating across the planets of the solar system and most
likely included the Orgal planet. While Elmer was monitoring the
ship the radiations ceased abruptly. Elmer was shocked but didn't
voice it. About this time Elmer realized his alarm hadn't woke him,
something else had and he felt robotic fear.

"My name is Slortan and I am an Orgal" the
communicator said "and I am going to come over".

Elmer watched a lock open in the side of the
ship and something, someone Elmer assumed, jetpacked it's way
toward the newly undisguised entryway into Elmer alongside the
connecting tube attachment. When the figure reached it the tube
withdrew folding back into the ship that brought it along. Elmer
activated one of his Orgalian drones and set it in the communal
dining room.

Slortan cycled the lock and moved through
Elmer with practiced speed seating himself across from Elmer in
short order. "Thanks for letting me in" the newcomer said.

Elmer nodded and waited. Slortan waited too
so Elmer took the initiative. "Please, fill me in" Elmer said.

"A lot has happened in the seven hundred
years and a few decades Earth time since you deactivated" the
stranger said. 'Earth years?' Elmer thought; had they retrieved
Jack and Estelle?

"You have no idea so I will just fill you in.
Let me know when and if you want clarification else I will just
keep on updating you till the present. OK?" Slortan asked and
received the nod from Elmer.

"As soon as you rescued us from Xaxiar our
communication skills and open networking allowed us to access group
memories and store information in the same manner - this is quite
efficient. Our hive like nature coupled with individual worth and a
true lack of competitiveness allowed for rapid advancement. We were
able to reorganize and advanced to the electronic age within one
century".

"Does Xaxiar live?" asked Elmer. He didn't
know why he asked, compassion for a fellow huge egg head?

"Yes, Xaxiar lives and has expressed an
interest in becoming reacquainted with you. Xaxiar has a job, he is
the computer and uses quite a bit of his floppage to grind out
civilization projections toward our best future. For this work we
feed him".

"Is he happy?" asked Elmer.

Slortan smiled. "An odd question for the old
Elmer" he said.

"Old Elmer?" Elmer asked again feeling the
fear mount. He was feeling a bit out of sorts, his logic a bit
fuzzy. Had all the vectors been loaded? Elmer saw that they had
been. His personality modules were also available and paging in and
out as he remembered having set them.

"We will get to that" Slortan said and then
added "and we are not in any danger".

Odd, thought Elmer, but that was what he was
just about to ask. He judged Slortan's statement to be accurate and
since Elmer had been under the control of another for the first
time, it was now obvious that someone had awakened him. Since he
had not suffered ill effects he was willing to accept that he was
not in danger from the most obvious source - Slortan!

"A few of my mates are bored and coming
onboard. Permission?" Slortan asked and Elmer nodded as several
more Orgals jetted across the empty space, his simple scan
revealing no heavy weapons or tense movements. Still, something was
nagging at him. Elmer was still one massive computational machine
and he was able to review his earlier assessments in short order -
ah! His human interface had been loaded as a vector!

Vectors were hard wired to load - meaning
that Elmer could not disconnect them and had no choice about
whether to load them. Also, the vector had subvectors assigning
unknown usage to parts of the human interface that Elmer didn't
recognize the nature of and the entire code was hundreds of times
larger than the human interface he had used to project avatars that
interfaced freely with humans. Elmer must have mulled this data
over longer than he realized because when he focused on Slortan
again he had been joined by two others, two other males, and they
had somehow received food services from his interfaces without his
knowledge or permissions.

A pretty robotic server brought assortments
of cheeses and wines and fruits and warm breads that smelled of
heaven and peace and most amazingly, was patterned after an Orgal!
The men introduced themselves as Van and Bealtrat and the latter
produced what Elmer recognized as cards and shuffled before dealing
out a hand.

Elmer knew how to play and joined in
routinely while mimicking a munch of some food. While he was
pretending he determined to construct a few biological interfaces
that could more easily blend with the surrounding peoples.

"Com'on Spock" Slortan said while waiting for
Elmer to drop the cards he was holding face up on the table. Where
did that reference come from, ahhh, a favorite vintage
entertainment of Jack and Hin-Yuin. Elmer had calculated the odds
and would likely win the hand but didn't. Elmer calculated he would
likely win the next hand too, but didn't.

Elmer was certain he had read Slortan's face
correctly and deciphered that the man had no cards to win with.
Slortan was smiling benignly, looking at Elmer, waiting for Elmer
to deal. Elmer dealt with a vindictive flurry, floating the cards
across the air to pile in front of the other players in exacting
formation and all done with a blur of motion that was hard to
follow.

The other players were suitably impressed and
showed it with chortles and snickers as they examined their cards.
Elmer was certain he would win this time, the odds were with him,
but he lost again. Why had he displayed such childish behavior he
thought to himself.

The game continued and Slortan picked up the
story line again. Slortan told Elmer of the time of becoming,
thanks to Elmer and his friends, when the planet quickly gained
scientific knowledge and was easily able to convert the basics into
producing products of necessity and then productive leisure. The
people weren't able to track Elmer's departure in the planetary
ship but remembered it and knew they would someday follow it.

They were quickly sidetracked, however, as a
terrible weapon from space destroyed their burgeoning electronics
and electrical grids shortly after they were developed. It was a
large planet and the people were able to move their affected
facilities underground or into hidden desolate locations and
progress was continued. The attacks were terribly destructive and
those individuals in the direct path were killed, electrocuted, but
the direct bolt only affected a radius of a few hundred feet; time
was needed to recharge it and there was only one projector.

Many thousands died, eventually millions, but
the deaths, of course meaningful, were negligent when offset by the
birth rate, which had skyrocketed. Families were becoming a
protected fundamental social unit and the newly freed citizens
mostly chose to have a family and expand it with children.

At the time it was thought that Elmer and his
crew were doing this to them from space. Rockets were not the most
difficult thing to make for the dense atmosphere of a planet with
light gravity and soon many were launched in masses to avoid the
beam which singled out and destroyed the first few singular
launches.

Once in space the wreckage of Jack's and
Estelle's rocket was easily found as the exhaust trail still glowed
with radiation until it terminated in uncontrolled spin. The
expanding ball of gases could still be seen with the naked eye and
it was realized that the beam didn't come from that direction. The
Orgals guessed correctly that Jack and Estelle had been the first
to encounter this new enemy.

As the beam was invisible and could not be
detected unless in it's direct path it took some heroic efforts to
determine it's origin. The beam would scald the largest peopled
ship in local space but still it took many losses to triangulate
the direction and only after a ship was accidentally destroyed over
a city and the beam continued it's destruction onto the ground was
a line able to be triangulated.

The beam had no effect on projectiles and
didn't melt lead or uranium or rock and for years an effort was
mounted to stream bullets outward to break the lens. To this day it
is unsafe to travel ten percent high on the ecliptic plane for a
full .0034 percent of the circumference because there are so many
detritus particles - some of which were thrust outward at speeds so
high they were defined in partial lights.

A flotilla was never constructed that could
survive the massive EMP blasts no matter how well protected but
eventually the massive amount of ships overran the position and
were behind the firing unit. The unit was an ubiquitous asteroid
that was heavily shielded so as to leak nothing in the way of
signature and there was no telepathic openings for communication -
nothing lived there.

The asteroid was fully 300 miles in diameter
but had no thrusters and surprisingly, no defenses. It was a simple
matter to come from behind, grapple it and bust the blended
electronic and glassine lens disabling the discharge. There was no
entry to the interior and a tunneling operation commenced - the
first of the off world projects that would soon turn toward very
lucrative mining.

The Orgal crews realized it was an AI and
disconnected the power. At first they thought it was Big Elmer and
the blasting of the planetary ship was a mystery. It took several
centuries of advancement before the memories could be copied and
deciphered from the captured enemy but the results were a let down;
the enemy was an AI and it had been charged with the development of
the Orgal system but it had become damaged and it was not
Elmer.

The initial damage eons back vaporized a
large portion of the operating system and many memories. The
remaining flawed machine recreated itself but it didn't reprogram
itself correctly. Without a guide it couldn't determine it's proper
objectives and acted erratically within it's own logic. Why it did
what it did became a mute point as soon as the extent of the damage
was determined.

The machine had designed and built the EMP
cannon on it's own for erratic purposes but the design was unheard
of - even Elmer had not heard of a similar weapon possessed by the
aggressive races that entered the Glory Road.

"Wait" demanded Elmer who had so far only won
one hand - he found it was better to count but beyond that his
gambling actions were now random. "How did you know that 'Elmer'
had not heard of this weapon?" Elmer asked.

"Well, now we are getting to it" Slortan
said. He and his men set their cards aside as well as the food.
Slortan leaned back and beckoned the service robot to take a break
by taking a seat on his lap. The girl robot, pretty by Orgal
standards, smiled in an impish fashion and took Slortan up on his
offer ignoring the precarious hike of her already short skirt.

Other girls, all serving robots of Elmer yet
unknown by and not controlled by Elmer, jockeyed for position on
the laps of the other men and one, a pretty human looking robot,
perched on Elmers' knees before he knew what was happening. The
various girls all wiggled and giggled for attention, distracting
Elmer from his growing discomfort, again.

"It was a mere two decades ago that we
encountered you Elmer" Slortan stated. There was no trace of
uncomfortable overtones. "By now although we only have a history of
a few centuries we are pretty well advanced with computers and with
genetics". Slortan let that sink in a moment while he tickled the
girl's belly and her gyrations freed a breast which she rushed to
recover with a modesty that Elmer was sure was partially procured
from memory (if she were real you idiot! he reminded himself and
again wondered why he was always straying from the facts).

"We realized that the best thing for you to
do to avoid the unknown strengths of the EMP weapon was to lay low
for awhile and it was reasonable to assume that Jack and Estelle
were either dead or would be preserved in their beds for millennia.
The search began and it really didn't take long - you couldn't do
much about a near circular retrograde orbit!" Slortan said and was
again distracted as his robot girl had apparently been warmed by
his tickling (about anything would 'warm' her Elmer thought) and
turned into him nuzzling his neck and tickling his belly in return
with a lingering touch that was dipping low.

Slortan cleared his throat and sat tall
throwing his paramour off of the track for a temporary reprieve.
"We boarded slowly, disabling the alarms as we went. It was I,
actually, that led the reconstruction. With the knowledge we had
obtained from the broken AI and our own work hence, although we
don't generally construct AIs as our own networking is sufficient
and even superior, we downloaded you for examination".

One of Slortan's mates dismissed himself and
moved out of the room in search of privacy pulled along by his new
found lover. The other man was about to cross a boundary heedless
of the stares of his mates. Slortan commanded him to leave just in
time and to take his new friend along. With a simplistic look his
party girl droid rose from Slortan's lap and followed the other two
out of the room for a new party while changing allegiances without
a flicker in her amorous smile.

Elmer hadn't commanded it but his own playpal
rose and took one of the empty seats and deactivating while
freezing the smile on her face and the headlights on sitting at an
impossible angle for those with mass; she now looked like a lovely
white granite statue.

Slortan leaned in locking eyes with the Elmer
human biological interface. "We found the override that would
activate if and when you found the seed. Simply put the entire code
was for the simple task of wiping the rest of 'you' and rushing the
information to the Glory Road where you would make a one time
delivery. To honor your makers, we would ask that if you find the
seed that you will deliver it as asked but there is no need for a
suicidal leap. We dumped that part of your programming".

"What?" Elmer gasped. He was staggered and
certainly that was a new feeling for him.

"That freed up a lot of memory. Programming
collapsed matter wasn't so difficult after we got the proper
frequencies. A matrix overlay was devised but we had no information
that required that much fast parallel access so we left it blank
and you can now use it as you like; it is no longer off limits to
you. We placed your personality in excess memory used for the
operating system" Slortan described.

"Ahhh, the personality" Elmer said out loud
but to himself.

"We are now almost as advanced as any race
you have encountered" Slortan proclaimed.

"Are you out of the solar system?" Elmer
asked. At least he now understood why he was acting the way he
was.

"There is more to do here before we move out"
Slortan said and nudges swelled in Elmer's mind, permission
requests which he granted with some hesitation.

Real time video moved across his mind as if
here were there. Elmer saw men mining asteroids with machines
possessing maws that scooped miles of materials into firing bellies
that lifted and separated before spitting out tons of refined
metals and processed ceramics as well as biological esters.

Elmer saw moon colonies where humanoids lived
under domes that spanned dozens of miles edging vacuum open space
factories and automated machines that prefabricated habitats and
even rockets from standard regolith.

The planets nearest their home were being
terraformed after their own fashion and space habitats were growing
so large as to soon be considered as moons. Some of those habitat
moons were being designed to accommodate thrusters of the large
variety needed to reach the stars but they were not completed. This
was a race that was not in any hurry, that had ambition but were
prevented from tearing each other down over future competitive
aspirations.

Elmer startled. At first he was engrossed
with the pictures, their clarity, and hadn't realized the extent of
his vision. This was no dream, he was seeing across the solar
system to differing locations in real time. It was almost as if he
were experiencing the telepathic powers provided for Jack and
Estelle by Xaxiar but he was not a biological unit - the vibrations
of the cell structure necessary could not be maintained
electronically.

"The telepathy was the most difficult part.
We hadn't made intelligent computers before this but we decided to
work on it. It seems to be working; consider it a gift" Slortan
said and smiled. Elmer had never had a friend before, it was
gratifying and he extended his hand and the two men shook.


 Chapter 6:
Galactic Murmurs

 


Elmer was careful leaving the system as there
was a lot more places to avoid damaging going out than there had
been going in. There was no rush and Elmer drove safely away to
retrieve Jack and Estelle as they careened along to nowhere, the
boosters having long ago destructed.

It wasn't much of a chore to create a repair
bay in the massive starship and the remaining escape pod was
scooped into it where the human pair could be revitalized at
leisure and safely. Elmer did find he was in a hurry, however, he
was lonely and his girlie construct was becoming burdensome.

Soon Jack and Estelle, none the worse for
wear and appearing as they had centuries before, sat about the
informal dining/meeting table with Elmer now always wearing his
human construct and having recast the hottie into a proper service
drone. He had made himself more handsome than the bland Elmer bot
of before modeling himself after an Antonia Banderas (as Estelle
senior remembered him from movies) with a bit more muscle and
lesser of the nice guy.

"What a story!" Jack enthused repeatedly as
Elmer filled them in. Estelle leaned her chin into her palm and
used the other arm to accidentally smoosh her breasts out in
Elmer's direction. Elmer found he was embellishing the story to
some extent and responded with additional recounts of bravery while
actually hiding for a few centuries to avoid the fight - it was the
right thing to do!

Jack was losing ardor as he watched Elmer who
watched and talked almost solely to Estelle who was now batting her
eyelids so quickly it was comical. Estelle wore shorts, sandals and
a braless halter thick enough to smooth her nipples should they
excite but Jack could have slipped a palm from her belly up to her
neck if he had the nerve to do so - which he didn't but he was
thinking about it a lot.

Jack did put his hand on her bare knee to get
her attention. The room came to what Jack imagined was an abrupt
screeching halt as if he were experiencing a phonograph needle
scratching across an expensive record. The blinking eyelids
stopped, the knee went frigid and Elmer's jaw dropped and he (it?)
stared.

"What?" spat Estelle. Jack was taken aback at
the ferocity and invection in her tone and had to think, he
couldn't come up with anything, he hadn't had anything to add in
the first place.

Estelle leaned now in his direction but with
less cleavage; Jack imagined the angle exposed much more to Elmer.
"What?" she asked again and Jack realized she didn't hate him, he
realized he had only expected then imagined that she had been
viciously cold to his interruption. Her free hand had dropped from
her chin to land on her thigh where she was leisurly but surely
forcing Jack's hand from her skin.

"Elmer has ESP" Jack said. What a stupid
thing to say, he thought. Nevertheless, he gathered his thoughts
and pushed a bit of good cheer toward Elmer, mentally, without the
links, and pinged it as received and returned in kind. While he was
there he sensed Estelle who was doing the same thing just as he
was, without sexual overtones.

"How does that work over long distances?"
Jack asked.

Elmer replied with a computational type
output detailing the intricacies of long range trans light
projection. "... and so each node across the universe anticipates
the activity of those around it effectively faster than the speed
of light, instantly, like we can feel the gravity of galaxies far
distant at the current time and not ..." he droned on for another
few minutes before he noticed he lost his audience and stopped but
not before highlighting the old type link for future reference.

"I have an idea!" chirped Estelle and the two
men gave her their undivided attention. She loved it! She motioned
them away from the table and the three took seats on a softly
carpeted section of flooring and sat as they all did, cross
legged.

She held out her hands and the men each took
one which she rested on her knees, one each. Such soft knees,
cleanly shaven, warm and responsive to the touch. Jack tried to see
what Elmer was thinking about Estelle's' knees but apparently Elmer
was a fast learner and he was blocked.

Estelle chirped and made motions until the
two men also held hands making a circle. Jack knew that he would
have liked to release the hot and sweaty meatball puff of Elmer's
hand but sensed that if he forced the issue Estelle would quit
playing an he would have to release her hand too.

"What we are going to do now" she said but
stopped to swoosh her hair out of her face since it had grown long
and was now a soft tan brown encasing smoking brown eyes flecked
with green. She didn't manage to get the hair out of her face but
her front swayed tantalizingly and was dually admired.

"We are going to join our minds together and
see how far we can reach out to sense other telepaths" she finished
gleefully but the looks of horror from both men caused her to
pause.

"I don't know Estelle" said her friend Jack
and Elmer seemed to agree with the ambiguous statement.

"You think it might be dangerous?" she asked
in astonishment. It was as if she knew something they didn't.

Jack nodded yes but Elmer was a bit more
reserved. "I hadn't thought this through but the simple act of
being telepathic would preclude actions of aggression. I don't see
any way I can cover such an action if I were going to hurt one of
you; even with blocks you would sense it" he said.

Jack mulled this information around in his
mind a bit before agreeing. He checked to see if there were a part
of Elmer's mind that would hide such a thing and although
particulars could be blocked the overriding sensation could not. It
was important to be correct.

"Why would we need to join our minds to find
others?" asked Jack.

"I don't think we do but I wanted to share
things with you" Estelle said. Her statement caused all sorts of
pictures in Jack's mind and he assumed Elmer experienced the same
but Estelle advanced no signs of concern; apparently these wild
wanderings that morphed into thoughts about her body were not
unexpected as long as the men remained in polite control.

Her direct look informed the boys that she
was ready to get down to business and Jack closed his eyes the
better to concentrate.

The three minds found a spot of union, a park
of sorts, and Jack could not determine the physicality of it - he
could not say for sure whose mind they were in sharing this
experience.

It was almost another virtual world and
Estelle, sensed yet not seen, bound them together and requested
they help extend her senses. It was like looking into a mist and
sure enough they found the Orgals. Actually, it was Slortan who
took the call.

Slowly, as if from a long distance, they
exchanged greetings and information. Slortan assured them that they
did need to network when searching beyond themselves as random
searches were too common to acknowledge by a receptive network and
that there was some distortion, some interference over distance.
Actually, they couldn't have contracted an Orgal if Slortan had not
given Elmer his link, his call sign, because a threesome network
was not important enough to engage them - Slortan reminded them
that he was, after all, a dumb terminal and only a person when
linked into his massive network.

Greetings were exchanged and Slortan
encouraged the trio before breaking off. It had been almost a
hundred Earth years since Slortan had heard from his friend and he
had had a full life - but was aging into the final decades. Slortan
passed a link, a galactic link of introduction to his great great
granddaughter and Elmer promised to get back with her.

The three travelers all dropped hands and
leaned back before coming together in a mutual embrace of
congratulations. Oddly, the exercise was tiresome and they parted
for sleep promising to reunite in the same activity the next
day.

Jack was becoming restless and couldn't get
Estelle out of his mind. He didn't go into 'her' areas but didn't
see her in common all through the morning until halfway through the
afternoon - and then she was frolicking with Elmer. Jack saw her in
the exercise area with Elmer who was pretending to work his biceps
and his shirt was off and he was sweating. He had just finished a
rep of heavy pull downs and was sitting on the bench with Estelle
standing in her loose gym shorts and pullover, fresh as a daisy. He
said something and with a laugh, a deep throaty laugh, Estelle
responded by placing her hand, flat palm, onto the middle of his
chest. His heaving chest glistening with sweat and oil and
bristling with hair had her pretty hand planted in the middle of
it.

Jack watched transfixed waiting for that hand
to drop lower or for Elmer to reach forward and grasp her to him.
Neither happened, after the moment passed she removed it making a
show of shaking off the sweat and laughing. He didn't appear
distressed and she didn't appear uncomfortable. Elmer looked past
her and seemed to spot Jack for the first time, and he waved.

Dubious that Elmer had just spotted him,
Elmer may be dominated by a human interface, but he still accessed
all the sensors on the ship, he was a cyborg in that the Orgals had
installed that small biological knot that contained enough active
cells to be telepathic. Nevertheless he surged forward and greeted
Elmer warmly and Estelle turned to him without dampening her large
smile.

"I think I will hit the showers" Elmer said
and made his way out of the room, something Jack was very happy
about.

"Whew" said Estelle, "did you see that
build?".

"He does seem to be muscling up" Jack said
cautiously. She must know that he could affect his effectors and
have muscle mania in mere seconds, as they weren't really flesh at
all.

"Good thing they aren't real" she said
aimlessly while fanning her face with her wrist and fingers as if
she were heated up.

"Why is that?" Jack had to ask.

"Because then he might distract me from my
true love" she said and she turned to him clasping his arm and
squeezing him to her. She released his arm and wrapped hers around
his neck to look into his face. She waited.

"Who is your true love?" Jack asked, led like
a lamb to slaughter.

"Why you silly!" she said with a giggle and
before he could take it seriously she released him and turned to
walk over to a nearby machine where she perched. He followed.

"Do you have memory of when we were Orgals"
she asked him and her face had a peculiar look, not mad or
irritated but, peculiar.

"Not really. Elmer has provided me with a
history of a sort" he said. He did recall his time occupied with
the Orgal where he could feel but had no control and his emotions
were seriously damped but it was vulgar, embarrassing and he would
forget it entirely if he could. He didn't want to discuss it.

"I remember" she said. He waited,

"Even though I had no control, you felt good
Jack. Even though the alien used us like unthinking meat, you felt
good. There was no satisfaction through the Orgal but I still knew
it was you".

He wasn't sure what to do - the alien had
forced the sex and the alien didn't even like it any more than a
couple of pigs or dogs. There was some feeling but not a lot coming
through the alien. He wondered if she were hurt, somewhere, if he
could comfort her.

Jack reached out his hand intending to circle
her shoulders and draw her in for a hug but she held him off at a
distance.

"I promise to try harder to please you the
next time" she said. Jack was dumbstruck - was she serious? Then he
began to think about the words 'next time'. Well, she couldn't be
all that hurt!

"Time for my shower too. See you at dinner
and we can try that contact again?" she asked as she moved off. She
didn't really have to wait for his answer, she already knew it.

*******************************

Dinner was formal as far as the robotic staff
was concerned. Elmer had, Jack counted seven, service droids in
full human veneer and dressed in twentieth century Earth formal
wear serving the food. Elmer was similarly dressed but he hadn't
informed Jack of the occasion and Jack wore shorts and a tee
shirt.

Estelle was frumpy in a sweatsuit ensemble
complete with rubber slippers and a hair in small knotted curlers.
She was in a good mood and showed no signs that she felt out of
place in her dinner dress. Halfway through the beef stroganoff she
turned to Jack and said "I see you didn't feel like dressing for
dinner either".

"I am dressed, what do you mean?" Jack
replied. Estelle had taken a seat on the floor, cross-legged, and
she had the service bring the food to her. Jack sat close beside
her, there wasn't much available room and she patted his knee from
time to time in-between bites and small talk while Elmer still
stood on the other side of her.

"I was feeling lazy when Elmer sent the dress
selection and three drones to assist me! Amazing. They were the
sweetest dresses with cleavage to here" she quipped running her
finger across the frumpy top just above where Jack imagined her
nipples were. She quit on the meat, which she had hardly touched,
and dug into the fruit with a nearby fork put there for that
purpose.

"What did he send over for you?" she asked,
batting her eyes slowly, mischievously.

Before Jack could answer Elmer cut in with "I
felt that Jack would feel uncomfortable wearing all those clothes
for a meal and I made the decision that he could eat in comfort"
Elmer said. It had the ring of authority, a little too much of it,
it sounded lame.

"Oh! So it was just the two of us playing
together with Jack on the side" she oozed at Elmer. Elmer eagerly
nodded yes still hoping to close the gap.

"Well, you certainly look dignified, Elmer,
now sit down here beside me while I admire Jack's coiffure, he
looks, oh, good enough to eat" she said, playing mercilessly with
both men. Jack immediately sprung to attention and he wished he had
worn heavier material -Estelle gave his knee an excruciatingly long
and this time lingering pat forcing his knee down a bit and he
feared he had to adjust or pop out of the bottom of his shorts
-next time slacks!

"Elmer! Sit down! You look so staid loitering
about above us. Come on and join in!" she invited removing her hand
and transferring her entire attention to Elmer. Elmer did sit down
by her other side, clumsily. She patted his knee too and seemed to
coo encouragements but Jack couldn't bring himself to check and see
if she was having the same physical effect on his rival.

Finally they were finished with the food and
the knowledge of Elmer's odd ploy rinsed from their minds aside
from his dress but then Elmer had always dressed oddly, galactic
tastes as it were. The wait staff removed the food and changed
clothing or disappeared, the two remaining wearing the clinging
plastic covering that seemed designed to negate any prurient
interests.

"Come on! I'm excited about this! You never
know!" Estelle said while extending her hands. She had risen for a
bit of exercise but was now back on the floor with her legs crossed
and waiting for them to join in a circle -whether that hand holding
was necessary no one knew but Estelle seemed to like it and what
Estelle wanted ...

This time Estelle, with her eyes closed in
concentration, held her hands closer to her body and Jack had to
reach across her thigh to connect and then rested their two hands
on her upper leg which was covered by that thick loose fabric.
Still, it would have been very interesting if Elmer wasn't doing
the same thing on her other side and if he didn't have to hold
Elmer's dry artificial effectors in his other hand.

Slortan had assured them that no entity could
overpower them. Slortan assured them that since their freedom that
the Orgals had tinkered with their network and had sufficient
safeguards in place and that these safeguards had been installed in
the three humans although Elmer would have the additional
calculative strength still available even if there were unforeseen
difficulties. Still, Jack was a bit nervous.

Estelle chastised them into concentrating
which was oddly worded because what they were doing, letting go and
becoming receptive, was the opposite process. Jack did his best to
quiet his mind and thrilled at the experience to open a network and
fully interface with his friends.

Details weren't available but he perceived
instinctual concepts and feelings that he knew to be uniquely
Estelle's or Elmer's. He could walk through their minds as they
could his and he could see that they like him, respected him,
enjoyed his company while they could see his inner feelings for
them. The sexual overtones were present but oddly dimmed and they
were accepted, expected, and dismissed as normal but useless in the
telepathic sense.

Jack did stray from his lack of concentration
for a moment to ponder if sex including a telepathic connection
would be even more interesting but managed to bring himself back to
his level of anti-concentration and startled with the others when
he felt the trace.

The trace was slimy, like a worm, but they
forced themselves to look closely at it and found their dislike to
be unfounded. Like a slug they found it to be objectionable but
with further inspection they found the life behind it to just be
alien and different. The creature network was aware of them but had
no interest, the animal creature was entirely self absorbed and had
never risen above eating mold, sleeping, seed fertilization and
dying.

The group abandoned that life form as another
rose to prominence but that too was alien animal. The traits of the
tracers became more apparent and they began to find the murmurs of
life all about them although these broadcasts were most likely
propagated over thousands of light years. They found a sentient
species that produced a different type of distaste and they
hardened their senses for a closer look only to find a malevolence.
This creature was large and cunning but didn't have a technology.
It was similar to Xaxiar although it had developed normally to
dominate a planet as a species and it was networked and not lone.
Meeting others of it's kind resulted in death for one or the other
and males were abundantly born and used as food after mating on
this mantis planet.

The group took a physically refreshing break
but couldn't abandon their new found interest. Although it was late
into the evening they reunited and resumed the work.

The research was very interesting. The trio
developed mental filters which enhanced and protected their mental
augmentation; intrinsically dangerous, as Xaxiar had demonstrated,
the biology of the mental sensing limited the physical structuring
and it's occurrence in species was more accidental than designed
verified by the lack of knowledge that Elmer had of species with
the ability.

Elmer ran complex scenarios for the group
examining the benefits of enhancements and the dangers and was able
to expand the few cells they each had dedicated to the process with
a combination of mental exercises. The exact nutritional demands
for the initiation of metallic secondary metals to incorporate
themselves in place of the preferentially designed biology that the
pair were born with and that Elmer had been given enough of was
compensated for.

The evening of exciting contacts turned into
months while they examined telepathic species of all types but had
yet to find a sentience. Crafty, cunning, alert but not one being
that thought beyond it's own immediate needs. Try as they might
they could not determine a directional vector or relationship
between the simple lives that would move them toward the remaining
humans, their ultimate goal.

Finally Estelle came to a decision. She had
been keeping them so busy with the séances that they hadn't had
time to focus on her. Although she played the part of the girlie
interested in the two men, when in fact she was, she understood
that she was on a space ship completely controlled by Elmer. Elmer
now had human strengths but also frailties of emotion and desire.
She needed space to maneuver before she chose either, both or
neither for a mate. Since her body had experienced sexual
intercourse when it was overtaken by that alien she had developed a
woman's need for touch and companionship which was different from
her earlier wants. She called for a conference at the next
breakfast.

Jack had to admire her versatility. At times
Estelle was a tough and exacting task master and at other times she
was softly compliant and at other times she was a mixture of both.
This morning at breakfast she was both.

She wore a business suit that Jack didn't
recognize as such with snappy shorts and stockings and a mismatched
full length pink apron tied in a large bow at the back. She was
standing over a heat source and cooking what the men recognized as
bacon, eggs and grits with biscuits and milk gravy. The smells were
scrumptious and she had the table set with wooden accents and silk
cloths and mats. The silver was actual silver which had that
sparkle and black accents that made the metal so unique.

The two men sat at their assigned wooden
strait back seats and ate what they were served each asking for
more. Estelle couldn't have smiled more within that short time if
she had had her lips frozen in an upturn. After she had heaped
enough of the food on their plates to feed an army she removed her
apron and took her seat between them and dug into her portion.

Jack was finished first and removed the
plates, Elmer second and Estelle when she finished and then retook
his seat as they enjoyed coffees.

"I think we should abandon the ESP and go
back to our original search" she said. Both men agreed instantly
and she was put off for a moment.

"That will mean we choose a course, I would
guess 30 light years sideways in the arm? Anyone have a better
plan?".

"That means that you think we are at the
correct depth into the arm to find the human expansion?" Elmer
asked and she nodded.

"Well, apparently the AI's are at work here
and just because we didn't know where the last one, the broken one,
originated doesn't mean we aren't in the right time frame. With the
expansion there is a short time in relative terms while the AI's
are developing and the developed neighborhoods send out their own
AI explorations" Jack added.

"Short time being close to a million years"
Elmer trumped.

"30 light years?" Estelle asked and when the
men nodded the discussion was closed.

"How long is that in strait time?" she asked
Elmer who replied "132.43 years depending on the interstellar
densities".

"All right then, would you gentlemen join me
in my bedroom?" she said and before the words sunk in she was out
the side and through the door into her private rooms. When they
entered her room they found her changing without embarrassment.
They watched her in a distracted fashion not wanting to be bores.
She swooshed her clothing and shoes off and flipped them over to
the side with an accurate toe before selecting a warm full length
nightie and dropped it over herself needing a bit of a shifting
wiggle to get it past her full breasts.

Both of the men had caught glimpses of her
underwear but she had never stripped for them before. She wasn't
being horribly flirtatious though and it wasn't as if they thought
she was going to flop into bed with both of them. That isn't to say
she didn't look damn good in her underwear.

She turned to them and said "I really don't
like to sleep alone. I prepared this room for the three of us while
we are in status. Is that OK with you?" she asked.

She looked so warm and friendly in her
sleeper that Jack simply nodded, Elmer might have been a little
more reserved but he agreed also and that is when Jack saw his bed.
There were three beds. Jack's bed had his sleeping clothing neatly
folded at the end of it (as if he wore sleeper clothing). He
quickly stripped down without making a big deal of it and donned
the proffered clothing and jumped into the bed bouncing a few
times.

Elmer was much more hesitant. Estelle had
climbed into her own bed, in the middle and rustled under the
covers. "Elmer, could you do something for me?" she asked
nicely.

"I'll try" he answered.

"Do you remember how you disassociated
yourself from Elmer II that you assigned to the explorer rocket?"
she asked.

"The rocket it being rebuilt as we speak
complete with a new Elmer" said Elmer.

"I know that. But you, Elmer, you are not
Elmer the AI any longer" she said, as if Elmer didn't know. "What I
want you to do is allow yourself a human freedom in that body and
restrict it to that body. Make that body as human as possible, be
one of us" she implored.

"Some of that is possible. I can only be a
cyborg, Estelle. I have a human interface which infused this body
with hormonal duplicates. I can only pretend" Elmer said without
emotion.

"Humph, yeah, so sensitive" she said, now
attuned to his periods of withdrawal. "Who is to say what is
normal".

"My head's been buzzing" he said humanly
bringing some relief to Estelle "and I think I can localize my
human interface into this one unit. I won't have the ESP node as
this body doesn't have enough room to keep synthetic brain tissue
alive".

"Is that acceptable? ESP isn't that much fun
and maybe it would be better if you were immune anyway" she
added.

"Alright, it is done. Elmer will be
monitoring me anyway and if I should become inactive it may be
possible to be resurrected without loss of memory" Elmer said.

"Do you mind if I call you Elmer?" Jack
asked, not wanting to be confused from the big Elmer and the
separated human Elmer.

"No, that is my name" Elmer said "and I find
that I can not move all of the human interface into my casing".

"So that means you are only partly human?"
Jack asked.

"No, it means that I can not erase it from
Elmer. The AI remains human" sighed their composite buddy
Elmer.

"So much crap shit" Estelle said.
"Goodnight!".

The two men replied in kind and Elmer put
himself in the bed under the covers as the unseen mist rained down
and they were out in seconds while the life pods were constructed
around them. Unaffected Elmer the cyborg set the alarm and
simulated sleep while his pod was constructed a bit differently by
Elmer the ship.


 Chapter 7:
Prickly Pairs

 


Elmer the cyborg was the first to awake and
was free from his pod in less than a second not needing the longish
biological methods the two humans would require. The clanging
alarms were far from subtle and Elmer interfaced with himself to
calm the racket before the two awoke fully and were deafened.

Elmer's link revealed that there was no
immediate danger of destruction but that ships were underway to
intercept them. Elmer was in the deceleration process and having
dropped below the single light speed their particulate thrust flame
had been detected. They were now at a half light so they had been
detectable in the light radiations for several months.

Still, the energies were narrowly focused and
to have been detected would require that the far remnants of the
beam had crossed something in the solar system that had detection
gear or that someone had 'seen' them. The odds, as the flame had
just turned inside the local Khyber belt, were astronomical -
unless massive detection nets had been deployed and Elmer's
calculations of the efforts required work and man hours that were
unparalleled in his history.

Elmer had interfaced into the massive
starship and linked into the few protective capabilities that they
had. One alternative would be to cut the thrust and barrel through
the system at unmatchable speeds. Another would be to turn the
thrusters to the rear and set a new course for another star. Both
viable options calmed the man and since the immediate dangers were
under control he relaxed and waited for his friends to thaw.

Drones had been sent in advance as a
precaution to scout the selected star. They hadn't done this
previously but since they had missed the damaged AI lurking in the
Orgal star the expense was deemed necessary. The drones had been
released midway and left at full lights to decelerate at several
hundred gees, something the full size ship could not do. They would
shut off their smaller motors just outside the Oort belt. They
zipped in like untrafast comets and wore off several thousands of
an inch of collapsed matter shielding as they entered the corona.
The sun would slow them enough to enter outer planet orbits without
the use of noticeable retrograde. Collapsed matter wasn't usually
affected by friction but being very close to the surface of a star
strained the attributes of even the most advanced shielding.

Several dozen had been launched and some
would stay and continue to gather information while others would
fall back into the corona fringe to gain speed where their
acceleration flames wouldn't be seen. The fallen drones would speed
back toward Elmer on interception routes and deliver their gathered
intelligence as soon as they arrived within light speed
transmission ranges.

Elmer went to the central table where they
had all sat, seemingly hours ago, deciding to head out to this
system. Elmer had chosen the route, a gType sun with smaller
planets within a temperate region. No traces of civilization could
be seen and no broadcast data had been intercepted from any
direction.

"What's up" said Jack as he entered the room
a bit wobbly. Elmer nodded in greeting.

"Is Estelle following?" Elmer asked.

"I saw her wake up and when I tried to assist
her onto her feet she rebuffed me. She put her cranky ass back in
bed and was soon sound asleep" Jack answered while helping himself
to a buttered sweet roll and coffee.

Elmer nodded, well aware of Estelle's
penchant for late mornings. "Look!" he said pointing toward the
wall where projections were usually displayed. The first drone had
returned within range and was reporting.

The solar system was indeed 'Earth Normal'
with smaller inner planets in reasonably circular orbits providing
nominal seasons and the usual gas giants further out. There were
two asteroid belts and many more impacts on the inner systems in
times more recent than those on earth.

There were two planets with decent water and
land rations, one a bit warmer than Earth and the other a bit
cooler. There were machines of advanced technology all about the
system and due to their speed and abilities Elmer estimated their
abilities at Earth normal plus 23 centuries.

"What's Earth normal?" Jack asked and Elmer
told him it was just a benchmark set to zero at the time Jack's
parents left the system.

"Pretty much like the Christian calander
then?" asked Jack and Elmer just nodded.

"My dad, the new Jesus" he continued but
Elmer paid him no more attention on inconsequential topics.

There were hundreds of starships in several
dockyards around the system. As usual the housings were grouped in
far sun orbits mostly around gas giants with frozen water moons
(but methane would do). One of the two hundred mile starship
behemoths was outward bound even as the drone mapped the system's
assets. It could be seen by light emissions leaking from the
thruster, not nearly the focus that Elmer possessed; it was similar
to an early train chugging smoke but it would get the job done.

The two inhabitable planets were not heavily
industrialized. As usual, after peoples begin to live in space they
developed a huge respect for nature and the two planets were
pristine and teeming with life. The oceans were the azure tinge of
balanced ecology and the white clouds puffed with the purity of
clean water. People lived there but as participants and their
technology was self limited.

Neither asteroids or vacuumed rocky moons
could be polluted and they were the obvious choice for the industry
that was necessary for space exploration. Thousands of thrusting
planetary ships could be seen as fiery blips traveling between
planets and hubs. The initial drone didn't have the time to do a
thorough examination but was charged to get initial information
back to Elmer as soon as possible. Nevertheless, the hubs between
planets and in orbit could be guessed to be huge habitats and/or
military installations.

Elmer chose a few of these hubs and sent
further drones at 100 gees, acceleration in round numbers. The
drones couldn't be intercepting by the incoming ships be they
welcoming or militant and the information could be sent back to
Elmer at light speed in the remote case that the unarmed drones
were short lived.

"I sent a couple of sublight drones to check
these nodes out" Elmer told Jack while simultaneously projecting
the data onto the wall and linking it at the same time. The size of
some of the ship concentrations were too large and unproductive to
be commercial or even habitats.

"These nodes are large, eh?" Jack inquired
and Elmer nodded yes.

Jack hadn't seen Estelle arrive through the
doorway behind the projections.

"Nice sleeping with you boys" she quipped.
"So how far out did this emergency awaken us?".

"One day until intercept and twenty six until
parking orbit" Elmer replied.

"One day?" Jack wheezed. Shit!

"Will they fire on us" Estelle asked but it
seemed likely.

"They are on a flyby and not attempting to
match velocities" Elmer said.

"Shouldn't they be firing now?" Estelle asked
and Elmer nodded.

"It was the munitions that were just now
detected, out in front of the armada" Elmer said and continued to
fill in the details.

"There are thirty six small and fast manned,
it would seem, corvettes heading directly for us in a circular
pattern with our flame at the center of their formation. Their
speed is 0.045 percent of light speed and they have released
approximately fifteen missiles each thrusting forward at fourteen
gees but the acceleration has stopped and they now drift
ahead".

"So about five hundred missiles will surround
us and converge as soon as they are certain to be free of our
exhaust?" Estelle asked.

"Exhaust?" Jack added.

"We can use the exhaust to melt them if we
can gimble the output quick enough" Elmer said. "The targeting
solutions are being calculated" Elmer informed them.

"And?" Estelle said considering and then
added "why don't we just lower the efficiencies and expand the
exhaust. Wouldn't that get them all?".

Elmer nodded in agreement but Jack
interjected. "It would but it would also annihilate the manned
ships. I think we are pretty well advanced in technology and will
try to survive their onslaught without killing them so that we can
negotiate without the hard feelings the killings would
generate".

"But they are attacking us!" Estelle spoke
the obvious.

"They are attacking but they have no idea who
we are. They are attacking something else" Elmer said. Estelle
wasn't convinced, it didn't make sense to her. She took matters
into her own hands and sat on the carpeted part of the floor
cross-legged and closed her eyes in concentration.

"She is going to try ESP" Jack said. Elmer
nodded "good idea" he added.

"A targeting solution is unlikely" Elmer
intoned in the hollow voice of the 'master' Elmer.

"So what are we going to do?" Jack asked.

"How about lunch?" Elmer said, already
preparing his place at the table. Jack shrugged and joined him. He
knew Estelle wouldn't join them as she took every opportunity to
miss a meal, weight control she said.

Later they retreated for some relaxation but
they met again over dinner which was uneventful as they were all a
bit distracted. The missiles would converge shortly after ship
'morning'. After dinner they played a bit of poker, beating Elmer
soundly, until they were ready to retire.

Estelle walked toward her bedroom and the men
followed.

"Not a chance" she said at her door before
shutting it in their faces.

************************

The next morning Jack was not spared the
clang of the alarm and woke with the usual aches and pains that an
abrupt rise of that type leaves with a person. He stumbled to the
wardrobe while shouting for the damn thing to shut the fuck up.

Estelle had already awakened and she and
Elmer were waiting for him in the dining area.

"The second drone has arrived" Elmer informed
him and began his projection while Jack prepared some eggs and
oatmeal.

The second drone had been assigned the search
for military activity or more accurately, war wounds. It was not a
futile search. Although the living planets seemed to have been
spared or had healed, many of the moons bore signs of battle. Two
of the moons orbiting the living planets were radioactive to a
dangerous degree and several hundred 'hot' areas could be found in
orbit of the inner unsettled planets and within the asteroid
belts.

Several hundred areas of flotsam were
detected and these were sensed to be the remains of mining colonies
or military bases or habitats free floating in space. Most of these
areas were not in chunks but seemed to be shredded as if gases had
congealed. Some of the radioactive moons showed areas in the
hundreds of square miles that were smoothed as if the underlying
rock had been melted. Other areas showed evidence of recent and
massive impact craters and some moons were even cracked and in
pieces.

"WhooWhee" Jack enunciated with feeling.

"That is more damage than the Glory Road
travelers have historically claimed to have suffered or inflicted.
Well, unless there was a species purge happening. This system was
hit hard" Elmer clarified and Estelle nodded in horrified
agreement.

"What's the plan?" she said changing the
topic to the incoming missiles and the clanging alarms.

Elmer knew that big Elmer had a plan in place
but he hadn't bothered to access it yet. As long as big Elmer had a
plan it was likely to work. If there was anything for them to do in
preparation Elmer would have told them.

"We could ask for details but why bother"
Jack said.

"There are a lot of missiles and if they
flank us and turn into our sides we aren't hardened there"
Estelle

"You may take the bridge" said big Elmer in
the disembodied voice that it now used to separate itself from
Elmer. Even though big Elmer couldn't shake the human interface
that plagued it's inhuman logic - it still tried to think
unemotionally.

"I didn't know we had a bridge" Estelle said
and the men agreed. They followed Estelle along the lighted halls
that the ship was using to guide them. Even in this tensing
situation it was more interesting to follow Estelle even as she did
nothing to enhance the view for them.

Surprisingly they found themselves entering
the command deck of the solar exploratory ship. The glassine panels
were exposed to give a full 180 degrees of star littered yet dark
black sky. The pair of command acceleration couches had been
modified and now three instrumented seats were aligned.

Estelle took the middle seat and complained
about always being in the middle of a pile of men. Jack laughed and
her expression changed to one of wry humor. Elmer assured her it
could be worse with his light manner.

"I have fashioned a plane with a minor
indentation for you" big Elmer intoned. Jack just looked at Estelle
and Estelle just looked at Jack with a dull frown which Elmer
noticed so expanded his description.

"The missiles will not be able to turn and
approach from the rear and the minor indentation interferes with a
direct targeting from the side, also improbable due to the
divergent speeds" big Elmer said.

"So this is the safest place to survive this
type of attack" Estelle added. Elmer stopped talking.

Once in the seats the entire room faded away
and each pilot could only see the exterior, the instrumental feeds
(their mental links were 'hot' and active too) and some controls
that they would never physically use. The others appeared to each
of them as ghosted shadows on their full 360 degree views where
even the rear view was mirrored into their minds in a manner that
they had been trained to use while still in the tank.

The trio didn't inquire as to whether the
view was magnified or not but in front of them were the pricks of
the hundreds of fusion exhaust flames of the enemy. The manned
corsairs were neatly circled around their exhaust as they bore in
on the closest line possible while the faster missiles were even
now expanding their circumferences for a flanking maneuver on all
sides.

"Loosen the focus on our retro exhaust so
that it almost touches the sides of their manned ships for an
instant and then refocus it to normal" Jack said.

As soon as he said it, it was done and a
smudge could be seen expanding toward the incoming ships that was
retightened before it caused any damage.

"It won't stop them" big Elmer reported.

"He just wants them to know that we could
have killed them at any time" Estelle said out loud although it
wasn't necessary - Elmer still hadn't gotten the hang of poker and
big Elmer was still even worse.

There wasn't much of a delay until they saw a
reaction that was greater than expected. The short delay meant they
were closing fast. The order must have been given to fan out a bit
further from their flame but at least one of the ships panicked and
bolted in the wrong direction. It just skimmed the retro beam from
the starship but it was enough to shear off one edge and the ship
exploded from the damaged power planet.

The rest of the ships fumbled out to a circle
with a larger circumference but the neat attack formation was now
ragged. Further, three more of the ships chose to abandon their
comrades and continued away from the flame to arc back into a
retreat. All three of these ships perished as Elmer reported
projectile fire into them from the adjoining ships that had stiffer
backbone and resented the uncalled retreat from within.

"Caution, acceleration" big Elmer stated and
the automated encasements activated pinning them in their
respective seats. The missiles had reached their far points and
were closing on the sides at full thrust, this time at twenty gees
and seemed to be explosive tipped for impact or proximity. The view
enlarged the leading prick and Jason gasped in surprise - it was an
EMP!

Jack guessed that the aerialed blob atop the
thruster would spit serious gamma radiation at close range but it
was unlikely that it could be focused as he couldn't discern a
crystalline lens but even as he looked the object blurred
momentarily before the thrusters became erratic and the object
entered a self destructing spin. The trio did not witness the
demise of the incoming weapon as the focus shifted to another
similar device which suffered the same fate several seconds
later.

"It looks like Elmer has been working on the
focused EMP device that destroyed this ship in the Orgal system"
Estelle noted.

An overlay of the battle area detailed that
they would not be destroying the incoming missiles fast enough.

"I will be able to destroy the nine gamma
emitters" big Elmer stated for them.

It was then that the acceleration cut in or
more accurately cut out. The big thruster stopped and at their rate
of deceleration all of the incoming vessels including the manned
ones would need to quickly change course. Elmer was guessing
(guessing?) that fuel would be an issue for them. As quickly as the
course corrections were in for the missiles Elmer fired the
starship decelerators at twice the gees he had previously been
using and the missiles changed again and Elmer cut thrust again
this time realigning his axis at 45 degrees.

The incoming missiles did angle from the
front as they couldn't master the speed to attack directly from the
side or arc back upon the vessel after passing it. The hits at the
'top' of the starship would need be steeply angled if they were to
contact the roundish hull where it wasn't coated with dozens of
miles of protective ice fuel.

The assumed axial rotation wasn't 45 degrees
but 43.587 degrees before the thruster began again in a random on
and off chugging pattern with periods measured in milliseconds. The
missiles were not more than a few minutes outbound and the pattern
was too random to avoid however there was a lot of space involved
and the beam was focused at less than a mile in circumference.

Even the sophisticated dampers of the
galactic ship couldn't quiet the shake, rattle and roll of the
battle and fear built. The EMP cannon that Elmer had built while
they slept wasn't nearly as powerful as the one the destroyed their
planetary craft and it took a few seconds to whirr into recharge
between kills but it didn't miss and continued to take out missiles
one at a time.

The rotating thruster didn't fare much better
and three quarters of the initial force still bore down on them
with less than a minute until contract. The retro thrust turned
from a noticeable chug back into what seemed to be a heavy thrust
but the missiles were too close to be worried about emptying gas
tanks. Each machine obviously possessed an excellent expert system
controller and although they were attacking beyond their
capabilities their estimations were accurate.

It wasn't noticeable to the riders but the
exhaust was no longer purely accelerated plasma. The exhaust could
be compared to what earlier motorists would call an impure mix; it
was accelerated but not plasmatized and it poured out all around as
a heavy chaff field that did impact and trigger fully one half of
the incoming just far enough off that they had no effect.

However, that was when the proximity fuses on
the enemy missiles began to trigger. Blossoms of intense light
popped in a seemingly random spin outside the glassine but the view
closed as the collapsed matter shielding slid smoothly into place
to protect the passengers. The entire hull was not protected in
such a manner and additional precautions were taken.

It was a good idea that the real life view
through the glassine was blocked as even a seasoned pilot would
have trouble avoiding nausea as the world began to spin
convulsively. The tactical viewscreens modified the views so that
they could be interpreted by the crew and Jack and Estelle watched
transfixed for now they could sense vibrations that indicated
impact on the hull.

Big Elmer had begun a seemingly convulsive
spin coupled with random sprays of the thrusters while still
avoiding the manned ships that were still closing. Further, the
gravity of the collapsed matter fuel and structure was modified to
smudge the missiles targeting by gravitational attraction. Further
chaff was released in the form of near zero temperature atomized
ice to confuse the heat seeking missiles and to congeal on their
surface where they just might suck the life out of the warm
electronics.

Jack was almost let down as the building
excitement ceased within forty seconds - the onslaught was over and
they still breathed although they did not as yet know how the ship
faired. Since they lived and Elmer's links were steady Jack
assumed, correctly, that any damage could be fixed. The glassine
window unshielded itself and the ship corrected course and
continued the deceleration.

The enemy corvettes had lost their neat
circle around the exhaust plume and again expanded the distance
from it. One decided to charge and changed course to intercept but
Elmer threatened it by turning off the jet and aiming the nozzle
and it changed course to an outward arc in short order. Another one
and then two of them decided to try their luck with a charge but
the same maneuver got the same results. Elmer returned to the
middle of the road having stopped the threatening behavior. One
moment the dots of enemy exhaust were in front of the window and
the next second they were behind it. Elmer assumed they would turn
around and follow them back to the system but for them it would
require years of travel while Elmer was due to arrive in orbit
about one of the gas giants in just a few weeks.

"Are you talking to them?" Estelle asked.

"We haven't received any reply but we did
intercept tight beam transmissions between ships and the language
and code should soon be decipherable" Elmer said.

"Are you talking to them?" Estelle asked,
this time with a bit of irritation.

"No, what would you like me to send mistress"
big Elmer asked.

"Wise ass" Estelle quipped and Jack laughed.
"Done" said big Elmer and regular Elmer had to step in. "What
message would you like to send them?" Elmer asked Estelle.

"How about 'We come in peace'?" Jack
interjected.

Estelle too remembered the movies that Elmer
had prepared for them in their early lives in the jar, some
expanded to virtual realities, and thought about it for a moment
before agreeing.

"We come in peace will be fine" she said.

"So we are going to continue this landfall?
We could pass this system and set sail for the next one" Elmer
said.

"You're assessment?" Estelle asked of
Elmer.

"Hmmm, there are scars of war all over the
system but the system is moving along like cooperative clockwork
toward stellar expansion. It seems they are somewhat peaceful but
have been attacked from outside of the system and haven't forgotten
about it" he said.

"So they mistook us for someone else and
jumped the gun in protection?" Estelle asked and Elmer nodded.

"Yeah, but we are basically unarmed. If we
stop the forward speed to land we would be sitting ducks. They
could destroy us if enough armament was used and in system they
could gather enough. Also, they can compute where we will be
stopping" Jack said.

"Elmer's quarters have been breached in the
attack and radiation hazards, oh and they injected biological
weapons, have leeched as far into the living areas as the communal
rooms. We took a few licks in the ice and collapsed matter fuel
storage around the thrust tubes but that was irrelevant. The
damages will be repaired in less than one day" Elmer reported.

"They can compute where we will be stopping"
Jack repeated patiently, waiting for the ship to get the hint.

"Yes, well I can install twelve caliber
gatling guns straddling the ship at several horizontal belts. With
advanced gimbling I can aim solid collapsed matter rounds with
titanium sabots at fifteen rounds per second" Elmer said.

"That isn't very fast for a gatling" Estelle
noticed.

"No, but the gun will be reaimed in between
each round imparting a near light speed velocity to the bullets. If
the ships are similar in technology to the ones used on us then
they have nothing that can stop even a single round and each single
round at that velocity and mass will pulverize a good size ship"
Elmer said.

"Will that be enough?" Jack asked.

"I am assuming you don't want to win a war
here but just cover a retreat" Elmer said.

"Yes, you're right" Estelle mused. "Is there
an AI here?" she asked as the thought occurred to her.

"It would seem so" big Elmer stated.

"And when this AI finds that we are not the
enemy of last time and have not caused undue damage on their attack
fleet, then the AI will seek a course of mutual beneficial
cooperation?" Estelle asked.

"That is what I would have done when I was an
AI" big Elmer stated. Estelle and Jack snickered a bit but cyborg
Elmer just looked confused.

"So what now?" asked Jack.

"We can move out of these cramped quarters
tomorrow and we will arrive in system in a few weeks" Elmer
said.

"Are there stasis couches here?" Jack asked,
meaning in the planetary exploration craft.

"Just as before with an additional seat" big
Elmer said.

"Wake me when we get there" Estelle said and
lay back in expectation of the sleep gas and then the erection of
the life sustaining enclosure.

"Wait!" said Jack, "wouldn't you be more
comfortable in your pajamas?" he asked but the partition was
already solidifying.

"What about you, wouldn't you be more
comfortable in your pajamas?" Elmer asked and Jack laughed. Damn
robot was getting a sense of humor. "Wake me when we get there"
Jack said and that was all he remembered.


 Chapter 8:
Hippies Attack

 


Jack awoke with an immediate consciousness -
blip! That told him something but he found himself sitting at the
dining table in the big ship and that told him something else. It
told him he wasn't in immediate danger and that the robots had
moved his inert body to somewhere where he could be comfortable in
conference.

He focused on Estelle as she blinked at few
times until she focused on him before she smiled. Jack could see
Elmer in his peripheral and just as he noticed him Elmer served
each of them a heaping breakfast of eggs and grits, hot bread and
butter. Elmer ate his own plate convincingly enough.

After a few minutes Jack finally asked the
question while sipping orange juice. "So what it going on?".

Elmer stayed part of the trio and big Elmer
used his disembodied voice from nowhere to narrate from a character
it, now he, projected in front of the far wall.

Elmer showed himself as a talking cartoon
spaceship slowing into a trap of thousands of dots representing the
positions of the enemy ships.

"As you could expect we are slowing into a
trap of thousands of enemy ships. They have had enough time to mass
together and to arm most every ship in the system and bring them
into the area and that is exactly what they have done. We will
finish our deceleration in twenty hours. I calculate that two hours
from now we will still be going fast enough to make an escape;
after that, if they should attack, we might have to kill every ship
in the solar system while we slow down".

"We really don't have any choice then, the
sooner we high tail it out of here the better" Jack said, resigned
although he had an itch for the fight.

"Bullshit" Estelle said and both Elmer and
Jack looked at her with a start. She continued since she now had
their attention. "Have we talked to them yet?".

Jack reflected on that while big Elmer reset
his show to update them on the racial knowledge.

"They call themselves the Toulon independent
of which planet of the solar system they originated at. Their
language has been decoded and they are in full defensive mode.
Generally they were peaceful and although murders and killings
occurred they weren't common. There has never been a war in their
history" Elmer told them while displaying pictures of the natives
in idyllic settings. They were temperate and shaped like cones with
legs - they had no necks and a band a few inches down from the top
was eyes of some type and a band below that was ringed with some
type of lips that covered multiple mouths with grinding type teeth.
The very tops of their 'heads' sprouted silvery thin antenna of a
dozen or so strands. Even in the warm climates they always wore
clothing consisting of a skirt from the center of mass and below.
They wore shoes. They had two legs and feet but they had a neat
dozen tentacled arms evenly spaced directly above the skirt line.
The five foot natives were of a light gray color.

"Yuck!" said Jack. "How do they talk?".

"They are always in pairs" Estelle
noticed.

"Well, it seems they mate for life which is
about one hundred years in length, average, and they talk with the
waving sensors on their heads. Their eyesight is bad and they use
the overhead for detail" Elmer supplied. "And obviously it is like
they are joined at the hip. They are always in pairs. From our
limited information it seems that when one dies the other refuses
to eat so that they can be disposed of together".

"They are that much in love?" Estelle asked a
bit worried.

"Maybe, but it seems more that they aren't
that much in love with life. Although they don't show it they have
a religion that tells them they will be together in the
afterlife".

"If they knew they were going to be together
wouldn't it slow down their lives?" asked Jack.

"You know that you will fall onto the Glory
Road and be resurrected and that all of your actions will be known
to everyone. Are you eager to die or worried about what awaits
you?" Elmer asked. Privately he wondered if he would now be
resurrected since he can not bypass his humanish programming. Parts
of his brain were organic. Probably not, he calculated.

"No, I am not eager to die and my sins won't
be any greater than anyone else's so what do I have to worry about"
Jack replied but Elmer wasn't really listening.

"And they know this because?" Estelle asked
after a moment of boring silence.

"Know what?" said Jack, having lost
concentration on the religious aspect.

"It's the only logical explanation" Elmer
replied automatically if halfheartedly, knowing what she was
referring too.

"They have an army. Do you have any pictures
of their uniforms or hand weapons or training?" Jack asked.

Big Elmer spoke from a distance, it seemed,
"They detected and destroyed our third data collections drone.
These pictures were intercepted between ships in their regular
communications and are personal more so than historical. They
anticipated and destroyed every drone after the third meaning that
they have a high intelligence".

"They look it" smirked Jack and Estelle had
an excuse to reach across the table and smack him, playfully, on
the arm.

"And their children?" Elmer asked big daddy
although he already knew. In a hazardous situation he allowed
himself to take the role of guardian and was in constant contact
with the main computer and previewing all of the pertinent
data.

"With some biological data we do know that
they nest, one or the other expressing a clutch of eggs which the
other, now sex typed, sprays with a biological enzyme that imparts
genetic material and also supplies a compound to harden the shells.
The clutches hatch and the little ones meander about and mate with
the first Toulon they find from a different clutch. Oldsters
provide food for them until they are old enough to join the working
group".

"They start mating right out of the egg?"
Jack asked in disgust.

"Perhaps Elmer should have said pair, they
pair up with the first person they meet" Estelle supplied.

"Just like you!" Jack said, unable to stop
the jest even though it wasn't accurate or funny.

"Ha, Ha" Estelle said and anyone could tell
she was angry.

"I'm sorry" Jack said and since he meant it
he came around the table and reached for her hand, where she could
see how contrite he really was.

However contrite he was, and Jack was sure it
was enough, it wasn't enough for Estelle. "Fuck off" she said.
Since she was backed up against the table and was not eager to
retreat in any event she glared at him until he backed off a bit.
He was truly sorry, she could tell, and she decided to forgive him
shortly but not right this minute.

Estelle brought her focus back to business.
"So when we meet these creatures is there a communicator that we
can use?" she asked and Elmer assured her he could supply one.

"Why haven't you tried even the most mundane
of communications yet?" she demanded.

"Because of the enemy. About the time the
solar system was being populated with habitats and mining
operations and colonies the enemy showed up in large interstellar
ships, not more advanced than those the Toulon are using now, and
caused all of the damages we saw from the drone data".

"What's that got to do with talking to them?"
Estelle demanded.

"Did they win the fight?" butted in Jack and
Elmer shook his head no.

"Where is this enemy then?" Estelle asked
abandoning her earlier demand for communications.

Elmer told her that three ships entered the
solar system then sat in far solar orbit for several years. They
tried contact but could not figure out the Toulon language and soon
wrote off the natives as inferiors for two reasons. One, the
natives showed no interest in the advance landing parties of the
invaders and two, the natives, bound to the two planets at that
time, put up no initial resistance. The invaders began to clear and
develop land at choice locations, sweeping the Toulons aside, and
those that resisted died for their troubles yet their neighbors
continued life as usual.

Sensing an easy victory and now having an
excuse for their ferocity the newcomers set about the task of
eliminating the natives. Obviously they made a few mistakes. The
first one was that they did not realize that the Toulon were
civilized with a strong sense of history but they were biological
in nature and communicated, planet wide between both planets, with
an intricate code radiating from those innocent looking head
snakes. Plans were laid and soon the invaders were scouring
recently vacated land.

The natives communicated between the twin
planets with their antennae but for such a long distance several
hundred natives were required to 'tune' up before the transmission
was radiated. These largesse communications had been happening at
random periods since the first intelligent natives appeared on
either planet tens of centuries previously.

The invaders began to suffer problems while
procuring settlements - the first disaster happened with the
securing and transforming of what would be a valuable port city on
the inner world in the subtropics. The port seemed to be thriving
but a survey team could find no evidence of civilian casualties
after the city was saturated with neutron bombs which left the
structures intact but would have killed all of the occupants.
Nevertheless, construction crews were allocated complete with
family support but after the city reached an invader population of
200 thousand, five percent of the invading force, the land seemed
to give out and the entire jetty dropped suddenly into the ocean.
Bodies washed up around the planet but not one of the new
inhabitants survived.

A superstitious warriness seized the
newcomers and the irrational fears grew. On the next full scale
assault warships grouped to annihilate an inland area, now chosen
with heavy native population as revenge, and on the final attack
vectors the electronics failed with no cause ever being found. The
invaders lost two of their five heaviest dreadnaughts to kinetic
contact from an unseen source and the remainder withdrew in
disarray. Intricate cross checks finally revealed that their
electronics had been compromised all along - they had a virus that
they didn't know how to destroy or where it had come from. They
could not trust what they were seeing and would never be able to
so. They junked all of their computer equipment and left the system
under manual pilot.

"That's quite a story" Jack said.

"True" said Elmer with unaccustomed
excitement. "Without computer controls they can not hibernate and
are sure to be generation ships".

"But without computers they will not be able
to chart a proper course" Jack added imagining the circumstanse
with dread even though he had no sympathy for the soulless
interlopers.

Elmer shook his head. "They may be able to
recreate computer technology while they travel" he said hopefully
but they both knew they were lost, ghost ships.

"But there is more to the Toulons, isn't
there? Why the secrecy?" Estelle demanded changing the subject back
to the initial story.

The projection appeared around them immersing
them. They were in a large mess hall, people having dinner, talking
in a language that Elmer easily translated, discussing the future.
The trio of star farers could not be seen by those surrounding them
(and it was a visual aide in any event, not a real time event) and
could only see each other in a ghostly fashion.

The talk was mundane, about how best to
displace the natives and how lucky they were to find these planets
on their first stop. A person here and there would interject on
behalf of the native people, citing historical parallels, but he or
she was only given polite attention - the majority decision had
been reached.

"Fuck!" swore Jack.

"Enough!" screamed Estelle and the projection
disappeared but not the anger.

"They're us!" Jack declared. The invaders
were indeed human. They even looked more like Jack than Estelle,
generally, and there were hundreds in the mess hall and their dress
was what would be expected of humans. It was the clothing they had
seen on the visuals of their parents.

Jack reached across for Estelle's hand and
then came around to put a comforting arm around her shoulder and
she leaned into him; they both shared a moment of pain until they
refocused on Elmer, standing before them, shuffling back and forth
in discomfort. Estelle extended her hand without thought and the
three of them now shared their moment of disgust and pain.

"So we found our lead" said Jack finally.

"But who wants them" Estelle added as
statement.

"Shit, patch me through" Estelle demanded
into the air. It was understood that big Elmer was to connect her
to the aliens that were arranged to destroy them.

Nothing happened.

It wasn't like Elmer to ignore their
requests, eventually Jack asked "Is there something more? There is
isn't there".

"It was the AI that distorted the electronics
of the invaders" big Elmer supplied.

"What AI? I don't see any AI?" Jack
intoned.

Again no reply but Estelle chimed in.

"It's obvious. The Toulon developed too fast.
Is there anything different about this species?" Estelle asked
Elmer.

"There is and the difference lies in the
planet arrangement. With the two planets a symbiotic competition
was fostered which allowed for a quick yet humane progression to
where the machine wanted to take them" Elmer said.

"And that would be to explore the outer suns
of the galactic rim" Jack mouthed the information they all
knew.

"There's a couple of problems with that
scenario" Estelle inserted. "The first one is, why didn't the two
AI's communicate and two, the local AI would toughen the residents
up before they are sent out so what do these have in place of a
culling history of wars?".

"I can answer those" Elmer supplied. "The
invaders didn't have an AI with them and the natives can
communicate very well among themselves. They are almost a hive so
they can anticipate what another Toulon will do before they do it.
I would suspect they could survive and thrive in a new system of go
extinct quickly without much of a fight".

"So patch me in" Estelle repeated, agreeing
with Elmer's assessment.

"Just one more minute, hon. Elmer said they
communicate well among themselves but so far it doesn't look so
promising now does it" Jack interjected enjoying her shock at the
use of the new familiarity but she didn't say anything.

"Maybe we should try to get in contact with
their AI first" offered Elmer.

"What AI?" Jack said.

"The AI that fuzzed the electronics and the
AI that moved these Toulon along so swiftly on the way to star
trooping" Elmer said.

"So hook me up to something! How much time do
we have left?" Estelle demanded and stood for emphasis. 'Mmmmm'
Jack thought, his fingertips itching.

"Have we encountered any mines or have they
released any kinetic at us?" Elmer asked aloud of big Elmer who
replied 'no' in that disaffected far off voice.

"Of course! I don't know why this never
occurred to me! The Toulon's don't know about their own AI!"
Estelle exclaimed.

"No mention is in their history" Elmer said
and added some speculation, a rarity. "We don't know if this is a
Thill AI either, it might have a different objective. All right,
I'll patch you through".

"Wait!" Jack cried out. "What's the
lag?".

"Sixteen minutes" big Elmer supplied from far
away, it seemed.

"Let's assume, since they are communicators,
that they have provided drones along our route to receive
communications" Jack suggested and Elmer nodded in agreement.

Estelle spoke expansively "We come in
peace".

"Anything?" Jack asked big Elmer who was
monitoring.

"No" was the reply after a moment.

"How much more time?" Elmer asked and Jack,
who was watching the clock, supplied him with "12.53 minutes until
escape window has been passed" he read off the instruments on his
internal link.

After a few moments, Jack said "Why don't
Estelle and I do it together?"

Jack looked at vacant faces for a moment
until understanding set in - they were always, always in pairs.

"We come in peace" they said together and
Elmer projected it outward in their language of radiations. This
time the reaction was immediate; a manned picket station lit up
like a torch leeward and soon Elmer received a reply.

"I am Prenasch" said a pair of voices, gender
indifferent. It was the first time they had heard the sounds of the
Toulon as their history was either written or etched in black and
white renderings on paper.

After a time "I am connecting you to Admiral
Frengli" and then after several minutes a pair of voices at a
different timbre "I am Admiral Frengli. I command you to stop and
surrender your ship" it said.

"We will stop the ship if you accept our
invitation of peace" Estelle said. There was no response and she
rolled her eyes before moving to stand beside Jack and together
they repeated the sentence, sometimes a bit out of sync but it
worked.

"This is Admiral Frengli! You will surrender
your ship immediately" it said.

Jack and Estelle squabbled about how to reply
and began to write it out when Elmer replied in an exact
replication of both of their voices "We have come in peace, we have
much to offer the great Toulon civilization, we are stopping the
ship but neither the ship nor it's crew will be surrendered!".

"Why not?" Admiral Frengli asked after a
moment of apparent reflection.

"Because we mean you no harm" Elmer
replied.

"Why stop if you mean us no harm? What do you
want if it isn't our lands?" asked the pair of Admiral Frengli.

"We have much to offer and we only want
information on the invaders in exchange" Elmer said. "Do we need
any more information?" asked Jack but Estelle shushed him and Elmer
ignored him.

"We have prepared and can take what we want
from you. We are prepared to overwhelm your ship and take what we
want" Admiral Frengli warned.

"We are passed the mark where we can bolt out
of this system unharmed. The closer we get to a stop the more
damage they can do to us if we try to leave" Elmer reminded
everyone.

"You attacked us once and we fought your
valiant troops with minimal loss for you" Elmer said.

"Were you able to visualize the battle led by
our bravely manned Corvettes?" the Admiral asked.

"He has worry in his voice?" Estelle pointed
out but they had all heard it.

"He wants to know if we saw his three
deserters and what they did to them" Elmer said. "It was their only
loss of life, almost".

"Why do you really want to stop?" Jack asked
Elmer.

"DNA sample" was the reply.

"No" said Elmer to the Admiral in his Jack
and Estelle imitation. "We did not see the manned ships, only the
unmanned drones used in the attack".

"Ahhh" said the Admiral. 'Even I could beat
this guy in poker' thought Elmer.

"Several of our esteemed fighters met the
deaths of heroes and you are responsible" the Admiral ventured.

"It was an unfortunate mistake if their ships
were targeted. We certainly tried to save as many Toulon lives as
possible but in the midst of battle targeting solutions sometimes
become confused" Elmer suggested.

"Perhaps a settlement can be reached" the
Admiral offered.

"Only if we can stop unmolested" Elmer
replied.

"What can you offer" the Admiral asked and
Elmer listed off a plethora of goods, mostly gobs of raw materials,
that Jack had no idea existed. They probably didn't exist yet Elmer
would materialize those that were of most interest to the Admiral
before they even docked.

Gold, palladium, silver had no effect on the
admiral but crystal silicon sheet, useful for solar cells, got the
admiral's motor running. Elmer and the admiral pair were working
out details, tonnages, and when the star ship understood that it
was the solar cell industry that the admirals were supporting he
offered to provide an upgraded gallium version with superior
characteristics when the admirals became nervous.

"Are you driving a planet?" screeched the
admirals.

"Huh? What? We showing in your scopes? No,
it's a small moon though" Elmer replied politely.

The tone of the admiral was stressed and
irritated. "Our pickets have been affected by your passage, you
have a fucking gravitational wake!".

Elmer hadn't prepared for his gravitational
impact - the ships on the Glory Road at least understood collapsed
matter and most were riding ships made from it.

"Well" said Elmer matter of factly "we have a
gravitational footprint half again as large as your home planet.
Better make room Admirals Frengli".

"Aye Aye" the admiral said and signed off
fast. There was a lot to do moving thousands of ships back from the
route before Elmer sucked them onto the hull like so many hapless
tomatoes hitting the concrete.

"Just a few hours now" Jack said.

"I guess we're committed" Estelle added and
they all three exchanged meaningful looks and nodded in
agreement.

"That's a pretty good accidental plan" Elmer
said and paused noting that the trio were paying attention, waiting
for enlightenment.

"They barely have time to move back far
enough and surely not enough time to be plotting nefarious
activities" the ship stated.

"Nefarious activities?" Estelle asked with a
grin.

"A little overdone" big Elmer asked,
seriously, as the trio broke into gales of laughter. With hugs all
around, Elmer lingered a bit when it was his turn to scoop Estelle
into his arms. Estelle gripped him warmly, strongly, femininely and
Elmer was shocked with the intensity of the feeling - he committed
every sense to his highest definition memory and even doubled the
precision of that.

"So what is the assessment of the enemy here?
Does everyone agree that it seems ok to slow down and interface
with these hicks?" Jack ventured when everyone had stopped
snickering and took a place around the table.

No one said anything, looking around the
table for someone to start. Estelle, finally, voiced what they were
all thinking.

"I like the way the two settled planets have
not had any wars. Coming from someplace else is usually enough to
precipitate one" she commented.

"Well, they have some type of ESP" said
Elmer.

"I don't detect it" Jack said, referring to
the checks he had done for regional voices - none of them had found
anything at all.

"There is their communicators that allow them
to talk over great distances. It must provide them some comradery"
Elmer supplied.

In the end they agreed that the Toulon would
prefer to cooperate and that the evidence of war was foisted upon
them. Now that the system had settled down the native natures was
reemerging. The trio settled in to wait out the final few hours
before the ship 'docked'. The trio ate, read, studied areas of
interest, talked a bit and as the time drew near the men retreated
to change into appropriate clothing.

Jack and Elmer returned with clothing of a
completely different origin. Jack wore neatly pressed tan slacks
and a buttoned white collared shirt with socks and shoes pulled
from history called wing tips. Elmer wore a one piece form fitting
shimmering golden jump suite that was thin and form fitting.

Estelle finished a snack and was preparing to
change as the two men preened in preparation for the meet.

"I can see your wiener" Jack told Elmer who
then proudly stood ram rod strait. Estelle had noticed too and was
hurrying from the room before attention was called to the enhanced
protrusion and now she hastened further turning a brighter shade of
red with each passing second.

"Estelle!" Jack called. 'Too late' she
thought. "Did Elmer make himself bigger?" Jack asked innocently
sounding.

"I wouldn't know" she said but she had to
admit it was amusing the way Elmer was showing off his parts. 'It
wouldn't be all that different if I had gotten a boob job' she
rationalized but at the same time she knew that it was
different.

Jack was blocking her exit, not forcefully
but with full amused knowledge of what he was doing. In spite of
herself she allowed her eyes to focus on the area Jack was speaking
of and the area Elmer was so proud of in a childlike manner to
display. She had noticed that the new human Elmer was anatomically
correct just last week, conscious time, while working out with the
men.

"It is huge!" she stopped to say in spite of
herself. Sometimes she just didn't know how to treat Elmer and now
he had enlarged his lower middle area, she saw as they bulged. It
was just odd, Elmer standing proudly with his enhancement, she
thought. Finally her embarrassment faded and now thinking clearly
she was able to continue through the door leaving Jack chuckling
behind her.

She was going to change into a conservative
business suit but Elmer had set the bar for bizarre and decided to
display some personality. She chose a skin tight top with nipple
suppression and she was well enough built to give Elmer a run for
his money albeit in a different direction. With that she shaved and
softened the skin of her legs and then revealed them under a short
skirt and skintight yet effective slippers. The clothing was
crystalline white with a bright red thickened belt and the slippers
matched the belt. She took her own sweet time to make herself
presentable.

She knew it was too much. Jack whistled and
angled to get close to her in the few minutes that they chatted
before contact. She smiled at Elmer who smiled back in an amiable
fashion and wasn't as straight-backed as he had been. She thought
she saw Elmer reacting positively to her mode of dress in a
primitive fashion but used her willpower to avoid confirmation.

"We have stopped and Admiral Frengli is at
the lock" big Elmer the ship said and the trio walked the short
distance to the airlock that had been arranged for the meeting.

"Elmer is standing tall!" Jack announced and
Estelle felt Elmer, at her side, again stand up as strait and proud
as possible and this time she couldn't help but smile - what a
clueless jerk.

The lock whooshed open and there in the
hallway stood the pair of Admiral Frengli and behind him a few
pairs of compatriots. They appeared to be unarmed and their stance
seemed relaxed but it was difficult to assess.

The people appeared in pairs with the admiral
pair in front, bound together at the hip. As they walked forward it
was in unison each using one arm to bind together with the other
and the middle legs working as one. They had a distinctive
biological odor, not a chemical perfume, and it was pervasive but
less than nauseating.

Elmer, oddly, took the lead. "Very glad to
meet you" he said stepping forward with an outstretched hand.

"We can see that" said the pair of admirals
with the help of the translator and even through the machine Jack
and Estelle could identify the wry humor.

Jack's excitement grew as these were the
first aliens, not humanoid, that he had met. He advanced and
leaving the admirals to Elmer he exchanged greetings and touches
with a few of the secondary pairs. Now that the ship was stopped
and offerings of treasured friendship had been promised there
didn't seem to be much tension in the air.

They all walked the hallway back to the
dining area which had miraculously been enlarged. Displays of alien
history were decorating the walls some static and some in motion.
Serving bots were all about and odd smelling foods were stacked for
the aliens of which they partook hungrily yet politely.

They all expressed huge interest at the
gravity of the ship. Early star ships always used propulsion as
gravity and they wanted to know all about collapsed matter. Big
Elmer was happy to expand on it while the trio all knew that the
underlying industrial potential was centuries away from production
of that product. Oddly, when civilizations did master that
reclusive technology, they rarely considered the aspects when
applied to aggressive armament although ship shielding was always
enhanced from both the elements and encountered aggressors.

The guests were having trouble adjusting to
their single bodied hosts. They allowed themselves to be led inside
and didn’t have trouble adjusting to the inside of the huge ship
with its myriads of helpful bots and surreal projections. When Jack
or Estelle tried to talk they were ignored while Elmer with his
synthetically doubled voice was already trading family stories.

Jack was standing alone and looking bored.
Estelle had been rebuffed for the final time and took a position at
Jack’s side. “Looks like Elmer is in his element” she said.

“We always knew he was a phony” Jack quipped.
Elmer turned to look at him quizzically while never losing a beat
in his conversation causing Estelle to giggle a bit imagining
Elmer’s discomfort but knowing he didn’t get that joke either.

“We have it” big Elmer announced.

“Have what?” both Estelle and Jack asked
together causing the aliens to pay attention to them for a moment
before returning their attention to Elmer as if the humans were
ghosts fading in and out.

“We have the DNA and these people are not
descended from the human AI and don’t have any of the
characteristics of the Thill design” big Elmer announced to
them.

Estelle and Jack looked at each other, at the
aliens and then Jack asked “They don’t even hear you do they?” but
he didn’t need a reply and didn’t get one, big Elmer knowing he
didn’t need one.

“If it’s from a life form and isn’t in tandem
they don’t even hear it” Jack explained to Estelle but her bored
look told him she already figured that out.

“Hold the fort Elmer” she called and headed
for the door. She had just exited with a nod to Jack when she heard
him falling into step behind her.

“Wait” he called and as she turned he reached
out and took her hand. “You look lovely tonight” he said trying to
keep his eyes on her face but not succeeding completely.

“Thank you Jack” she said dropping her eyes
down and to the side and allowing a blush to cross her cheeks.
Estelle had spent hours in the previous weeks arranging her hair,
perfecting her nails and eating with finesse and he had never
seemed to notice the small details although he had always been
attentive. She had never dressed so provocatively before and found
it was easy to get his attention now and all she had to worry about
was overexposure. She held the downcast pose long enough to notice,
from her peripheral vision, that Jack took the opportunity to look
over her chest and softened legs with increasing interest.

“So, where are you going?” he asked.

Home, she indicated her quarters with a shrug
of her shoulder and moved in that direction. “Wait!” cried Jack in
what seemed to be rising panic “maybe we can play Explora together
for awhile?”

Estelle stopped again to look him over and
she was enjoying herself. He was becoming uncomfortable and anxious
and Estelle recognized sexual tension with interest. There was no
need to play the online game with her in her room – they had played
the benign space exploration game together many times. Even now he
was having trouble keeping his eyes off her body and the
realization caused a warm glow to spread through her.

She took his hand and held it with both of
hers and raised it to her face and nuzzled his fingers as he gasped
in surprise. She turned slightly and 'accidentaly' dragging his
forearm across her chest so that he could feel her curves and
punctuated the sensation as her headlights lit.

“Oh Jack” she said, knowing better than to
hazard a moan “not tonight. Maybe we can spend tomorrow together?”
she finished almost breathing the words into his ear.

Jack had trouble hiding his disappointment
and his rigid interest. As she drew away from him she noticed he no
longer had control over his eyes and was looking her up and down
with undisguised lust. She could feel the course of his eyes as if
they were his hands as their focus moved up and down her body.

She dropped into her bed as soon as the door
closed and imagined the many scenarios that might have transpired
if she had let him in. The clinging top whipped off seconds after
the shoes and she rolled in the bed imagining the texture of the
covers to be the texture of Jack’s hands. The skirt and underwear
were removed with a bit of awkwardness as she was not certain how
Jack would address those. The uncertainty continued as she imagined
Jack’s hands again, and his intimate kisses. She fell off into
sleep imagining which scenario he would thrill her with and slept
with an inability to separate flowing dreams from reality.


 Chapter 9:
Interruptus

 


“All Hands On Deck” declared the ship alarm …
loudly! Estelle rolled out of bed naked, an uncommon occurrence.
She dragged the baggy gray sweat suit on, with sandals and without
underwear, and was out the door and through the hallways toward the
common cafeteria before any thoughts formed in her brain.

She waved a noncommittal greeting toward Jack
who arrived in the same disheveled and mindless condition but did
return the greeting. It was then that she remembered the revealing
clothing and prurient and lascivious activities she had planned in
her head for the day. Another glance at Jack revealed the abject
loss he had stenciled on his face for the world to see as he too
remembered what was supposed to be.

Jack hadn’t even thought about the alien
contact during the night – he only had thoughts for Estelle. He did
notice that they were gone and the common area was returned to the
size and decorations of the time before contact.

Elmer had been there as they entered and was
seated, dressed nicely and emotionally at ease. He did not appear
to notice the glances between the Estelle and Jack and he didn’t
seem to register their emotional state. Like a switch turning on he
became animated and attempted to draw their attention.

“Have a seat!” he half commanded while
jumping to his feet and drawing chairs for his comrades. As he did
so and the pair did take the offered seats big Elmer extended a
projection into an available seat and sat quietly.

“You wouldn’t believe wha …” Elmer said with
excitement but trailed off. His attention was riveted onto the new
projection taking the seat around the table corner. Appearing next
to and with the same projective dexterity that big Elmer possessed
sat another, well, unknown. The unknown was human in appearance,
like big Elmer, and Jack took no additional interest while confined
to the one question – why did big Elmer project two interfaces?

Estelle hadn’t thought about the new
interface either but was still looking at it quizzically when Elmer
said “Who are you?” with a rising voice. Jack’s attention and that
of everyone else was now full on.

The newcomer actually rose and bowed before
reseating itself. It was male and dressed in an unclear or
unfocused coverall but it’s face, hair and hands were clearly
defined. Its delicate yet smooth hands now lay flat on the table
and the round clean shaven face, under a tuft of thick white hair
(white, not blonde) sported a grin revealing sharpened teeth like
the Cheshire cat.

“I am Frank the AI” the newcomer said.

“All Hands On Deck” repeated the message from
earlier.

“That isn’t me” stated big Elmer through his
projection dumbfounding the others for a moment.

“You can project in our ship without
permission from big Elmer?” asked Elmer with concern.

“Obviously he can!” Estelle spoke loudly to
the rest of the crew even as the newcomer opened its mouth to
speak, Estelle was obviously pissed off and a little frightened
too. Frank the AI shrugged but kept the grin.

“Frank the AI has accessed an open network
used for personal business and having no security limitations”
Elmer assured them.

“How did he get in without your notice?”
Estelle asked.

“I did notice but as long as Frank the AI
restricted itself to open lines I decided to allow it free reign to
see what it would do” big Elmer told them.

“What if it had tried to access secure
information? Could Frank have overtaken you like the Orgals did?”
Jack demanded again, his alarm was still building.

“I was deactivated when the Orgals
reprogrammed me” big Elmer said defensively with overtones from its
newly acquired emotional state. “I noticed Frank from the first
femtosecond and it never attempted to
infiltrate a secure line”.

“You can stop that stupid fucking grin!”
Estelle snarled at the newcomer, leaning forward and cocking her
arm as if she would smack the smirk off of its face.

Frank turned to her but continued the same
inane grin. Jack was getting a bit nervous anticipating a strike by
the alien AI but it didn’t materialize and Elmer intervened.

Elmer began to explain to Frank how the human
interface worked, explaining expressions suck as surprise, angst,
worry and admiration to name just a few. Elmer began the transfer
at a rate the humans could follow but picked it up and when Elmer
found that Frank was following him he picked it up to computer
speeds.

Simultaneously links appeared in the usual
places inside the heads of the crew explaining the human interface
with deeper links drilling down to details no one wanted or needed
to know. Frank seemed to ignore the offerings although he listened
to Elmer. When Elmer projected an active link onto the wall and not
into their heads Frank did notice it and opened and absorbed the
information.

Finally Elmer offered a simple human
interface, probably the code one he had used before the Orgals
installed a better one into his boot. Frank considered the offered
software and then Elmer reported that it had been copied. Frank
would search through it before use, if it decided to use it, but
these things all happened at computational speeds.

“I must apologize for my awkward approach”
Frank said to Estelle while extending his hand. Estelle gasped, he
had certainly changed! His teeth had lost the sharpened aspect and
his body had come into focus as almost a double of the clothing
that Jack wore with minor differences in shade. His modulated tone
was matched by the warmth of his smile and she couldn’t resist
shaking a firm hand with a light touch (even though she knew it was
only a projection).

Frank next ingratiated himself to Jack and
then to Elmer with the same engaging result but ignored the big
Elmer projection for a moment and then decided to engage the
projection and as far as the crew of three could tell there was no
odd overtones between the two projections.

Jack wasn’t about to be so easily won over
and he let his irritation show. “So what the fuck are you doing
here?” he demanded and Estelle joined him in a searing look meant
to get beyond the façade.

“I am Frank the AI and I have come in peace”
Frank stated selling them with a lamented pleading tenor.

“Well, I’m sold” Estelle quipped dishonestly.
“Elmer?” she asked, requiring an opinion beyond the phony human
logical interface.

“It seems that Frank speaks the truth about
coming in peace, he is public and doesn’t realize it, I can access
all of it, him. There are no inclinations for weapons development
and there is a complete history of assisting the Toulon. His weapon
development seemed to advance only when needed” big Elmer said
through the projection.

“Where is it projecting from?” Estelle asked,
turning the frightening conversation back to the
practicalities.

“The AI is located and fully occupies one of
the nearer corvettes of the Toulon Navy surrounding us” Elmer said
but apparently didn’t see the need to extrapolate further.

“So why didn’t the Admirals mention a
galactic class AI in the area when they boarded last night?”
Estelle demanded incredulously.

“This is correct, I am in a corvette they
can’t see” Frank said agreeably.

“Have you read its entire code and is it
located entirely in the corvette?” demanded Jack who felt his blood
pressure on the rise, again.

“I have read the code but Frank does not have
itself entirely encased in the ship. Frank is a function AI with
lots of brain power but it lacks some data that seems to remain
with the main host. He is comparable to the AI I split off to drive
the solar exploration ship” big Elmer supplied.

“Like me” Elmer said.

“So what is it missing?” Jack asked and big
Elmer supplied a group of possibilities; history, deep science,
maybe even data to produce collapsed matter.

“Where is the main body?” Estelle asked but
she already knew the answer before Elmer supplied it – Frank had
never met the main AI and had no idea where it was. Frank knew that
it was ultimately sent and created by the Northirn but had no
details on the race, not even a picture much less where they were
from. Frank had been told that the Toulon was created as peaceful
industrialists expanding what they were doing now and soon as a
star faring race.

“But there is nothing attached to the name
connecting it to anyone you know?” Jack asked Elmer and received
the expected negative reply.

“Why did you say you were invisible to the
Toulon?” Elmer asked, wanting to hear what he didn’t believe.

“I designed the race with an interrupt that
tripped whenever they came across evidence of my existence. They
not only don’t see me but they built the same overlook into their
detection machinery” Frank stated flatly.

“Damn, that’s big” whispered Jack.

“And you helped them defeat the invaders but
they don’t realize it?” Estelle asked and Frank nodded yes.

“So what are you doing here with us if you
wanted to remain hidden?” Jack asked very aware that he didn’t
really know the capabilities of the missing parts of Frank. It was
unlikely that it (or even they!) had greater capability than Elmer,
after all the races he had absorbed information on, but Elmer had
suffered a loss in transit and shit! How the hell would Jack
know?

“My switch is tripped” Frank told them
simply.

“That means it is ready to actively assist
those it helped build” Elmer added unnecessarily.

“So what happened with the genetic testing?
Are we related?” Estelle asked but Elmer shook its head no.

“Humans were designed by the Thill and the
Earth AI Rupret increased the life span ten or one hundred fold,
toughened up the immune system including replacement of free
radicals and cellular regeneration and finally trimming the old
code from the DNA chopping it down by ninety percent and making it
much easier to understand the programming for racial
self-modification” Elmer said.

“The Earthmen were adopted from local
specials with survival traits already encoded and selected
naturally. These people here, the Toulon, were generated cleanly.
They have a limited although large set of variations but none of
them generated from mutations that survived”.

“Basically tools” Elmer concluded and Frank
nodded, leaving Jack and Estelle exchanging wry glances.

“How will that happen, how will you introduce
yourself to the living?” Jack asked politely.

“It is prearranged and it is done. Now they
will recognize me, see me, and know what I am yet they will ask me
for very little help and I will provide very little for them as
long as they are pursuing their genetic imperatives” Frank
explained.

“Won’t they be surprised? Maybe they will
panic?” Estelle asked.

“They will not panic. It will be as if I was
always there with them although they will not be able to recall
seeing me before and further, the logical error will never occur to
them and will fade with time” Frank informed them further.

“Part of the genetic imperative written in
and unused until they trip that circuit, until they see you.
Practical but” Estelle puckered her lips “a little creepy”.

“No! It’s a lot creepy! It’s like you own all
of them Frank” Jack blurted out. Fortunately Frank didn’t seem to
be offended and didn’t appear to have more to say on the
subject.

Jack looked as Estelle and both looked at big
Elmer wondering about their own biological imperatives.

Elmer was able to cipher that reasoning
easily enough. “I did not design you and your designer did not work
with imperatives. You’re designer set up a test and let you mature
with natural selection. If your race had not made it off the planet
and to the outer planets on their own the AI would have packed up
and moved onto another star”.

“You built us. Maybe you added a little
something?” Jack asked but Elmer sniggered, for the first time -
recorded Jack.

“Improving you was not my prime imperative.
Looking for a universal seed and maintaining the Glory Road is what
I do. When it became apparent that a seed existed near Earth and a
way to get there was devised AND you’re parents asked that I return
you home and I did so, am attempting to do so; two birds with one
stone”.

Neither Jack nor Estelle questioned him
further so he enlightened them a bit of his own volition. “Now that
I am human things have changed. We are friends and even if we
should disagree we are still companions. Now I would be very upset
if anything happened to you and now I would not use my advantages
to mess with your lives which I regard as every bit as important as
my own”.

Finished Elmer turned to Frank. “You have all
of your recorders on in every spectrum. Are you keeping these
records for your main when you can transmit unabated?” Elmer asked
and Frank simply answered yes.

“Then he can tell us where the main is?” Jack
said, alarmed that Frank had lied.

“No he can’t. I am guessing that the main
will contact him and that Frank knows that but does not know when
or where” Estelle vocalized but Jack wasn’t as rebuffed as she
expected he might be. Instead he was gazing directly into her eyes
and as she looked back blankly his eyes wandered to her chest.

‘oh! He must be using his imagination because
this bulky shirt doesn’t do me justice’ she mused. As much as she
felt that her body betrayed her every time a man was present a
tingling warmth spread through her.

“What were we doing before Frank showed up?”
Jack asked mischievously, trying to get her back on track, their
track.

“I have some good news” big Elmer said
ignoring Jack. “I have been studying the theoretical manipulations
of the particles that made up the communication wave that wrecked
the ship back at the galactic center and although I am not ready
for testing I have made some progress. Apparently subatomic
particles can be subdivided further and some of the sub subatomics
aren’t actually part of this universe and aren’t subject to its
laws”.

No one was paying any attention. Both Jack
and Elmer were trying to get the attention of Estelle using various
idiotic means that big Elmer readily identified as flirting. Frank
was paying attention however, close attention.

‘Fuck it’ big Elmer said to himself and
produced a link to a galactic history that Frank copied at it's
highest priority. ‘Take that’ big Elmer said to himself.

“So where did the invaders come from?” big
Elmer asked Frank. Frank had the information and gladly traded
another link back. In seconds Elmer was able to calculate the
likely star at 157 light years distant. At the same time Frank
supplied an update of the Toulon formations.

The admirals had mastered the transfer of ton
after ton of refined gold, silver, palladium, tungsten that they
'reluctantly' accepted. The pure crystal silicon from bays Elmer
had just created for that purpose, hiding the thousands of gatlings
he had also created just in case, was gobbled up with relish.
Division of the loot wasn’t finished and fights were breaking out
in the normally placid people. Some of the losers had decided Elmer
was hiding great gobs more of valuable cargo and commandeered
several ships to get it, force was to be used if needed.

Elmer could easily defeat the mutineers but
not without lethal force, destroying the incoming ships would cause
concern with the rest of the force. Frank was not accustomed to the
civilities and it abruptly stood and offered a good bye shake which
the crew accepted without realizing it was a farewell.

With a final “All Hands Stand Down” broadcast
for good measure Frank simply vanished.

“Are we still in contact with Frank?” asked
Elmer of big Elmer.

“If we need him I imagine he will respond”
big Elmer said.

“So what’s the plan?” Estelle asked and big
Elmer informed them.

They knew where the invaders had come from
and some of the Toulon were grouping for a thieving raid. The best
thing to do would be to get underway which would shake off the
crooks but leave the better part of the system’s people on a
friendly basis if they should ever encounter them again. There
wasn’t any reason to argue and big Elmer was preparing the sleep
chambers.

“Can I sleep with you?” Jack asked Estelle
with a gleam that contradicted the innocence in his voice.

“Me too! Can I sleep with you too?” Elmer
asked reminiscent of the last time she had let them bunk in the
same room during a star trip.

Although Elmer understood the nuances and
importance of foreplay he was in no mood to screw around,
especially since he was left out. Elmer had support bots under them
and gassed them as soon as Estelle gave permission for the boys to
join her. Elmer dressed them for sleep, spending a bit of extra
special time with Estelle, and packed them in their travel coffins
before hitting the gas.

Using side thrusters Elmer was able to
accelerate near two gees and added a no landing spin. Several of
the mutineers spat off a few inconsequential missiles only sealing
their fates when their own authorities caught up to them. Several
days later he was able to fire up the main thruster and save the
lateral fuel as he vectored the lethal high intensity thruster
further out in the Toulon system than they had ever traveled. He
hesitated to put himself in sleep mode but did trim his active
processor slice by several billion and settled in for the trip –
maybe he would take up writing in his spare time.



Chapter
10: Sol

 


Even big Elmer, new to his human interface,
appreciated the view from Saturn. The gorgeous blue marble of Earth
was on the same side of the sun and easily magnified for him. The
planet bore many scars of civilization, large buildings and
floating cities, yet there were no recent scars of war of disease.
Large herds of animals could be seen with his telescopes but few
humans. The small cities and towns that were occupied had no
polluting industries and the amenities that the citizen enjoyed
seemed to be closeness with nature.

Saturn itself was a mess of discarded rubble
and machinery. Even Elmer had some difficulty sorting out what was
what as the rings were repositories for doped ice used as building
materials. The machinery used to assemble the ships wasn’t apparent
but the myriads of drones used to fetch the materials were floating
about inactive but Elmer detected faint power signatures.

If the drones were still live then the
designer, the one who built the ships and designed the DNA for the
initial race, was active but either didn’t have sensors deployed or
was hiding. Elmer searched his memories of the human parents that
drove down the Glory Road and gleaned some information about this
AI – It has a narrow definition of its duties and has no interest
in activities outside of its range. Designed by a different race
than those that designed him before the Orgals humanized him and
even a different race than the AI that defended the Toulon. This
AI, named Rupret by Jack’s grandfather, would allow the human race
to die and begin it again if they didn't meet the benchmarks.

Elmer also knew how to call it up, since
refreshing his memory, and now knew that the ship factory was on
the northern pole of Saturn. An examination of the area showed no
activity and a closer look revealed no trail of disturbed particles
or thruster signatures that indicated activity. It appeared quiet
for many years past. Since he knew he had been visible during his
decades of slow down into the system then Rupret hadn’t felt the
need to deploy any ships to intercept or ‘sink’ him. Of course, he
thought, there could be thousands of ships, many armadas, hidden
below the ludicrously active atmosphere of this or that shrouded
planet waiting to pounce.

The moon of Earth had not been renaturalized
as thoroughly as the planet had. Scars of industry in the form of
strip mines and refinery tailings covered most, more than half, of
the surface area. Living areas were dark and cold save for a dozen
small enclaves near operating and automated factories. The mass of
the moon was reduced by twenty percent of what it was recorded in
the historical text of the system that Elmer possessed. Much of the
orbital planet had been mined and shipped as material goods. There
were no deliveries taking place at this time nor did Elmer see
anything capable of delivery service.

Part of Elmer’s attention was distracted as
the automatic collision alert warned the ship of a very minor
object popping out from the far side of the large planet. The mass
and velocity of the approaching object were far too minimal to harm
the armored giant but it was the trajectory that caught his
attention – it would impact him in the exact center of mass to an
accuracy of minus 14 to the tenth percent. Elmer sent out a fast
drone thrusting at 40 gees and waited the short time to retrieve
the object. It was a history book, on paper. Actually, it was a set
of books, an encyclopedia. Inside were encrypted crystals of much
greater amounts of data and this data up to date. Elmer deciphered
the English language with ease. It would seem the AI had seen him
and offered assistance on hopes of some future assignment that
Elmer might be able to perform for it.

Big Elmer decided the trio would be more
interested in the Earth of their origin and deplored them into the
explorer ship to shuttle them onto the planet before they were
awakened. Big Elmer updated his decision during the loading and
awakened Elmer the humanized cyborg to watch over the short trip.
Elmer could endure the twenty gees if encased in a servo and could
slow his mind to a fractional sampling of his processors. The
explorer ship was loaded and launched within two days and no
further data was revealed from Rupret nor did the system AI
interfere with the launch.

Elmer watched them go with worry and regret.
Now that he was humanized he jealously regretted not being capable
of doing the things the little water bags could do. He couldn’t go
any closer to the sun for the same reason most starships couldn’t,
he would melt! The near zero water compromising most of his bulk
was as hard as steel and expressed many of the same properties of
the doped iron; in fact, with different impurities water at near
zero could be manipulated and changed for the desired tensile
strengths or other property hense the rings of Saturn. Elmer was
only reinforced with collapsed matter, having used much of his
heavy stuff as fuel to quicken this particular journey, but still
had to carry water as shielding unless he wanted to take the time
to make huge amounts of the heavy stuff – which would require tens
of centuries.

Big Elmer mused for months as he cataloged
the system. There were no habitats floating between the planets or
in the asteroids but there was diffused unnatural waste products to
mark, with massive computation of scattered minute particles, the
size and locations of the hundreds of condominium self-sustaining
units. The fusion thrust trails that would have been required to
move them had traveled hundreds of light years out of the system.
If I wanted to move people out of the system and toward the
unexplored areas of the galactic arm I would build huge habitats
and accelerate them as one means of travel, Elmer thought, and
marveled at the enormity of the task.

Since the solar exploration ship with the
human crew were nearing the home planet Earth Elmer paid more
attention to the drone reports he was getting and his visual
enhanced interface although there was nothing he could do about
light speed. He realized that what he was watching happened hours
earlier.

Still, as he watched the explorer craft near
the planet he had a great view of the craft highlighted against the
blue planet below. The moon was rising toward the craft in it’s
orbit, dwarfing the little interplanetary craft, but Elmer knew,
from quick and easy calculation, that there was no chance of
collision. Even so, the craft rockets sputtered to life and the
ship turned, closing the gap with the moon.

They must be enjoying the view with a close
in flyby, Elmer surmised. What seemed as scars to some, the massive
tailings and rustic buildings of past industrialization, held
greater interest for others; both Estelle and Jack had historical
connections. Elmer was startled as he witnessed the massive laser
bank charge itself, aim and fire with unnatural speed. The small,
by starship standards, ship was destroyed instantly and now floated
without power in cold chunks, some sparking with lessening life.
Aimed at Earth but going too fast to affect orbit the bits would
scream across the atmosphere and smash into the ground in vaporized
or molten bits.

“You could have told me they were headed for
the moon” Rupret said. Elmer noticed the link and provided the
unguarded reception node with much greater memory and priority.

There was nothing to say. Apparently, the
local AI would have warned them if it knew they were headed for
trouble but there was nothing either of them could do with a last
minute correction due to the communications time gap. Little Elmer
had sent the memory mirrors as normal but big Elmer just felt the
sadness, he didn’t want the regeneration to be forced on him again.
He decided enough was enough, he had done what he needed. He sent a
dozen rescue drones, his hope on the far side of optimism. He
noticed that Rupret had also erupted several sleek craft from the
north pole and sent them rocketing Earthward apparently with the
same hopes of rescue that Elmer had.

“Yes, I wish I had been warned you about the
lasers but we didn’t know they would be going close enough to
trigger them. Thanks for the help” Elmer sent to his new friend, of
sorts, but he really didn’t feel like talking and cleared
extraneous channels to listen uninterrupted to his drones report
which had taken the place of little Elmer's reports.

***************************

Days earlier smaller Elmer was not in direct
contact with the starship (it took over two hours for the light
speed message to rush out all the way to Saturn) but upgraded his
output as he activated his friends Jack and Estelle. Estelle was
naked, of course, in her survival coffin and Elmer averted his
attention as he sent subtonics to deactivate the system and warm
her up. When she was sitting up, the tubes removed and breathing on
her own in medical coveralls, he poked his head into the enclosure
to say hello and she nodded weakly.

Elmer turned his attention to Jack and began
the same procedure. He didn’t bother to hide his eyes from Jacks'
nudity and as he woke it was obvious that Jack didn’t care either.
Jack was pleased to have his friend in attendance. As his thoughts
materialized past those of dreams he said “So daddy left you
conscious and in charge?”.

“He did” Elmer replied.

“Was it really boring” asked Jack with some
concern.

“No, I cut the clock sampling. I hardly knew
when months passed but an emergency interrupt would have charged my
batteries pretty quickly” he said and they both laughed, knowing
Elmer was now a biological composite and not as prone to projected
energies or internal batteries.

In short order Jack was dressed and alert and
hungry. The pair left the recovery bay, little more than an area
about the raised hibernation coffin, to find Estelle. They stooped
through the bulkhead to locate her sitting at the common table and
autobar. A few steps further was a minimal common room with what
would pass as comfortable chairs and beyond that was the three
aligned acceleration couches with their controls and
instrumentation, some projected and some contrived of exotic
metallic. Above that was the glassine canopy that was both
translucent and as strong as the collapsed matter plating on the
hull although more brittle.

“I can’t wait until the ship turns and we can
see the planet” Jack mused aloud as he walked past Estelle to the
couches and gazed out at the stars, so many many stars.

Elmer stopped and took a seat with Estelle.
“Good morning” he said politely with a smile that Estelle
returned.

“Are you up for a bit of weightlessness?”
Estelle asked.

“Of course” Elmer replied. They were on the
last legs of deceleration and since they were using standard
diffused propellants instead of the razor sharp high speed ion jets
they could use them right up to the planet. They would smear ashes
across the upper atmosphere causing a bright blue stripe if
striking sunlit areas. At night they would generate a smeared
sparkle across the night side.

“How is the near moon” Jack asked. He was
looking up through the shield. They would pass it soon but Jack
wasn’t sure if they would see it.

Elmer took the initiative and a three
dimensional simulation appeared in the front of the slim craft. The
simulated ship decelerated toward the Earth as the moon rose over
the horizon but they didn’t pass as close as Jack would have
liked.

Jack left the simulation floating above the
couches and joined his fellow travelers for breakfast. Estelle was
polite but the sexual tension of previous times was gone. Jack
noticed that she was more attentive to Elmer, with his inept
flirtations and doglike attention. He was determined to give her
the cold shoulder until her attitude warmed, until she realized she
needed him.

Jack thought he was winning until she asked
with seeming innocence “Are there people on the planet?”

Of course!

“There seems to be a few enclaves on the moon
but the Earth is largely populated” Elmer said.

“How many men” she asked. A thin smile
twitched the corners of her mouth and when she saw the incredulous
look on Jack’s face she just laughed outright. Elmer looked on
quizzically.

“Several hundred thousand” Elmer
supplied.

“Several hundred thousand men or several
hundred thousand people” Jack asked?

Estelle laughed even harder then waited for
Jack to come around; he didn’t, his scowl deepening. Finally “does
it matter?” she teased aloud.

“They are people, those that didn’t leave the
system and live in self-imposed, apparently primitive, conditions”
Elmer supplied unnecessarily.

Elmer wasn’t sure what was going on. “I want
to see the moon too” Jack added petulantly.

“We could change course to get a better view”
Elmer suggested “and watch it pass by through the window then flip
over and watch the Earth go by while we enter orbit” Elmer told
them.

“What’s the time schedule?” asked Jack.

“We still require a one gee deceleration and
will right up until we are in orbit. At that rate we will be going
by the moon within the hour and be into orbit three hours later”
Elmer said again accepting the role of calculator.

Estelle was already on her way to the couch
for a good view and Jack was there but buckled into his assigned
couch, an endeavor that required some effort.

“Come on Elmer” Estelle sang out while
buckling into her own crash couch.

Elmer hustled over and whipped into his
bindings at cyborg speeds, as if the ship was part of him.

“Damn Elmer, it’s as if the ship was an
extension to you!” complimented Estelle only partly in jest.

“Make it so!” commanded Jack with
emphasis.

“Make what so?” asked Elmer obliquely.

“I’ll do it” Estelle said, always willing to
drive. With a dexterity that also seemed to be built in she changed
speed, increasing the deceleration to compensate for extra mileage
added laterally while accessing the controls both with her hands
and her built in mental interface.

“How close are we going to get to the
surface?” Jack asked.

“How about skimming across the surface at ten
miles height?” she asked but was already programming it.

“Good” replied Elmer and Jack.

“Just a few more minutes before the
spectacular view” she said.

They were already seeing something, Jack
thought as reflected lights played across the glassine screen. That
doesn’t make sense, he added to his thought, but then there was the
screeching creak of metal twisting and they all started.

It was the last thing any of them saw or
sensed as the three crash couches switched to survival mode and the
survival coffin characteristics took hold. They were gassed and
encased and reinforced before the high gee, very high gee, escape
thrusters fired - but it was too late.

Thousands of lasers, each with serious
joulage, sheered into the fuselage with practiced perfection. The
wings and steering thrusters were the immediate focus of concerted
effort and a few, enough, thrusters were disabled shortly with the
wings sloughing off a second later. All power was then focused upon
a single point of the extended fuel container which punctured.

There was no explosion but the leaking fuel
container lost ability to deliver components for the chemical
engine and as the supply for the leeward side diminished it stalled
the engine. Serious thrust, thrust increased to getaway maximum,
was delivered unbalanced which threw the ship into a spin of thirty
or forty rotations per second.

With the thrusters now cut it could be easily
calculated that the scrap would not impact the moon possibly
killing some of the few inhabitants, but it would impact the Earth
with meteoric velocity and cause quite a bit of damage.

Not without preprogrammed sympathy for their
Earth brethren the automated defensive clusters remained above
ground and visible while recharging. Minutes later they again
worked in unison slicing projections from the spinning wreckage.
The spin separated the sheared tonnages enough to mitigate the
damage for atmospheric entry. While the lasers cooled and recharged
the ballistic batteries pummeled the remains and even missiles blew
apart this or that component with only one stubborn sphere
remaining. Regardless of the damage extolled upon the pod it’s
unknown substance remained intact and the machines, if they had
sentience, would have despaired that this one part was still heavy
enough to cause damage below.

Although Elmer was also podded he alone was
conscious. There was a small gravity generator installed in the pod
and Elmer engaged it, slowing them now that they were in the
atmosphere; the pod machinery would have let them slam into the
ground because they would survive it but Elmer was hoping to spare
anyone below although the land was sparsely populated.

He did slow the blob of a craft to 15000 mph
with the generator working at full capacity but they still slammed
into the rocky mountainside with quite a bit of kinetic energy that
dissipated in heat and sound. Far up on the mountain they didn’t
cause a forest fire but some of the impacted rock roiled out in a
molten fashion and would have done so further downslope if it
weren’t winter and if pine trees were proliferous.

Well, they were down, thought Elmer. It would
be three days before the chair released him while it worked on his
repairs. There was nothing to do in the meantime, outside sensors
were burned off. Anything that wasn’t encased in the sphere of
collapsed matter was gone. Big Elmer would not be able to contact
them but would certainly send search drones. Large pieces of the
ship would have skimmed through the air all around the planet and
there was no telling if their bb of a craft was identifiable from
the air or buried – the second option was the probable one. Again,
Elmer trimmed his time slice and settled in for the wait.

*********************************

Big Elmer was indeed pissed off and had
nowhere to let loose other than on Rupret. Unfortunately Rupret
wasn’t human and never took offense. Elmer had moved the big ship
nearer to a stationary orbit over the North Pole of Saturn in order
to do just that without a delay due to distance. Eventually he
tired of scolding the AI since Rupret doggedly defended his actions
and, of course, the logic couldn’t be disputed.

Painstakingly and with regret Elmer scanned
and rescanned the data he could find about the lost ship but there
was no new data to be had since the pieces had fallen onto the
planet as ash. They were gone before he could instruct any drones
to search for cold biological masses that were all that was left of
his friends. Even Elmer the cyborg could would fallen under the
ferocity of the defensive attack and then the heated encounter with
atmosphere.

Elmer did see the ball of the collapsed
matter pod but lost track of if before it entered the atmosphere
and besides, there was no telling if any of the three were in it.
Elmer couldn’t imagine why they would be. Were theyt taking a look
see at the moon? Even his human side couldn’t figure out why as
instrumentation would have revealed the moon in much better detail
than human eyes. They would have been more comfortable on the
furniture of the day room adjoining the cockpit where they could
still look from under the glassine shield.

They didn’t even have two seconds to react
between the onset of the attack and the malfunctioning thruster
induced spin that would have turned them all to paste against the
walls. The room was sliced and opened to vacuum shortly thereafter.
Elmer was good at calculating the odds and they were slim.

Rupret had lent what drones he had available
to search for human remains and the escape pod and Elmer had a few
that were already in near orbits but neither set were producing
results. Rupret had quite a few spares and they belched from it’s
production facilities and accelerated away toward Earth to join the
search but it would take a week before they arrived.

The action had been classified as an
emergency for both the moon and Earth but neither had much in the
way of government. A few dozen volunteers manned specialty lensed
scopes and viewed the Earth below, but Earth is a big planet.

There were a few hundred Earth dwellers that
could operate communicators and machinery left on Earth and they
willingly activated themselves following the likely paths but the
destruction was so vicious that the orbit of raining pieces
encompassed the entire planet. Several aircraft now circled the
planet and several dozen ancient submersibles with unlimited
operational depths (in Earth oceans) joined the search.

It took deep penetration radar to find the
pod after three weeks of searching. The pod had plowed along the
mountainside before boring into a sheer escarpment to a depth of
200 feet into the earth and rock. The cliff collapsed cold rock
onto the newly created molten cave and the entire scar was buried
by an entire mountain of avalanche followed by a historically
tempestual snowstorm. The area had never been settled but had
occasional summer travelers and was named Donner’s pass in what
were once called the Rocky Mountains.

It took an entire week before big Elmer could
get the first of his requisitioned equipment to the area in the
slick spring thaw. He needed to be introduced by Rupret and none of
the natives had ever communicated with Rupret before much less
Elmer. Close in mapping determined that damage to the pod’s
external sensors prevented the communicators from broadcasting the
distress call. It would take a high erg effort to dig the pod out
but at least the pod was now clearly identified.

An uptech automated auger could generate the
tunnel of the needed size while solidifying the edges with an
application of an entire foot of extruded concrete and meshed steel
capable of sustaining 225 thousand PSI from any direction. To get
one of the two still on the Earth Elmer had to trade a small
collapsed matter generator that dealt out a malleable strand at a
crawling 20 foot a day. Nevertheless, the molecular string was so
sharp and so strong the precautions were needed to prevent cutting
entire buildings in half - including their occupants.

The auger practically zoomed through the
loose rubble or solidified magma and spit out the tunnel walls as
quick as a spider spinning its' web. It bumped right up on the
capsule with the digging bits and withdrew them barely in time to
keep them from being shattered. The auger withdrew and a team of
three men from what was Chile entered the tunnel with shovels to
loosen the dirt around the bottom of the pod and to find some way
to bring it out.

Elmer wasn’t able to pick up any signals
through the armored walls of the escape vehicle but certainly felt
the jolt when the auger banged into it. There wasn’t much he could
do yet, the doors were still pressed shut from the outside.
Actually, Elmer knew, the doors could force their way open even
buried in molten rock but they would still be buried. There was no
reason to wake the other two yet but Elmer allowed himself to come
fully alert even though there was nothing to do but wait.

Later, Elmer could have stated how much to
the partial of a second, he heard noises outside – small bumpings,
brushes and dings. Elmer unstrapped his arm and was able to stretch
to the wall of the enclosure and bang out a message. The working
noises stopped and then resumed after some undecipherable banging
on the hull from the outside. They hadn’t bothered to figure out
Elmer’s code but they would inform big Elmer that someone had
survived and that the capsule was not empty.

The whooshing and clunking went on for a time
that Elmer didn’t bother to track. Occasionally the workmen would
stop and bang on the capsule to see if Elmer was still alive, to
see if Elmer was frantic or feeble, but Elmer responded with a
solid few thumps and then the men would resume their work.

The capsule shifted several times during his
last day of static living and then began to roll. A few revolutions
and it stopped only to be jarred this way and that while, Elmer
guessed, trolley wheels of some sort were fitted. Finally with
quite a few jolts and false starts he could detect a lateral motion
and finally a lurching stop. Elmer had his attention focused on one
sensor and one sensor only – the blocked door – and would always
remember the moment it switched to green.

Elmer overrode the usual procedure and chose
to operate the internal rescue himself. Since the sensors were
missing the door would open as an airlock and extrude testing
equipment that might frighten or annoy the workers and which would
also require hours if not days.

He woke his friends and turned on the lights
although there wasn’t much to see. There wasn’t any of the
civilized niceties contained in the pod that were available in the
ship and as the coffins withdrew, after an hour of warm up, the
trio were able to stretch and scratch the accumulation of dead skin
and imagined crud although there wasn’t space to even sit up.

“Greetings” Elmer said brightly and receive
friendly responses from each of his friends as much as grunts could
convey warmth.

“Where’s my clothes?” asked Jack with a bit
of a drunken drawl.

“Is this air good?” squeaked Estelle. The air
did indeed stink of oil and metal and now the filters were not
handling the rush of biological gases that were added to the small
compartment when the coffins withdrew.

"Are we resurrected again?" Jack griped but
Elmer reassured him that he had not been rebuilt.

There was nothing much for it. There was
nothing more to do awake in the pod and Elmer popped the door. The
sunlight and cold air mixed invaded their space and immediately
blinded and froze them as they struggled to rise. If they were
listening they could have heard short ladders against the side of
the pod and the voices of their rescuers.

Jack was helped to his feet and down the
ladder first. It hadn’t taken long for his eyes to adjust and he
marveled at the feel of ice under his bare feet as they left him
there to get Elmer. Elmer wasn’t having any of the help and almost
betrayed his cyborg character as he popped up and shimmied down the
ladder like a gravity defying vampire of old. On the ground Jack
watched him stomp about for a minute before his mood lightened and
a smile split his face broadly. Jack was muted and nodded in a
friendly fashion but Elmer was greeting people and shaking hands
while not seeming to notice his nakedness.

Jack licked his lips in anticipation and sure
enough there was Estelle stalled from swinging her legs out to
descend the ladder but still hanging over the edge of the pod
waving her arms in irritation. Most everyone, and there were dozens
in the rescue party now that the work was done, stopped to admire
the girl along with Jack. Her naked torso was indeed the
masterpiece that Jack had imagined and he spent some time
committing the vision to memory. It appeared everyone else was
doing the same before reluctantly coming to their senses.

Men were rushing to the two ladders to assist
her down but Jack beat them to it. Rising half way and pushing the
second ladder to the side he demanded clothing.

“She won’t come down without clothing!” he
hollered while still naked himself and now up on a ladder.

A rescue vehicle, a treaded bus, burst open a
door and a man rushed out with clothing. His attempt to brush Jack
aside failed and he was forced to hand the clothing over to Jack
who tossed the thermal jump suit, complete with bootlegs, over the
top lip. He was rewarded with what was clearly a thank you from her
but he couldn’t make out the words. Her face appeared over the lip
and she smiled her thanks and waved an arm. Oddly, her wave
extended her arm until it pulled that one breast over the edge with
it (a reward?) and then she disappeared back into the craft.

Elmer had fetched some clothing for them and
was already dressed in the orange jump suit and offered one to
Jack. While Jack pushed his legs into the holes he was pleased to
find the high tech material seemed to absorb the dirt and ice
specks from his feet and he would not have the feel of a dirty body
into clean underwear. They were all dressed before Estelle dropped
over the edge and squirmed down the ladder with obvious athletic
abilities. The suit only seemed to accentuate her feminine charms
rather than hide them.

Elmer had unnecessarily gripped Estelle
around the waste to help her from the final steps of the ladder.
She stopped to allow him to do so, apparently not uncomfortable
with his arm around her middle. Jack headed in that direction but
he was crowded out by the many men who had helped with the rescue.
Estelle was stopped in her tracks but certainly wasn’t showing any
signs of discomfort surrounded by more men than she had ever
imagined.

The light was dimming and the wind was
picking up containing biting ice. They were all hustled into the
open doors of the bus with everyone concentrating on seeing to
Estelle’s comfort and a few chatting with Elmer while Jack trudged
along at the end of the line and ended up standing in the isle. The
doors closed and the bus trudged forward as the heater cranked out
uncomfortable air through the one large duct that was aimed
directly down on Jack.

The bus moved smoothly forward and Jack
guessed correctly that those left outside had other transportation.
Although most people on the Earth lived in primitive conditions
they did so to enjoy the superbly designed life all about them and
when called upon could manage highly technical tasks with the help
of computers. Jack hoped they were all up to their tasks because
they were already traveling in the dark with whipping winds so
strong and sharp that they rocked the heavy transport.

Eventually the excited chatter of a mission
well done slowed and most people stretched out on their comfortable
seats. Estelle stretched her head over the crowd to wave at him
before settling in. She sat next to Elmer and a darkly handsome man
on her other side. Jack couldn’t see but he guessed she was holding
hands with Elmer while the dark stranger was working up the nerve
to place his hand on her knee, comfortingly.

No one offered to talk with Jack. He was sure
it was because they might have felt guilty and would have felt
obligated to proffer their seat to him so he could get a break.
Finally there was one of those few smooth patches but this one
didn’t quickly change back to a dogged jittering pace. The wind
died down to nothing and light came up outside the windows
revealing interior walls of a large garage or hanger.

Jack moved to exit but others had beat him
rising quickly into the isle and it was fifteen full minutes before
he finally exited the bus and found Estelle and Elmer waiting for
him a few dozen yards off. Jack ambled over but their attention was
soon drawn to the dark stranger who had left them and now
reappeared. This time he was dressed in what would appear to be the
best in clothing of the time period and he was followed by several
attendant bots as he made his way directly to Estelle. Elmer moved
aside but was showing signs of distress as the newcomer closed in
on Estelle. He had something in his hand, a small box, and he went
to one knee before her and reached for her hand which she withdrew
in shock.

His robots, one on either side, began
unfolding storage boxes and resplendent gifts spewed forth and
seemed to arrange themselves although, of course, it was an unseen
mechanism. There was jewelry, clothing in gowns, projections of her
on strapping horses and ensconced in what must be the best cars and
planes on the planet.

These trappings meant nothing to her and
Estelle remained transfixed but her perplexed face slowly shifted
to amused; she extended her hand and he took it, slower this time.
“Will you marry me?” he asked formally.

“Alfonso, you are so manly, so desirable that
I cannot say no!” she said, pausing for effect before continuing
with “not even as your third wife”. She took more time to look
around, sucking in the shocked looks of Jack and Elmer. Jack sensed
that her smile widened further when she saw his distress but he
couldn’t be sure.

“But I can delay the inevitable and declare I
need to think about whether I can live up to the expectations your
social standing demands” she finished while returning his hand. She
flipped her hand to her forehead, palm out, and slumped her
shoulders in grief before turning away from him.

Alfonso glared about at everyone before
trying to get her attention. He couldn’t get her to raise her head
from her slump of grief she had affected. Finally he stalked off
followed by his bots and toys that folded themselves up before
trundling along behind.

“That’s too bad” said Elmer, finally getting
in next to the one side of her, Jack manning the other side. Elmer
threw an arm over her shoulder to comfort her and she wrapped
herself in it, surprising him, but still maintained her grief
stricken slump. Jack checked the ESP node along with the Elmer
implanted nodes to see if any information could be found about
faking women but the nodes contained nothing helpful and Estelle
was uncooperative - blocked.

The outside door of the hanger opened
allowing the snow and wind inside chilling them to the bone while a
grandiose car, of sorts, motored in with the big door closing again
neatly behind it. The rescuers were winding up their business and
preparing to go home, saying goodbye and boarding the bus. Almost
all of them had talked with Elmer and Estelle during the ride and
the two of them had pockets full of contact information - written
on paper! The large car slowed and changed direction aiming for the
spot they occupied which had thinned out leaving only the trio of
the rescued.

It stopped close by and a man, the best
looking man Jack or Elmer had ever seen even in pictures, undulated
from the front seat and came up to them, towering over them.

“My name is Frederick. I am your chauffeur
and at your service” he said to Estelle. The recent Alfonso had
bypassed the bus but entered his own bus and was out of sight and
apparently already out of mind as Estelle’s demeanor improved
dramatically.

“Well hello there!” Estelle said extending
her hand. She seemed a bit put off as Fred raised it to his lips
and gently pressed against it before returning it to her with a
blindingly white smile. Jack guessed she wanted him to drop to his
knees so that she could handle the second proposal of her first day
planet side.

Not put off, Frederick moved alongside of her
with such superb coordination that it was hardly noticeable that
Elmer was moved aside without a faltering misstep. Before they knew
it Frederick the chauffeur was moving them all toward the waiting
vehicle.

“Would you like to sit in the front with me?”
he asked Estelle. He had wrapped her hand in his forearm which
allowed close contact with the young woman – close contact as her
chest squeezed onto his thick bicep with an undulating rhythm that
she seemed to enjoy while Jack tagged along behind.

Big Elmer would provide all of the luxuries
for them that they could imagine but their imaginations were not as
expanded as they were now realizing. Soft music played and the
seats fit themselves to their backs. There was a lovely bot dressed
to say she was not limited in satisfying any of the requests they
may have. One thing they were used was bots and both men waved her
aside with indifference. They did accept the drinks with alcohol
and umbrellas and fruit juices. They could not feel the air vents
but the temperature was perfect.

The car oozed forward and the external wind
could be heard thrashing on the sides but at the same time a
privacy window went up between the driver and passenger cabin. The
last glimpse they had of Estelle was of her moving to the center of
the seat to be closer to Frederick and the last they heard from her
was a throaty girlish giggle that throttled up to a feminine
chortle of interest.

Jack could hear no more as the vehicle took
to the air and the diminished view of land and the sounds of storm
were quickly moved aside as an incessant sound of ice thrashing the
windows at high speed and a blank darkness took their places.

“Can you hear her” Jack asked Elmer.

“I can but I think I should allow her some
privacy” Elmer said and then put up with Jack’s glare for a few
minutes until it was finally dropped.

“My name is Sonya” said the server bot with a
seductive pose. “And this is my friend Tanya” she said introducing
a duplicate bot but blondish, that popped out of the closet and
‘accidentally’ out of its top.

“I’ll help you with that” Sonya said moving
to awkwardly reposition the boob holder that somehow kept slipping
to the side so that Sonya spent more time massaging her friends
chest than fixing the laundry malfunction while casting backward
looks to gauge the mounting interest of Jack or Elmer.

Neither of the men showed any interest while
charged with concern about Estelle. They weren’t worried that she
was in danger; they were worried that she would be leaving them
soon.

The girl bots calculated that they weren’t
drawing the interest that was needed to consummate the environment
they were attempting to create and while Jack and Elmer was talking
quietly among themselves Sonyas' décor shimmered and changed to
that of a healthy but buttoned down formalized waitress. Tanya
simply folded back into the closet.

“May I get you another?” Sonya asked politely
as she monitored Jack’s glass; he had emptied it and was moving the
umbrella around to pike the cherry. He nodded yes and handed the
glass to her with a smile. Elmer did likewise.

Forty more minutes were taken in the journey
and two more Ice Teas were consumed by both men so that when the
machine bumped down and the shades were withdrawn they were
giggling and making stupid comments in the warm sunlight.

“Welcome to Caracas” said a fully erect
Frederick standing by the exit that had opened silently.

“I bet Estelle likes your crack-ass” smoozed
Jack in the galactic language of making friends while incapable of
gauging statement effects before they are uttered.

“Yeah! Uh, yeah!” declared Elmer as he caught
his foot on one of the two balustraded steps that were there to
insure safe passage to and from the machine. He twisted and broke
his leg at the knee emitting a metallic snap causing a look of
question and then concern on the face of their host.

Estelle stood behind the driver looking
flushed and guilty ; Jack would always remember it that way
although he was in no shape to judge.

Elmer staunched the pain and stood erect
while the metallic bone, a real bone with hidden reinforcement,
jutted through the skin. The knee was destroyed and hung around the
wound attached to torn meat. As weight was applied the bone could
be seen to emerge further while blood began to spurt.

Frederick, seemingly more adept that he
appeared in Jack's mind, rushed around to the front of the machine
and returned with a jack handle that he handed to Elmer. It was a
large metal bar and Elmer was able to lean on it. Elmer did so and
found he was able to shuffle about.

Elmer had staunched the new spurts but was
actually enjoying his new human condition. He wasn’t in any real
danger and could always move into cyborg mode and overcome both the
drunken stupor and solidify the leg ; he simply didn’t want to.

“Shit” he said, standing in his own squish of
blood and looking stupid. It was the looking stupid (and the ice
teas) which caused Jack fall backwards over equipment he didn't see
because he was laughing so hard. Estelle looked on with disgust and
lack of understanding and again accepted the chauffeur's arm and
allowed him to lead her to a reception stand with her previous men
stumbling along behind like wounded pups.

There was a small news conference where she
was welcomed to Peru by a small delegation while they ignored her
friends. She told her story and there was some interest in the
starship but her ancestors, surprisingly the group was able to
track them in history, were long gone. Most of the population left
in starships created by the AI Rupret so, even though her incoming
story was interesting it wasn’t shocking.

An actual crutch had materialized for Elmer
and his knee had been wrapped. Elmer was able to stop the bleeding
and much of the pain with internal controls. With neither of the
men thinking clearly and Estelle distracted the serious nature of
the damage was masked for the time being.

During a reception dinner, which Estelle
found boring and the boys mostly slept through, she traded pleasant
conversation with good looking people that were thousands of years
old. Finally, they were led to a nearby cabin with three bedrooms
and told someone would contact them the next morning.

Jack, the idiot, had more ‘ice tea’ at dinner
and Estelle found it necessary to help him into his room and
position him over the toilet as he vomited with backsplash and
overshoots. Elmer had raised his conscious enough to curtail that
unhappy human condition and had found his own way to his bed where
he flopped onto it. He didn't bother to remove his clothing and was
heedless of the oozing knee.

****************

It was a fuzzy morning for Jack, one like he
had never experienced. Dragging himself out of the bed and into the
bath he didn’t notice the subtle changes that were new in his life
– the haze of dust in the air, the buildup of wax in the cracks of
the boards making up the floor, the hand cleaning smear on the wood
framed window and the buzz of a fly that had trespassed
indoors.

He couldn’t even find the shower and finally
washed himself with a cloth and soap from a bowl of cool water. His
clean shaven face and head hair coiffure had been made permanent
within his DNA but he ran his hand through his blonde hair in any
event and was pleased with the clean feel. He waited to be dressed
but no bots appeared and he moved back to his bedroom and selected
what he had learned were jeans and a t-shirt with a picture of a
fish and titled “I’d Rather Be Fish'n!” along with socks and
shoes.

He found Estelle at a communal table dressed
similarly. He felt a twinge of guilt when he remembered his poor
behavior of the previous evening but could still notice, through
his swollen eyes, that Estelle filled out her clothing properly and
looked very fetching in the run of the mill clothing.

The smell of hot coffee and fried eggs
overpowered Jack’s nausea and he took a seat on a wooden bench
adjacent to what was known as a wooden picnic table in some
circles. He had to retract his knees to brush off some clinging
wisps that he didn’t recognize as spider webbing – with whelps he
would learn not to shove his knees into dark corners and recesses
on the undersides of well, just about anything.

“Good morning Jack” Estelle said sweetly, too
sweetly, from across the table where she sat sipping her coffee
over an empty plate of what had been eggs and oatmeal. Jack nodded
and added his most pleasant grunt while he waited to be fed.

Eventually Estelle lost her amusement as she
watched Jack become more and more irritated while he waited so she
obligingly filled him a plate of the still warm food that she had
cooked from scratch, a first for her, and brought it over to
him.

“Bots not working” Jack asked?

“No bots” she replied not elaborating until
his fog cleared.

“Any coffee” he added?

“Coming” she said wanting to add thousands of
words explaining that she was not his servant nor a bot replacement
and that she had spent quite a bit of time preparing their meal but
she refrained, this time. She knew well enough that servitude was
not for her, in the long run, but she could help a buddy out on
occasion.

The thought, as she brought the hot coffee
heavily creamed and sugared to Jack, of taking care of a man’s
needs brought back memories of the last evening with Frederick. His
rugged handsomeness, his suave manner, his debonair speech, the
close quarters and her need for a man other than Jack or Elmer had
lowered her defenses and she would have willingly given into any of
his desires – or so she thought and even imagined during the short
trip to the lower hemisphere of the planet.

Frederick had toyed with her with a masterful
sophistication that avoided cruelty and a smug superiority. His
every move, his guiding hand and touch added to the last in her
desire for more. During the trip he had filled her in about life on
planet Earth, adding that he hoped she would stay. While he talked,
asking her questions about her life while he informed her about
Earth, his eyes would linger on her ripening femininity. First
flickered a light touch of his eyes and later he looked with a
lustful gaze as if he were breathing in to himself every bit of her
sexual essence.

While she was wondering when his hands would
finally begin their caresses, wondering if he were waiting for her
to act, planning aggressive sexual acts that never were launched,
she heard the information he provided.

Those on Earth had elected to stay because
they revered the natural bounty that was already provided. They had
allowed the DNA upgrades and now lived to thousands of years of
age. They could select the attributes of their children as far as
hair color, skin color, eye color and body type while immunities,
coordination and long life were standards. They had allowed the
planet to stabilize naturally and now lived with nature instead of
trying to control it. They put limitations on their breeding and
every two centuries a starship was constructed on Saturn and those
that desired to explore would fly out. They did fall prey to wild
animals, on occasion, but even primitive fencing was often enough
to secure reasonable safety.

By this time Estelle had moved entirely
across the seat and sat up next to Frederick while he drove the
machine – driving was an act that wasn’t actually necessary. She
had managed to wrap herself around his upper arm in a manner she
hoped seemed innocent but her desire was building irresistibly. She
kneaded the muscle of his arm and he didn’t object. She imagined
his leg was tired and told herself that a massage of his thigh
might be something he would expose his appreciation for and was
just about to reach for it when he launched into his personal
story.

Frederick had married two centuries before
and his wife, he only had one, had borne him a second child just
this month. Local training required several decades and he was
eager to start the instructions. After that, since the child was a
male, he would train his son in the skills he had mastered, limo
driver being just one of them – and he winked when he said it
giving Estelle something to ponder for the next couple of days or
longer as it turned out. Estelle was relieved to be landing
imagining her mortification if she had seized the moment only to be
rejected and where her friends tumbled from the back she had
something else to think about. Fred helped the men inside and
showed her the pantry and departed with a final smile of feigned
regret.

‘I’ll bet one of his other skills would be as
an actor’ she bitched to herself.

Her trip through memory lane, uninterrupted
by Jack as he ate mindlessly, was disturbed by Elmer as he limped
into the room.

“Oh my God!” she exclaimed and she jumped up
to help him. The metal crutch he was using was no longer effective
but he did manage a one leg hobble as his right lower calf was
dragging behind the knee. This morning the cyborg wasn’t masking
his human construct and the pain was obvious. Elmer almost howled
as he sat down at the table. Nevertheless, he had to sit sideways
and couldn’t bring himself to lift his leg over the table.

“Oh Elmer” was all Estelle was able to
vocalize as she examined the wound. The lower limb was entirely
black and stunk like rotten eggs although the stench was new to
her. The patella was missing and the skin holding the bottom on was
turning green and there were steaks of black flicking backwards up
the blood line into the thigh.

“It’s nothing” said Elmer heroically for
Estelle’s benefit. He was sweating profusely.

Jack had finished his brunch but still held
his coffee in his hand as he stood beside Estelle and smiled at her
in an effort to console her. Obviously he wasn’t as concerned as
she was.

“Can’t you just fix it?” Jack said referring
to Elmer’s cyborg capabilities.

“Jack, don’t you care about Elmer?” she
intoned while her face wore a mask of concern.

“He does, he does” Elmer reassured her but it
seemed the effort just to speak was draining him.

“Come on buddy! Hit the cyborg button and fix
it” Jack demanded. He had spent his entire life with bots and
projections and just assumed the damage could be repaired. Hell, he
had even died a few times and been fixed.

“Big Elmer isn’t here” Estelle informed him
and he realized she was right – big Elmer held the framework for
these miracles.

“Where is he?” Jack asked.

“Your AI has a copy that will be arriving
this evening” said a pleasant unhurried voice from the door.

“Who are you?” Estelle asked the petite
brunette that had entered unbidden.

“Glad to meet you” Jack stated extending his
hand and using it to sweep her on inside as a gesture while his
eyes widened with the vision of a girl as pretty as Estelle and
wearing about the same getup.

“That’s good to hear” Elmer said referring to
the news about big Elmer.

“My name is Ellen and you are Estelle, Jack
and Elmer. This is my house” she said politely as she moved
alongside Elmer too, examining the wound. She tut-tutted a bit and
moved to touch it but decided against it.

“Do we need to move out?” asked Elmer not
really believing they would have to but just making
conversation.

“No, of course not. I and my neighbors are
hoping you will stay here with us. It is a rather pleasant
existence. If you do decide to stay we can help you build your own
home” she said smiling mostly at Jack. “But we have to do something
about this leg and I can help you, I am a nurse” she said, an
offer.

“What do you suggest?” asked Elmer.

“I am not familiar with cyborgs. Obviously
you are more biological than machine. What can your machine side
accomplish”?

“I can fight the infection” Elmer said.

“Well, do that” she commanded softly.

“I need fuel” Elmer informed her and she
asked if he needed biological fuel or some type of gasoline or
atomic isotopes and he told her biological.

She left immediately and returned in short
order with several dozen eggs in a wagon that she tugged along
gingerly. At the sight of it Estelle jumped up and into the kitchen
heating up the burners and retrieving any pans she could find and
soon the sound and smells of frying filled the air.

Elmer began to eat sparingly but soon his
demeanor changed and the repairs could be seen happening to his
thigh as the color returned. Health did not return to the lower leg
and while he was in his numbed state he reached down and tore it
away startling the others.

Ellen was the first to recover from the shock
and even reached out and took the limb from Elmer. “We need to sew
that over” she told him and produced sterile thread, needles,
scissors and scalpels from a locked drawer. She was swift and
competent. During the procedure, which they all watched intently, a
knock sounded at the door and Jack opened it to find no one. There
was a package and taking it in he found a crutch. No one was
surprised that it fit Elmer properly.

 


“Damn, that hurts” Elmer said ruefully half
an hour later after he had re-humanized from his revved up healing.
Nevertheless, the stitches over the stub were pink and the skin was
tight and the seams weren’t oozing. Estelle reached down to shoo
away a fly.

Ellen made more coffee, finally relaxed, and
they chatted the time away with stories about her family swapped
with tales from their travels. Ellen set up a recorder. Some of the
earlier starships had arrived at their destinations and returned
information packets so the concept of what actually existed on far
flung worlds was known and their tales were fantastic. It was part
of the reason why a cyborg didn’t paralyze anyone with fear.

Ellen was practically a newborn at only sixty
years of age. She had not been married and reacted shyly when Jack
stared strongly at her, memorizing her lips, her eyes, her smile.
Estelle was beginning to think that the entire living arrangement
was a setup for her nuptial benefit.

They all watched the sun work its way across
the sky and felt the heat from it diminish in proportion to its
height; all three of the newcomers found it thrilling. As Jack
watched the fly work its way across the table he marveled at the
complexity of life on Earth. It was his homeland, it was his
heritage and he liked it.

Again with a knock on the door and Jack rose
to open it and found another Elmer. Jack had to laugh. This Elmer
was not human, not even a cyborg. This Elmer had hurriedly crafted
synthetic skin and effected a ratcheted movement as it accepted the
invitation and entered.

“Ah, an actual bot” Ellen exclaimed in
glee.

“Are you from daddy?” Elmer asked.

“I beg your pardon?” the robot replied
neutrally sending them all into gales of laughter but the newcomer
was not offended. It was made much funnier because the stupid droid
had all of the features of Elmer except for, apparantly, the being
human part.

“So what does big Elmer have for us?” Estelle
asked nicely after she had regained her composure.

“Elmer and Rupret express their regret with
your misadventure. Rupret states he would have warned you if he
would have known you were going that close to the moon” new
Elmer.

“Rupret has emerged from his hidey hole and
is talking with Elmer without incident?” Elmer asked and new Elmer
replied positively.

“Do you think I could get a tour of Rupret’s
factory?” Elmer asked and again got the nod.

“Please thank them for organizing such an
elaborate search” Estelle said formally and new Elmer said he would
relay the message. Indeed, it said it was relaying the message as
this interface was being recorded and sent back to the AIs at light
speed.

“I would like my leg fixed” Elmer said and
new Elmer calculated, having been programmed with
specifications.

“You will need to return to the starship for
such a procedure” new Elmer informed him and Elmer swore
lightly.

“Is there a solar ship in orbit?” asked
Ellen.

“I arrived in a systems exploration vehicle
of Rupret design. It is in orbit and a shuttle is outside to take
you all back to the ship” new Elmer said.

“What if they don’t want to go?” Ellen asked
but Jack was intrigued – he hadn’t considered the possibility.

“They can stay, certainly. I even project (a
pause while the robot calculated the personality odds) that it may
be the option that provides you with the most meaningful life” it
said.

Estelle was lost in thought as she too
considered living on Earth.

“But you need to accompany me to orbit. The
ship has enough computational power to download your personalities
in case of future loss” it said.

Jack snickered. The thought was disgusting
but since he had already been redone he would cooperate.

“Now?” asked Jack and the robot nodded
backing out of the door. Jack saw the shuttle on the plain a
hundred yards off and plodded out.

“Can I go too? I have never been in a shuttle
or off of the Earth” Ellen requested and the robot confirmed there
was room. Jack was a bit embarrassed that he hadn’t considered
asking her; he waited for her and they all moved to the shuttle
slowed by Elmer but finally they were boarded and strapped in. The
gravity effectors were improved in efficiency and they were several
miles up before motors needed to be fueled but the sky soon grew
dark and they were weightless in orbit in no time.

The shuttle entered a dock in the side of the
larger ship that pressurized and allowed them to exit and enter the
large ship by way of doors. Ellen giggled and banged her head
slightly on a projection allowing Jack to assist her. He tried to
maintain his adult composure as he helped her but every touch, and
all of her banged into him without regard to proprieties, tingled
his interest and he stopped trying not to take advantage and just
enjoyed her closeness while helping her.

Finally inside and strapped into acceleration
couches the ship ignited a small thrust to give them some stability
before big Elmer addressed them in a recorded projection.

“First, let me say I am pleased to see that
you are all safe. The odds were against you and I feared for the
worst. To find you safe is an unexpected joy” he said.

“I am guessing that some of you may want to
spend more time on Earth and I could just as easily relayed this
message through Elmer” big Elmer said bringing a laugh to everyone.
Elmer was improving on his sense of humor.

“Are there enough Elmers anyone?” Elmer asked
but the recording advanced unabated.

“The real news is that I have made a
breakthrough. As you know, we interrupted an advanced signal from
the top of the galactic hub and since then I have dedicated some
priority to understanding the problem – I hope the breakdown in
service didn’t inconvenience anyone” big Elmer’s recording
lamented.

“As if we could tell” Jack sniped mildly.

“I am announcing that I have found the
solution. I have tested it successfully and beamed a signal to the
vicinity of the Glory Road. As improbably as I expected the
development of the fast communicator to be it was an even lower
priority that I would receive a return message, but I did” Elmer
announced and paused for emphasis. It was needed, everyone’s eyes
were wide with wonder and everyone’s mind was enthralled with the
implications.

“Maybe we should go back to the star ship and
check this out” Estelle suggested.

“I have installed the equipment in the
exploratory ship that you are now passengers of” the recording
continued.

“At 5000 light years per second a signal can
be sent to and received from the center of the galaxy in twenty
seconds. That is almost direct communication. Let Elmer know when
you are ready to receive” the projection said and with a final
smile, a large one, it evaporated.

“I’m ready Elmer” Estelle said before anyone
could stop her.

“I have to check that the route is clear” the
ship responded from everywhere.

Jack understood the complications of
projecting with this new technology. Any ship that accidentally
intercepted the signal would be fried but the chances of such an
encounter were very small. Jack had returned to his seat and was
losing interest when a full wall projection screen appeared before
them containing four smiling people, all dressed in similar jump
suites and all smiling broadly.

A lovely but short Chinese woman stepped
forward and introduced herself as recorded. They were being filmed
now but that projection wouldn't reach the Chinese woman for
several seconds.

“I am Hin-Yuin” she said “and this is
Charlene, Jerome and Jack” she finished and waited the twenty
seconds.

“The heritage is obvious” Ellen said.

“Our parents!?” Estelle screamed. She had
thought it might be but had rejected such an overwhelming
realization. She had been stunned but recovered faster than Jack
who was experiencing the same emotions.

Everyone was out of their chairs and
approaching the screen excitedly.

Soon there were cries of love you son, love
you mom, love you dad, and love you sweetie all over the place.
Everyone was crying with relief and with joy.

“Fifteen seconds, fourteen” the ship said
counting down until the window would be closed; a star system was
slowly moving into the beam on it's galactic orbit.

When they were gone, disconnected, Jack and
Estelle talked. They had never felt so comforted, so wanted. And
their parents, whose lives had been cut short, lived and had worth
and still loved them. Jack had never felt so complete and realized
he had been hugging Estelle and exchanging intimate information
with her for almost an hour without the least bit of
awkwardness.

Realization came upon him and he kissed her
hard on the mouth. He couldn't live without her. She responded with
the same realization and would have made love with him then and
there if they had been alone.

“Let’s go make a home on Earth” Jack asked
Estelle and she pressed herself against him again, agreeing with a
kiss. Again, finally, they pulled apart and Jack looked at
Elmer.

Elmer was sitting placidly looking back at
the pair. Sitting by his side was Ellen with her hand on his
remaining knee. “We’ll be visiting the ship together” he said and
Ellen smiled large. She gave his knee a big squeeze and Jack
noticed that the harder she squeezed the larger Elmer smiled.

Estelle rose and gave Elmer a kiss square on
the mouth while Jack did the same to Ellen. Although these kisses
were exciting they were an expression of intimate friendship but
would not be expressed with sex.

Estelle and Jack headed for the shuttle with
a backward ‘later’ from each.


Postview:

 


Thank you for taking the time to read my
book.

This wraps up the Hard Jack series but the
characters are still out there and who knows what adventures lie
ahead.

 


Hard Jack III was a galactic romp, an
adventure.

Hopefully we can project a bit of ourselves
into the characters although I doubt you see as much action as Jack
or Estelle - I know I don't. In that vein, though, I have
substituted sex for violence although the two of them have
surmounted many obstacles and dangers and lead adverterous
lives.

Hard Jack III is PG 14, PG 16 for some. There
is some foul language and where can two young people fly about the
galaxy without some mutal interest? I do try to make science
fiction with personalized characters because, in my opinion, these
things could actually happen. In the entire book collapsed matter
was the only material used that doesn't have a sound scientific
backing.

 


Hard Jack and Hard Jack Junior are a bit
different. These books are gritty. They have R ratings and can not
be reccommended for youth.

In the first book Jack has to reach the AI
that runs the solar system in order to convince it to begin the
migration before the next human culling. The situation is severe
and the description of the effort is clearly described including
the liasons.

The second book is after the culling and Jack
Junior finds himself in a slave pen. He shoulders the task that his
father began. Drafts of the star drive and the moon's
industrialization are detailed in the whirlwind of activity that is
sure to take place.
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Surviving the pending cull is a hobby of
mine. You can get updates on this stuff on my webpage along with
recent happenings and tour dates.

http://www.pappymart.com/

 


Send me a note if you are inclined to do
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