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    1  
 
    The Woods 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Myrtle, my dear, the trees are so pretty as they begin blooming.  I am eager to see them flowering,” the older man said as the couple walked along. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Oliver, I have always liked to see the trees when they are blooming,” the older woman replied.  “The smells are so nice and sweet.” 
 
      
 
    They were walking hand in hand along a well-tended trail made from crushed stones.  It was so firmly packed it was easy to walk upon.  The bright light of the sky tube far overhead filtered down through the leaves of the trees and made the habitat glow in light and warmth. 
 
      
 
    A bird with blue-gray feathers on its head over a white band of feather around its neck flew past.  It had black tips on its blue wings, and a light-colored belly.  It gave a loud, harsh rattle as it settled prominently on a branch which reached far out over the water of the river.   
 
      
 
    “I will have to slow down a bit,” Oliver said as he limped on his leg.  His sparse gray hair was short and his nearly bald head was tan.  He bent over to rub the back of his calf.  His arm had the C mark on it, but the C was wrinkled and faded a bit.  It had been there for many decades.   
 
      
 
    “That leg of yours,” Myrtle remarked as she had numerous times.  “I guess we can both rest by sitting on the bench.”  Her hair was as gray as her companion’s but was much thicker. 
 
      
 
    The couple sat on the permalloy bench which was taupe colored and angled at a comfortable degree to fit their old bodies.  They looked over and down the gentle grassy slope that led to the river.  There were a number of ducks that were waddling around on the river bank, and a flight of geese which flew in and landed as they watched.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, that is better,” Oliver said as he extended his leg out.  “Is it me or did this walking trail just get longer.” 
 
      
 
    “It is you.  You are the one who wanted to live a half kilometer from the mill and village on the road to Tula,” Myrtle replied with a laugh.  “It is me too.  I agreed!  I cannot count how many times we have walked along this path together.” 
 
      
 
    “I always think of the time when Hugo was born,” Oliver said wistfully.  His brown eyes misted over a bit.  
 
      
 
    The elderly woman chuckled.  “My water broke just down the way a bit.  It seemed like a long walk back to the medical center in Tula that day.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was way before we moved out here.  If the baby had come when we were in Tula it would have been easier.  Do you ever wonder what Hugo would have been like had the Outbreak not taken him?”  Oliver asked.   
 
      
 
    “What makes you ask such a question now?  That was sixty-five years ago.” 
 
      
 
    Well, Myrtle, with all the talk lately about the smugglers and the other strange things, I was just thinking,” Oliver answered.   
 
      
 
    “You were just gossiping with those other old men you breakfast with at the pub.  Yes, if I say so myself, it is all gossip.  Was this from that Theodore character?  He is always letting his words run way faster than his mind,” Myrtle commented.  “Not that outrunning his mind is any feat of success.  That man is just plain slow.” 
 
      
 
    “Myrtle, we were all talking. Yes, that is true.  Who else am I supposed to talk to?  I cannot very well walk that five kilometers into Tula just to socialize, can I?  And the six men who have breakfast together are my friends, but I agree with you about Theodore, he is one dull stump.  I wish he had not moved out here from Tula when he got old.  They were all saying that there might be a new Outbreak, and all this talk and the actions of the authorities is about that.  Well, so I thought of our Hugo and being here made me ask you.” 
 
      
 
    “Theodore is a dull stump all right, but he is a far sight better than that wife Judy he had.  Now she was one quarrelsome and bitter woman,” Myrtle said.  “Now I remember a time when that Judy came over and just started to rant and rave at me…” 
 
      
 
    “Please do not malign the dead, after all she is probably still quarreling from the grave,” Oliver gave Myrtle a smile.  “My dear, I know it is painful, but can we talk about Hugo?  It is important to me that we talk.”   
 
      
 
    “Well, Oliver, certainly we can talk about that boy of ours.  I can still see his cute little brown face looking up at us after he was born.  I never thought I could love someone as much as I did Hugo.  A mother feels that way about her first born, you know, no matter how short his life might be.  All the ladies tell me that, even the young mothers with today’s children.  Why just the other day I saw Allison, you know, that woman who makes crafts?  Well I was at the bizarre in Tula and she was carrying her little baby, and I said to her…” 
 
      
 
    “Myrtle, you are an expert at changing the subject, I know you have not walked all the way to Tula for a long time, and from what I hear Allison’s children are in school now.  So, I want to know what you think would have happened had Hugo not died.  Please tell me?” 
 
      
 
    “Oliver, you are persistent on this.  You can be a bulldog when you get your teeth into something.  Now, I think Hugo would have grown up like our later children.  He would have been a good man, like you, and he would have had a family and we would have had other grandchildren,” Myrtle said.  She wiped a few tears from her old eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Well, Arvin and Simo would have had a much, much older brother, and they would have been uncles.”  Oliver commented thoughtfully.   
 
      
 
    “And our grandchildren, Lyudmila, Natalya, Maria, and Carlos would have had more cousins,” Myrtle said.  “It was not to be.  Fate had it that Hugo and so many others died.  That is why we have the quarantine now.  I am glad our grandchildren are safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they?  I know what happened long again, but that is part of what I mean.  Well, I am not sure exactly what I do mean.  I just wonder if they are truly safe.  The men were saying that the smugglers have stopped coming here because they have all died from a new Outbreak.  There is talk that the Central Planning Office shut it all down just to stop this new disease from coming here.  Some say the CPO itself is threatened.  Things are happening.  Weird and strange things, like the brown lake water last month, it is all connected.” 
 
      
 
    Myrtle reached up a wrinkled hand and stroked Oliver’s face.  “Oh, my dear, you worry so much, and that Theodore fool has filled your head with these silly notions.  Brown water?”  She snorted her derision.  “Did you see any of that brown water?  I did not.  No one I know actually saw that brown water.  It is all just silly old men wagging their tongues and trying to relive the glory days of youth.” 
 
     
 
    Oliver looked hurt and cast his eyes down.   
 
      
 
    For a while they sat quietly watching the ducks and geese swim in the waters of the river, and seeing the budding trees around them.  A rabbit hop-stepped across the trail in a leisurely manner. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry I brought it up,” Oliver finally said, but did not look at Myrtle.   
 
      
 
    Reaching to hug him, but having some difficulty in getting her old body to fit, she wrapped an arm around him.  “Now I should not be so harsh.  I too am sorry.  It has just been so long ago.  Of course, we both miss Hugo, and he would have been a proud and strong man.  We would have been proud of him, but he died and our lives went on.  Thus is life, here in C Habitat, the Woods.  So please my dear, do not let the jabbering of that old cretin trouble you so.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right.  Theodore was saying he knew a man who traveled from Penza, and that man said that the whole town of Penza knew about the brown water.  He had a friend who saw the brown water out in that lake called Walled Depths.  Said it was not normal or natural.  I know, none of us have ever been to that end of the habitat.  He did sound sincere,” Oliver said.   
 
      
 
    “Theodore is sincerely a fool.  He made the whole thing up to have something to talk about.  No, I take that back, he is not smart enough to make up a realistic story, someone must have told him the story and he repeated it like a hill myna.  His brain is no bigger than a bird’s anyway,” Myrtle said.  “If there was any brown poisoned water, then it was an industrial spill and the vodnees took care of it quickly and easily.  As a former engineer, I know that could happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and as a former biologist, I know a virus can mutate and change.  I always had my doubts about Vaccine 731.  But the Epidemic Prevention and Habitat Purification Department insisted on using it.  And then the Roe happened.  They said we would be immune, but that is not what happened.”  Oliver paused.  “My dear Myrtle, we are both beyond the times to worry about such things.  I am sorry to have mentioned Hugo.  Now if we are to meet our son Arvil, we best continue our walk.” 
 
      
 
    The couple stood up, assisting each other and continued their walk along the path.  The clear waters of the Woods River ran gently by.  There were occasional fish seen in the light of the sky tube where it shone down on the water.  The bullheads gently swam upstream while the flow of the river passed them by.  They barely swished their tails to the side enough to stay in roughly the same place.  The ducks ignored the fish and stayed closer to the shore. 
 
      
 
    A short while later, at a junction of walking trails, they approached a man in a dark green uniform.   
 
      
 
    “Arvin, we have finally made it here,” Myrtle said.   
 
      
 
    “Mother and Father!  It is a lovely day.  How are you two?”  Arvin replied.  His gamekeeper uniform was neat and tidy.  His medium length black hair was just showing some signs of gray at the temples and was thinning on the top.   
 
      
 
    Oliver hugged his son, and then so did Myrtle.   
 
      
 
    “Sharina made your favorite lunch,” Arvin said and handed a basket to his parents.  “I am sorry I cannot stay to eat with you today.” 
 
      
 
    “Arvin, you always have lunch with us the day before rain-day.  What is so busy and important that you cannot eat with your elderly parents?”  Oliver asked as he also pouted out his lip.  “It may be the last chance you have. At our ages, one never knows.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, no need to cast guilt upon me,” Arvin said.  “You are hardly ready to drop over and die.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps Arvin has to go and stop this new Outbreak you were telling me about?”  Myrtle laughed.   
 
      
 
    Arvin’s smile disappeared and his face looked stricken.  “Mother, what did you just say?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing.  Just folklore and gossip spread by your father’s fool friend Theodore.  Why?  Is there really another Outbreak?”  Myrtle asked as she studied her son’s face.   
 
      
 
    “Mother, there have been incidents with the smugglers.  I have a meeting with Constable Durand.  He has been traveling to meet with all the gamekeepers and deliver a special message from Governor Werner.  Our post here will be meeting today, so of course I cannot miss it.”  Arvin looked uncomfortable as he spoke.   
 
      
 
    “Son, is there a threat to us?”  Oliver asked.   
 
      
 
    “Father, do not worry.  The smugglers have not been getting into the Woods, and that is a good thing.  Constable Durand is just making his rounds to meet us personally.  If it were something really serious he would have had us called into Tula to the base there,” Arvin said.  
 
      
 
    “Arvin, I can always tell when you are hiding something from us.  The lines around your lips tighten ever so slightly.  So just tell us now,” Myrtle said.  “Otherwise your father will go back and talk to Theodore and make for more rumors. He will probably also not sleep, as your father will be trying to figure out what this new Outbreak is about.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother, it is not an Outbreak.  At least I truly do not think it is,” Arvin replied after a moment of hesitation.   
 
      
 
    “Is it the brown water?  Is that it?”  Oliver asked.   
 
      
 
    Arvin’s lips grew tighter, and then he blurted out, “There has been a mobilization.  My daughter Lyudmila, has volunteered for the gamekeepers.  She will be leaving as soon as I get home.  Even I do not know what this is all about.  It may have to do with the toxic brown water, but I am not sure.  I have not seen so much secrecy in my whole life.” 
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila?  As a gamekeeper?  I thought she was working at the mill grinding meal?”  Oliver said.  “Out here away from the town of Tula, there is not much else to do anyway, but our mill is very important for food production.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she was working at the mill.  However, that work has been rated as a lower priority job and is being done now by the older people.  Some people are being called up in the mobilization.  My younger children get a deferment to finish their schooling, but Lyudmila must report.  The notice of her volunteering was given yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “So surely, this is just a drill or practice,” Myrtle said. “The last mobilization was when the Outbreak happened, and that involved everyone, no matter what age.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, mother, I am sure you are right. It is likely just a drill or practice. Lyudmila will probably be off for only a few days and then come back with some happy camping stories,” Arvin said.   
 
      
 
    Both his parents knew he was only masking over his own fears and his words rang hollow.   
 
      
 
    “So, you cannot even join us for lunch?”  Oliver asked.  “You truly have to leave now?” 
 
      
 
    Arvin hugged his parents and held tightly to them.  “I must go now.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we come to say goodbye to Lyudmila?”  Myrtle asked.   
 
      
 
    “If you could run, we could do it together.  As it is, I may be late getting back, but I wanted to give you your lunch and tell you in person.  I love you, Mother.  I love you, Father.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you too, son.  I am proud of you!”  Myrtle said.  
 
      
 
    “You tell Lyudmila that we love her,” Oliver said. 
 
      
 
    “You will tell her yourself when she comes back.  I must go!” 
 
      
 
    Arvin turned and began a steady running trot which led him down the path and away.  
 
      
 
    “If Hugo had lived he would be too old to run now, and would have time for us,” Oliver stated.   
 
      
 
    “Hugo would be nearly thirty years older than Arvin,” Myrtle said. 
 
      
 
    The elderly couple walked back to the bench and sat down heavily.   
 
      
 
    “I suppose you will say you were right,” Myrtle said.  “I should have listened.” 
 
      
 
    “You were the one who was right, dear.  Myrtle, all I repeated was gossip, and we know nothing at all about what is really happening.”  Oliver stretched out his weak leg.  “Shall I serve you the lunch?” 
 
      
 
    Well, certainly.  I cannot think why there would be a need to mobilize all the young people,” Myrtle commented.  “Unless, something truly bad has happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Arvin did not say all the young people, did he?  I heard him say a mobilization, and this area was affected.  Perhaps it is just a training drill of some kind,” Oliver replied.  He handed over one of the rolled butterbrots and several slices of pickled beets.   
 
      
 
    “Sharina did make her wonderful ham salad,” Oliver commented as he watched his son fade into the distance.   
 
      
 
    “She is a good daughter, almost as good as if she had been our very own, instead of just marrying our boy,” Myrtle replied.  “I wonder how she is handling this mobilization?”   
 
      
 
    “She will be fine.  You and I survived the Outbreak, our children and grandchildren will get through whatever this is.  Whatever happens, they will do their best, and I will be proud of them,” Oliver answered.   
 
      
 
    “Like little Hugo,” Myrtle said quietly.  “Or they will be like Hugo.”  
 
      
 
    After taking a bite of pickled beet, Oliver asked, “Myrtle?  Does the river look lower in the water level?” 
 
      
 
    “Not to me, and I do not see any brown toxins in it either.” 
 
      
 
    “My eyes are probably fading, but it looks lower that I remember for this season.” 
 
      
 
    Neither one wanted to talk about what might or might not happen to their oldest grandchild, Lyudmila.   
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    Can They Come to the Gardens? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did you say Brinley would be here?”  Paul asked Gretchen.  He had just finished shaving the brown stubble off his chin.  It washed away in the sink.  The hair he removed was darker than the very light blond hair on his head.  His skin tone and head hair were both similarly light.  He blew out a deep breath knowing he would not have to shave now for many days.  He usually had scruffy facial hair, but kept it trimmed on occasion.  
 
      
 
    “She only said she was coming, she did not say exactly when.  You could ask Brinley yourself on the multiceiver if you need a precise time,” Gretchen responded. She was standing near the window of the room they had been living in.  Her deep brown skin glowed with health and her frizzy dark hair was clean and combed.  She turned and walked over to Paul.  “So, you have shaved in honor of seeing Brinley again?”  Gretchen teased.   
 
      
 
    “I shaved because I had a chance to do so.  With Brinley coming here, who knows what will be the next crisis I must endure.” 
 
      
 
    “Your friend will not be able to come here again,” a girl’s voice said from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Paul jumped and turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Will you stop doing that?” Paul snapped at Rika.  “It frightens me terribly when you just show up.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to cause you fear,” the young girl replied.  Her narrow green eyes, the color of pools of stagnant water, grew a bit bigger.  “I just wanted you to know your friend Brinley will not be allowed to find the Gardens of Delight.”  
 
      
 
    “Why not?”  Paul snarled back before Gretchen could interfere.  “Brinley was here before.” 
 
      
 
    Rika’s luxurious, wavy, golden hair tossed a bit as she flipped her head and turned away.  Her tall and thin body moved in a wispy manner. She began to walk away, but then stopped and turned back.  Her small mouth was tight, but she spoke in a soft and controlled voice.  “I know you have had a lot of pain, but you need to think about nice things.  Nice thoughts.”  There was a slight flush to Rika’s prominent cheekbones, but otherwise her color was her typical pale.  “You have asked questions, I will answer.” 
 
      
 
    Paul nearly spoke again, but Gretchen’s hand restrained him.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rika, I would like to understand what you mean,” Gretchen said gently.   
 
      
 
    “The Gardens of Delight cannot be known by others.  Martin, Irina, and the triplets all agree remaining hidden is for the best.  You may leave to meet your friend, but Brinley will not be allowed to find us again.” 
 
      
 
    “So, all the children decided, and Brenda agrees?”  Gretchen gently prodded. 
 
      
 
    “The Teacher was not asked,” Rika said.  “It would cause her too much pain, and we do not want that here.” 
 
      
 
    “You have been very kind to us,” Gretchen said.  “We appreciate what you have done.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you do, but he is still sad and still wants to escape,” Rika said and pointed her finger at Paul.  “There is no escape now.  We are all in the Vanguard together with the bad animals and the machine people.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry,” Paul said honestly.  “You just scared me.  I should be used to things just jumping out at me from nowhere.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a thing.  I am a girl.”  Rika turned and marched quickly away. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, she is a child,” Gretchen admonished.  “Your sarcasm does not help us.  They have been good to us, and even though I do not know how we got here, after the teleportation system failed, I am thankful we did.” 
 
      
 
    “I said I was sorry, and I am.” 
 
      
 
    “klauuk kak-klauuk kak,” came the animal sound from outside the door.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked out, ready to again shoo away one of the annoying chickens.  The rusty red colored bird scrambled away down the path and into the crops.  The rows were very orderly with vegetable plants flourishing under the light from the central orb which hung over the chamber.  Paul’s mind jumped about.  He was unsure what to call this location, this place.  He knew its official name was Terragora Investigation and Evolution, but that helped him about as much as knowing the species name for some habitat animal and having never seen it.   
 
      
 
    Paul’s thoughts vacillated between considering it as a tiny biological habitat, even though it was far smaller than the vast other biological habitats, or thinking of it as a mechanical corridor, a room or chamber, even though it was larger than most of those.  It also was different because the central orb hanging over the top of the area cycled through a day and night rhythm like the sky tubes did in the habitats, unlike the mechanical sections of the Vanguard which were lit unpredictably.  That glowing orb was a yellow color, and warmth radiated out from it.  It was about fifty meters above the deck and shone down on the entire room.  That relatively low hung light was much closer to the ground than the sky tubes which were roughly two thousand meters off the ground of the habitats. Sometimes Paul thought of it as an experiment and biological research laboratory, but that did not quite fit either.  So, considering the many contradictions and contrasts, Paul was unsure what to think of the place he and Gretchen had been staying.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure if it is the same bird or not.  Maybe they take turns coming over to annoy me, they all look pretty much the same,” Paul said.  “I am sorry about snapping at Rika.” 
 
      
 
    Paul breathed deeply and exhaled slowly.  The pleasant smell of vegetation and biological life also permeated the area, yet Paul could see the side walls from everywhere in the place.  Those side walls arched up to a pinnacle at the top from which hung the light orb.  Again, the observations in that place were unlike the long visual vistas which could be seen in the habitats and made him think the area was more like the corridors.  He took another deep breath of the aroma and liked it.  He then recalled that most of his life he had never smelled any biological growth because of the strict and sterile environment of Dome 17 where only humans lived and the food producing biologicals were tightly contained.  Not only was the air here fresh, it was also nicely humid, another big difference from recycled and dry air of Dome 17.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you must be particularly careful around these children.  They know more than children, and are powerful in ways we do not understand.   But back to the clucking animal. Is it a white chicken or a rust colored one?”  Gretchen asked interrupting his mental pondering. 
 
      
 
    “It is a rust colored one.  I can tell that difference.  It just ran into the field.”   
 
      
 
    “Is it a male or female?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I did not ask it.” 
 
      
 
    The chicken disappeared behind the plants which had medium green, oblong shaped leaves with deep furrows and veins on them.   There were occasional small walkways between sections of plant rows.  All of the walkways led toward the center where the small building stood beneath the glowing orb.   
 
      
 
    Creeping along the path, stalking the chicken was the gray and black striped cat. 
 
      
 
    “Also, that cat animal is out here again,” Paul said, looking back toward Gretchen. 
 
      
 
    “The one that adopted you and follows you around?”  Gretchen teased.  “The one that loves you and seeks to sleep with you? That vicious carnivore?” 
 
      
 
    “That thing has claws and fangs and remember there were lots of those when we came across them,” Paul replied.  “And yes, it does try to get in my bed and sleep with me.  It sometimes even swats at me.” 
 
      
 
    “Bernie!”  Lennie said as he and his sister and brother came running along.   
 
      
 
    The cat looked back at the triplets.  They were younger than Rika, and were the youngest of the children who lived in what they called the Gardens of Delight.  Lennie, Jennie, and Bennie each had large grayish-blue eyes which shone out from their dark faces.  They had neck-length, thick, wavy, brown hair.  Their wardrobe was uncomplicated, and completely red colored.  Paul had not seen them wearing any other color since he awoke in the bed.  He recalled them wearing ivory colored clothing back at the Reproduction and Fabrication facility, but now they each wore red like the first time he had met them.   
 
      
 
    “Bernie?  Come and play with us.  The chickens are tired of you hunting them,” Jennie said.   
 
      
 
    The cat turned and put his tail straight up and walked right toward the triplets.  The young children squatted down and began to caress the cat which flopped onto its side and then rolled onto its back and purred a soothing sound.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, those triplets always remind me of age-mates from Dome 17.  However, my understanding is that they share the same genetic materials,” Gretchen commented.  “They do like animals.” 
 
      
 
    “Only the nice ones,” Paul recited as he recalled that the triplets often remarked about nice verses bad animals.  “We should go and talk to Brenda and find out what these children are saying about Brinley.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure that is a good idea, but go on if you really want to.  Remember Rika said that Brenda, the Teacher, was not asked,” Gretchen said diplomatically.   
 
      
 
    “Still, we should talk to her, she is the only adult here,” Paul replied.   
 
      
 
    After a while, they left the barracks and walked along one of the paths which led to the center of the Gardens of Delight.  The room had a clear door which Brenda opened as they approached. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, sweeties!  How are both of you today?”  Brenda asked. She was shorter than Brinley or Paul, and a bit heavier.  Her light brown, straight hair hung to her shoulder level.  She had a happy round face with a pleasing smile.    
 
      
 
    “We are waiting for Brinley,” Paul blurted out, but then looked around at the inside of the room.  “And for Larissa.  They both said they would be coming here.” 
 
      
 
    The outer walls enclosed a hexagonal shaped room perhaps ten meters across.  The room was just a bit taller than Gretchen, and that gave her an uncomfortable feel of having too low of a ceiling.  Some of the orb’s light filtered in.  There were chairs and a table located at the center of the room. All six children were seated around the table.  There were places for about nine more people, but those chairs were empty. On the side opposite the door was a bench with controls and a display screen.  Several minicomputers were arranged there. 
 
      
 
    “Teacher,” Rika said.  “Our friends need to leave to join the woman Brinley.  You remember her and how nice she was.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley is wonderfully nice.  It is a shame she cannot come here right now.  Privacy and safety must be our main concern.”  Brenda looked at the children.  They all seemed surprised.  “Yes, I knew what you had planned, and it is good to remain hidden away and safe here.  Oh, I understand that Paul and Gretchen need to leave.”  Brenda turned to face them.   “It was so very nice of you to stop by.  I hope you are rested and recovered from your ordeals.  I fear there is much more to come.” 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, you knew?” Rika asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sweetie.  I am your guardian after all.  I agree with your decision,” Brenda smiled as she spoke.  
 
      
 
    Martin, with his blue eyes and medium complexion looked quickly up at Paul and Gretchen.  “The shiny silver door will not work as an exit anymore. I had to fix that in a different way since you last were here.” 
 
      
 
    “Martin, can you just let Brinley in, and then we will leave with her?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I would like to, because Brinley is very nice, but we all agreed that no one else can come here.  It is because of the bad animals and the machine people.  Those others, the sullied people are not too hard to keep out.  There is still one in that insane room,” Martin replied.   
 
      
 
    “The sullied animals are yucky,” Jennie said. 
 
      
 
    “But not as bad as those bad animals, they are really nasty,” Lennie added.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure they even are animals.  They are so bad,” Bennie finished.  “They hate everything.  Their minds work different.”   
 
      
 
    “So, Brinley cannot come in here.  What do we then do?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    Irina walked over Brenda and asked in a gentle voice, “You look tired?”

“Yes, sweetie, I am tired.  Now that you mention it, I think I will go and take a nice nap.”  Brenda stood up and walked over to Paul and Gretchen.  She hugged each of them.  “It was so nice to see you again.  I hope we can meet together in the future.  Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    Then turning to the children, she said, “We will have more lessons after my nap.  Thank you.”  Brenda walked away and left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Now we will answer your question,” Rika said.  “There is no need to bother the Teacher with the details.”  She then nodded to Irina. 
 
      
 
    “Now wait a minute,” Paul said as Irina stepped toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Please just sit down,” Rika said.  “Then you will know everything about joining your friend Brinley.  Please sit down and do not be afraid.  Think nice thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we can at least listen to these children before we leave,” Gretchen said as she sat down.  “And Brenda did agree with them.”  
 
      
 
    “Well, I think we should speak to Brinley and Larissa on the multiceiver and find out when they will be here,” Paul said as he sat down at the table. “They said they knew how to get here.”  
 
      
 
    “You will speak to them very soon.  We know you will,” Rika said.  
 
      
 
    “So, they are going to come here?  You will let them?”  Paul asked.  “What changed your mind?  I was afraid to even say Larissa was coming here.” 
 
      
 
    Irina placed one hand on Paul’s shoulder and one hand on Gretchen’s.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen both gently slipped their heads down to the table as they fell into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    “I will have those white automacubes come and carry them this time.  That will work better than the way we did it before,” Martin said.  “Having those two white ones come back with us was good.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as good as having Bernie come here.  He was worth that whole trip away from the Gardens of Delight,” Jennie added. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Bernie is super, and the white automacubes are helpful.  Not as good as the red and blue ones will be.  Martin, you are right.  The white ones will work nicely for taking these two away from here,” Rika said.  “Irina?  Are they are healed?” 
 
      
 
    “Their bodies are healed.  Their spirits are outside my reach,” Irina said.  “A healed body is not the same as a healed person.  I have done what I can.”   
 
      
 
    “The white automacubes will bring all their tools as well.  I just told them to pack the gear up,” Martin said.  “They will need all that stuff outside of here.”  
 
      
 
    “Bernie says he is going too,” Lennie said.  “I will miss him.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much as me!”  Jennie exclaimed. “That cat liked me best.”  
 
      
 
    “No way.  We will all miss Bernie.  He says he will try to come back but will send some other patrol cats here as fast as he can,” Bennie said.  “They can easily find their way if we tell them how.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodie!”  Lennie squealed with joy.  “More nice animals.  But they cannot chase the chickens.” 
 
      
 
    “Bernie was just playing anyway.  I told the chickens that and they are less nervous now,” Jennie said.  
 
      
 
    Two white automacubes rolled up to the central room and the door parted for them. The machines rolled out an inflatable stretcher onto the floor, and then gently moved Paul from his seat and onto the stretcher.  The manipulation arms of the automacubes moved him with gentleness and tender care. The stretcher inflated and held his body.  It was not the full suspended animation trauma stretcher so it only held Paul by straps across his back, and legs with an inflated ridge around it.  His breathing was deep and easy.  His limbs were secured safely for transport.   
 
      
 
    A second stretcher was rolled out from the white automacubes, and Gretchen was similarly placed onto that stretcher.  It was then stacked on top of the one Paul was in.  Gravity manipulation then was applied so the stacked stretchers hovered over the floor.   They were pulled away then from the central room.   
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, Paul and Gretchen.  You can go and meet your friends, now.  Brinley and Larissa are getting more busy,” Rika said.  “We will be watching what you do.  I am sorry it will be so hard with the bad animals.” 
 
      
 
    The white automacubes carried the stretchers out and they passed the rows of plants.  They came to a side wall which opened up for them.  They left Terragora Investigation and Evolution and passed into a hallway where there had been a large amount of charring and burning.  The automacubes did not notice the stale air or the other foul smells which lingered in that corridor.     
 
      
 
    They rolled up to a pressure door which had white lettering, “Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment Beyond this Point.”  
 
      
 
    Martin spoke to the machines and the controls in and around the door, even though he was physically far away, back sitting around the table.  “I have fixed that room for the next few minutes.  You can get through it now.”  
 
      
 
    The medical automacubes activated the door which opened to the Gravity Alteration Gimbaled Sphere.  They rolled inside keeping careful track of the stretchers with their two sleeping patients. 
 
      
 
    “The parabolic inhaler casually quits!” a figure yelled.  It had once been human, but its glowing orange eyes revealed it to be a Roe.  It tried to stand, but toppled over in dizziness.  “The parabolic inhaler casually quits. The parabolic inhaler casually quits,” it kept yelling while it tried to walk, but only scooted its arms and legs while lying on its side.  It again tried to stand upright, but fell over backwards.   
 
      
 
    The two medical automacubes rolled past the staggering and floundering Roe without giving it much attention.  The gray and black striped cat trotted along happily near them.  They exited out a door that was in proper alignment with the GAGS.  The automacubes had to shift their drive wheels to adjust to the directional change of gravity as they passed from the GAGS to the corridor beyond.  Bernie the cat just numbly leaped and shifted about, landing on all four feet gracefully. They easily made that adjustment and the hovering double stretcher carrying both Paul and Gretchen came along behind them.   
 
      
 
    As the automacubes pulled the stretcher past the doorway, several large rats leaped into the GAGS. Their eyes were glowing orange in an angry manner.  They rushed toward the still lurching Roe as it tried to right itself.   
 
      
 
    The pressure door slammed shut.   
 
      
 
    The rats raced at the Roe which they saw as a vulnerable and easy prey.   The Roe had given up trying to stand and just sat down on the floor. It was rocking itself a bit. 
 
      
 
    The lights in the GAGS shifted and flickered.  The gravity manipulation changed and then changed again, then fluctuated randomly.  The rats were suddenly thrown violently around.  They screeched in fear and disoriented anguish.  Visual perception was skewed.  Vertigo rampaged through the Roe’s head and the rat’s small brains. Up was down, and side to side, were never consistent.  It all felt like it was moving as the chamber spun and the gravity toggled from zero to three times earth normal in only seconds.   
 
      
 
    “The parabolic inhaler casually quits!” the Roe screamed in triumph as it snagged one of the rats as it flew by in the confused mess of the failed control systems.  Biting it savagely, the Roe fed. 
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    Larissa and Lyudmila   
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyudmila walked along with her father Arvin.  Her dark brown wispy hair framed her round face.  She smiled happily at her father.  Her light brown eyes alive with excitement.  She was stocky, and muscular from her work.   A sprinkling of freckles crossed her nose.   
 
      
 
    They had said goodbye to her mother and younger siblings.  Their small wooden house was surrounded by pastures and crops between the stands of trees.  It was one of the farm cottages located among the vast agricultural fields which encircled the tiny village of Yuriev.  The region around Yuriev was the major food producing area for that end of C Habitat. The village was not too far away, and consisted mostly of the grinding mill, the pub, the church, and the half dozen houses which encircled the mill.    
 
      
 
    Bila’s Mill towered above the other buildings as it was made from permalloy and had a bright red water wheel which dipped into the river.  The other structures were all wooden and much newer than the mill which had been around since the launch of the Vanguard, a time, decades before Lyudmila was born. 
 
      
 
    “Father, when the CPO put out the notice, I was one of the first to volunteer,” Lyudmila said.  Her dark hair and square face were typical of her family.  They were all stout, not fat, and stocky with a sturdy frame.  She looked ahead at the ever so familiar scenes as they walked along the basic road which led to the village.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I heard,” Arvin replied.  “I am not sure why you volunteered, but now you are committed.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, Father,” Lyudmila said taking her dad’s arm playfully.  “It was to be like you.  Being a gamekeeper is an important job.  You have said so yourself so many times.” 
 
      
 
    “I fear it is so you could meet men from outside of Yuriev.  There are few men around here your age,” Arvin replied.  His heart soared as he knew she had honestly complimented him on being a gamekeeper, but he also knew her motives were mixed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes father.  There might be men from some of the other places like Tula or even Penza on the far other side of the Woods,” Lyudmila replied with a sly grin.  “How else to meet new people?”   
 
      
 
    “You could just jump in the river and float all the way there,” Arvin teased.  “Then some fisherman could scoop you up in his net!”   
 
      
 
    “I consider doing that almost every day,” she answered with a laugh.  “Seriously, father, when was my job at the mill going to be reassigned and let me be free for this?  I thought I would be working there forever.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a valid point.  Lyudmila, I am not sure what all this is about, and it may be more than just a game or time to meet new people.  There has not been a mobilization for a generation or more,” Arvin said seriously.   
 
      
 
    They walked past the pub and entered the church where Constable Durand was waiting.  There were four other people sitting in the pews of the church.  The inside was lit by gentle lighting, and by glass areas in the ceiling.  Those roof windows were arranged around the central single round dome which from the outside looked like an onion.    
 
      
 
    “Arvin, I am pleased you are on time,” Constable Durand stated.  He was a blocky man with a heavy black mustache which was as black as the curly hair dangling around his ears poking out from his thick cap.  Unlike the typical gamekeeper uniform, his coat was double-breasted, long, deep green colored with black buttons down its two rows.  His knee-high boots were dull black.    
 
      
 
    “Constable Durand, this is Lyudmila.  She has volunteered as a new gamekeeper,” Arvin said and gestured toward his daughter. 
 
      
 
    “As have these other three.  We need a four-person team for the mission we are called to perform,” Constable Durand stated.  “I will now call the midshipman so we can receive our orders.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Durand activated his multiceiver and stated, “This is Constable Durand awaiting orders.” 
 
      
 
    “Please establish full display size link,” a man’s voice stated.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Constable snapped to it.  He pressed the side of the multiceiver and it projected a beam onto the side wall of the church.  A man’s image was there.   He had crisp short black hair, a medium and clear complexion, and round brown eyes.  His eyes were looking right at the people in the pews.  He was wearing a uniform of dark blue with gold trim.  There were red epaulets on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “I am the midshipman dispatching an order from the Central Planning Office,” the man stated.  “I see that the four volunteers are assembled.  This team will assess each egress point in a subscribed section of C Habitat and ascertain that the quarantine is still in prime condition.  This shall be done immediately, and shall proceed along the route that is being supplied to Constable Durand.  Governor Werner is also dispatching a second team from Penza.” 
 
      
 
    “So, is this about the brown water?” one of the other volunteers asked.  His name was Ricky and Lyudmila knew of him a bit.  He and the others all lived in more remote places than she did.  She had seen Ricky at the bizarre on occasion, but did not know him well. She did not know the other two at all. 
 
      
 
    “This is about the quarantine.  The quarantine must be maintained.  The Central Planning Office needs an accurate assessment of the status of the quarantine.  Governor Werner and Constable Durand will instruct you on the use of the monitoring tools which are being sent via gravity conduit.  They should have arrived already.”  The midshipman stated clearly and directly.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.  They are here,” Constable Durand replied. 
 
      
 
    Arvin wondered why the CPO wanted new recruits to do what seemed like a simple task, but he had never spoken to anyone in the CPO before, and did not desire to start doing so now.  He did look at Constable Durand and noticed that his wrinkles around his face were deeper than he recalled from past encounters.   
 
      
 
    “Will you at least tell us what that brown water was all about?”  Ricky pressed.   
 
      
 
    “Stop imagining things and maintain the quarantine.  That is all you habitat personnel are asked to do, a rudimentary task.  So, get to work.”  The midshipman showed no emotion as he insulted them all.   
 
      
 
    Constable Durand stepped up quickly, “Please forgive our over eager recruit.  I, myself have seen the toxic brown water, and have heard the rumors.  If you could please alleviate the concerns we have here, that would be helpful.  I will make sure these new gamekeepers are instructed in the use of the monitoring tools.  Thank you.  It is a pleasure to work with the CPO.” 
 
      
 
    “You will remain focused on the security of the quarantine and stop imagining things.  You shall complete this task on time and report back to the CPO.  That is all,” the midshipman ended the briefing. 
 
      
 
    The display went dark and the beam of light from the multiceiver shut down. 
 
      
 
    Constable Durand’s anger flared.  He was unsure who to target his considerable anger upon, but Ricky, being the closest one ended up being his target. 
 
      
 
    “You imbecile!”  Constable Durand yelled while picking Ricky up by his shirt front.  Durand’s muscular arms lifted him easily out of the pew.  “You talk back to the CPO?  I am your commanding officer and you will never speak out of turn again.  Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    Ricky was off the ground even though he was taller than Constable Durand.  “I was just…” 
 
      
 
    “I said you will never speak out of turn.  What is unclear about that?”  Constable Durand said as he pulled Ricky’s face close to his own.  The thick black mustache nearly touched Ricky’s young face. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.  I understand,” Ricky mumbled.   
 
      
 
    Constable Durand set him down, but did not let go of him.  “And what do you understand?”  He asked in a bit lower, but no less threatening voice.   
 
      
 
    “I will never speak out of turn again.” 
 
      
 
    “And when you do have a question, what will you do?”  Constable Durand asked.   
 
      
 
    “I will keep it to myself,” Ricky replied trembling a bit. 
 
      
 
    Before Ricky could move, Constable Durand let go with one hand and slapped him right across the face.  “Wrong answer.  You will ask your question.  Questions are essential, important, and needed.  However, you will follow the chain of command of the gamekeepers. In fact, I appoint you to be the team leader of these four recruits.  So, you are now directly under my authority.  If these new gamekeepers have a question, they will ask you. So, you had better be prepared to know and learn everything I will be teaching you. If you cannot answer their questions properly, and I mean properly, you will ask me.  If you have your own questions you will ask me.  Is that crystal clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ricky responded and rubbed his reddened face.   
 
      
 
    “What do you understand?”  Constable Durand asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will ask you my questions,” Ricky responded.   
 
      
 
    “And when these others ask you a question?”   
 
      
 
    “I will answer it, or ask you about it.  Is that correct?”  Ricky asked, but was prepared to be slapped again.   
 
      
 
    “You are not an imbecile.  You have shown you are teachable.  The chain of command is essential,” Constable Durand stated.  “So, when you ask me a question, I will answer it.  If I do not know, I will ask Governor Werner.  Then Governor Werner will speak to the Central Planning Office if needed.  We listen to the CPO, we do not question them.  That is the natural order of things.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila looked at her father.  His face was stone hard.   
 
      
 
    “Ricky, take the other three new gamekeepers and go outside.  Proceed to my wagon which is hitched behind the church.  Wait there.  I will pass out the uniforms, supplies, and give you instruction on the use of the new equipment,” Constable Durand ordered.   
 
      
 
    The four recruits looked a bit unsettled.   
 
      
 
    “I believe you all heard my command, did you not?”  Constable Durand asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.  Everyone, follow me,” Ricky said.   
 
      
 
    The three others, including Lyudmila followed him outside.   
 
      
 
    When they had departed, Constable Durand looked at Arvin.  He said to him in a gentle voice, “Governor Werner told me of what had happened out by Penza.  I know you have heard the rumors as well.”  He then paused for a bit and collected his thoughts.  “My friend, Arvin, we have known each other for many a year.  What is your take on these orders from the CPO?” 
 
      
 
    “Constable, these orders, they seem like busy work, if I may be so honest.  We already have patrols on the egress points, and many years ago the entrances were sealed and secured,” Arvin replied.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true, yet the smugglers were able to come and go, and the quarantine was violated, at least in an absolutist meaning.”  Durand stroked his mustache in thought.  “The CPO never made much of an issue of that for as long as I have been alive, and there has not been an infected animal or, heaven forbid, a Roe inside the Woods for many a year.” 
 
      
 
    Arvin was perplexed.  “So, what has changed?” 
 
      
 
    “Arvin, I am not sure.  What you say is true, something has changed, but what remains a mystery.  Perhaps the smugglers have never seemed to be a vector for the Outbreak, but now the CPO knows differently?”  The Constable again paused and just contemplated.    
 
      
 
    “Constable Durand?  What is the truth about the brown water?”  Arvin asked.  He and the Constable had been able to speak freely to each other for a long while and they shared a mutual trust.   
 
      
 
    “Governor Werner saw the brown water himself.  It was poisoned by some unknown thing.  A half dozen vodnee automacubes were destroyed in Walled Depths, but our Governor does not know why.  There are investigations going on right now.  The brown water was confined, but is still poison in that part of the lake.” 
 
      
 
    Ricky came running back into the church.  “Constable!  Constable!  Come quickly!  There is something in the river!  It is by the mill around the flume.” 
 
      
 
    From the look on Ricky’s face, both Constable Durand and Arvin knew it was an urgent and sincere plea for help. 
 
      
 
    They ran outside the church.  Looking up toward the mill, there was a deep bluish-purple glow coming from the river.  It radiated around the tall structure, and cast an eerie sheen even though it was daytime.    
 
      
 
    “Arvin, come with me,” Constable Durand commanded.  “Ricky, you take the others and spread out around the village.  Warn the people that something is happening and tell them we are checking it out.  Do not frighten them.  This is strange, but may have a simple explanation.” 
 
      
 
    The recruits ran off.  Lyudmila looked back at her father as she ran away.  He gave her a salute and a broad smile.   
 
      
 
    Constable Durand and Arvin ran toward the mill. 
 
      
 
    Blam!   
 
      
 
    “That is a scatter gun!”  Arvin commented.   
 
      
 
    “This may be more dangerous than we thought,” Constable Durand said as he pulled a revolver out from under his long coat.  “Or it may just be Bila scaring way the pigeons again.” 
 
      
 
    When they reached the mill, they saw that the flume channel was leaking badly and the permalloy which it was made from was cracked and broken.  Part of the bright red waterwheel was visible at the edge of the building.  The air was still and there were no bird, insect, or other animal sounds. 
 
      
 
    There were several people standing near the door at the top level of the mill.  They were crowded on the deck that overlooked the river, sluice gates, and the flume.  One of them was leaning over the side rail and fired the scatter gun again.  She was aiming down toward the water on the far side of the mill.   
 
      
 
    Blam! 
 
      
 
    “Bila!  Why are you shooting?”  Arvin cried out as they reached the base of the mill.  Bila was a small, pump, older woman who managed the mill.  Her gray hair was tied in a bun, and the scatter gun she was using looked almost as long as she was tall.  The other people on the deck retreated back inside the mill.   
 
      
 
    There was an enormous cracking sound.  The mill itself seemed to shake a bit.  The waterwheel stopped its slow turning.  The wide double doors on the mill’s front burst open and people came running out in a panic.  Their eyes were huge and they were screaming hysterically.  They passed Constable Durand as he stepped to the side just in time, but they knocked Arvin down in their frenzy to get away.  He fell to his butt and yelled at the mill workers, but they sprinted away without stopping.   
 
      
 
    Looking up, Arvin saw a section of the waterwheel come flying off of the mill.  It crashed down with a loud thud.  Its red metal was twisted and ripped.  The rest of the waterwheel was shuddering.  He could see some odd purplish rope-like thing wrapped around the part of the wheel which remained attached to the mill.  Since most of the wheel was blocked from view by the building, Arvin could not see what that purplish rope was tied to, but then he noticed another one on a different section of the waterwheel.  The bluish-purple ropes were tugging at the wheel.  One uncoiled and then reattached itself in a different spot.  “That movement was alive, and not from some rope,” Arvin said quietly to himself. 
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    Bila continued to shoot at something from her vantage point on the deck at the top of the mill.  She was the only one on the deck now. A white glob of something flew at her from the far side of the mill.  It exploded into her chest and the upper part of her body was splattered all around.  Her legs and pelvis stood for an instant before falling over. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Arvin yelled as he got to his feet.   
 
      
 
    “Arvin! There are rusalki in the river!”  Constable Durand hollered.  He was standing at the corner of the mill.  He pointed his revolver and fired as fast as he could pull the trigger.   
 
      
 
    Bang, Bang, Bang, Bang, Bang, Bang! 
 
      
 
    Arvin raced up to the Constable and as he rounded the side of the mill he saw something his experiences had never prepared him to see.  He did not fathom what his eyes relayed to his brain. 
 
      
 
    “A rusalka?”  He had pulled out his own revolver and was aiming it at the thing in front of him. 
 
      
 
    It was a round object, larger than a cow but of a far different shape.  It was sticking up partway from the river.  It had the long strands, rope-like, stretched out from it at numerous places.  They were the purple things he had seen grasping, pulling, and shaking the red waterwheel.  Arvin’s mind had trouble identifying what he was seeing.  It shimmered a bit in the light from the sky tube and was sort of fuzzy and unfocused.  The ropes were not really ropes, but seemed to be part of the thing itself.  They moved with purpose as if they were some strange hands.  His mind thought of a scorpion as he saw the ropes move, but he was not sure why.  He just blanked as he stared at the foreign thing and was unable to identify what he saw.    
 
      
 
    Constable Durand quickly and efficiently reloaded his revolver with a speedloader holding another six rounds.  He snapped the barrel of the heavy revolver shut and took careful aim.   
 
      
 
    Bang. Bang.  Bang.   
 
      
 
    He began firing again.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly a whip-fast strand of purple came whizzing out of the water to the side of where Constable Durand stood.  It cut down on his outstretched arm.  The arm shattered in a number of places and the revolver fell to the ground.   
 
      
 
    “Constable!”  Arvin yelled and raced to his side. 
 
      
 
    Durand withstood the blow which destroyed his arm, and staggering just a bit, he grabbed the revolver with his uninjured hand and began firing again.  This time at the second thing which had surfaced in the water.   
 
      
 
    Bang.  Bang. Bang. Click. Click. 
 
      
 
    Arvin also fired at that same thing, adding his own reports to the other noises from the weapons.   
 
      
 
    Bang.  Bang.  Bang. 
 
      
 
    Another huge tearing sound came from the flume or wheel or the mill itself.  Perhaps it came from all three places at once.  The crunching sound echoed around as the waterwheel was broken apart further.  Another large chunk was tossed aside as the purple sphere continued to rip the permalloy wheel apart.   
 
      
 
    Blam!  Boom!  Bang.  Blast. 
 
      
 
    More gunshots rang out around the mill.  A few of the other citizens of the village had joined their Constable when the recruits had told them something was happening.  They were using hunting rifles and shotguns, but none of the weapons seemed to have any impact on the attackers.  
 
      
 
    One man ran forward holding a bottle with a cloth sticking out from it.  He lit the cloth and flames rose from the saturated makeshift wick.  He tossed the firebomb at the sphere which was pulling apart the waterwheel.  Flames rushed across the outside of the thing as the lamp oil spread and ignited.  The sphere took no notice at all and just continued the demolition.   
 
      
 
    White balls, the size of melons, flew through the air coming from the things in the river as two more surfaced.  One ball exploded into Constable Durand and his body was pulverized.  The blast knocked Arvin up and away.  He landed with a bone crunching jolt some ten meters from where he had been struck.   
 
      
 
    There were more explosions and cold icy fragments rained down all around Arvin.  Trying to move, he found his legs would not respond.  He lay still and had no choice but to watch what was happening. 
 
      
 
    The gunfire noise ceased.   
 
      
 
    Arvin tried to move, but now he could no longer feel his legs.  His hand pointed, but the revolver was missing.  His other arm refused to move and felt like a mushy, great heavy sack.  He twisted his head to see what was happening and heard and felt grinding and popping sensations in his neck.   He watched in horror as the sphere thing from the river sort of walked up and onto the ground.  The side of the mill had been ripped apart and the mechanical drive shaft was twisted.   
 
      
 
    The other spheres also came on land and walked about.  They had stubby odd-looking legs, in addition to the long appendages from their central bodies.  Even close, Arvin could not seem to focus on the things.  He tried to wipe the blood from his eyes, but that did not help. His only working extremity shook, but he did slosh away most of the blood which had started to pool on his face.  The glow from the bluish-purple spheres was still fuzzy and blurry even as they drew closer to him.   
 
      
 
    Arvin felt on his belt for his multiceiver pouch.  He fumbled it open and pulled out the multiceiver.   
 
      
 
    The nearest sphere stopped and then turned toward where Arvin was.  It tromped toward Arvin as he yelled.  He raised the multiceiver and activated it.  He was unsure which mode to use, and his fingers were numb and felt far away as he stabbed them at the controls.   
 
      
 
    “All channels activated,” a voice came from the multiceiver.  “Emergency multiband set.  System wide call initiated.”   
 
      
 
    “We are under attack by these,” Arvin yelled and his voice did not sound as loud as he hoped.  There was a strange airiness to it with a wheeze which gurgled.  He pointed the display screen at the spheres.   
 
      
 
    “Father!”  Arvin thought he heard Lyudmila, but it may have only been in his imagination.  He thought of her and wished he could get up and take her home where she would be safe.  He remembered holding her on his lap and reading her stories when she was little.  A slight smile crossed his face. 
 
      
 
    Several spheres altered direction and headed for Arvin.  He closed his eyes and thought of his wife and children.   
 
      
 
    “Run home!” Arvin commanded with all his might.  His voice came out both louder and stranger sounding than he expected.  “Go now!” 
 
      
 
    The sphere reached where Arvin’s broken body lay.  His last thoughts were for Lyudmila as one of the feet of the sphere smashed down on his head.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Arvin and Constable Durand took their futile stand against the spheres in the river, Lyudmila and the other recruits had run door to door.  As soon as they heard the gunshots they began pounding and calling for people to come out.  It only took a few minutes for them to alert everyone in the small village.  A few people ran away, but others took up weapons and ran back to the mill.   
 
      
 
    “We need to join the fight,” Ricky ordered.  “Perhaps Constable Durand has weapons on that cart he spoke about?” 
 
      
 
    The four recruits raced back to the church and found a nervous Haflinger horse hitched to a wagon.  The horse was chestnut colored with white mane, forelock, and tail.  Its feet were also white as was the blaze down its nose.  The recruits pulled the canvas off the back of the wagon and assessed its contents.  There were uniforms, a couple multiceivers, some backpacks filled with food supplies, but no weapons.   
 
      
 
    The horse stomped its feet in agitation.   
 
      
 
    “I am going to see if I can help Constable Durand!”  Ricky called out.  “Come on!”  The other two recruits followed him as he ran toward the mill. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila also turned to follow, but then the horse kicked violently at the wagon and yanked its head back and forth.  It was tied to the hitching post, yet it tried mightily to pull away.  It was increasingly getting disturbed.  It kicked again with its back legs and struck the front of the wagon.  There was a slight tear in its leg and blood ran down from the wound.   
 
      
 
    “You poor thing,” Lyudmila said. “You are so afraid, and you will end up tearing your legs apart.  Constable Durand would hate if that happened.”   
 
      
 
    She started to remove the harness.  The fasteners were quick-release type so the wagon was detached in little time.  Lyudmila took the reins and led the horse a few steps away while she stroked the horse’s nose to calm it down.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly from the wagon, all the multiceivers set off alert beeps.  Then came Lyudmila’s father’s voice.  The displays all flipped on revealing a visual which showed some bizarre thing which was purplish blue and moving right toward the sending multiceiver’s camera.   
 
      
 
    “Father?”  Lyudmila said and grabbed one multiceiver with her hand while holding onto the horse’s reins with the other.   
 
      
 
    “Run home!  Go now!” her father yelled.  The words came echoing around the church as well as from the multiceiver in her hand and the multiceivers in the back of the wagon.  The words chilled her heart and made her stomach flip. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the display she saw the crushing blow come down and then the display went blank.  All the multiceivers were now blank. 
 
      
 
    Huge explosions followed.  They did not sound like any kind of detonation Lyudmila had ever heard before.   
 
      
 
    “I hope you are trained for the saddle, even though I have none,” Lyudmila said as she hooked the multiceiver on her own belt and threw her leg up and over the horse’s back.  It bucked a bit, but she pulled the reins and the horse settled in.  The harness, its collar, girth, and tug still in place, made the seating a bit uncomfortable and different than typically being on horseback. 
 
      
 
    She kicked the horse with her heals, wrapped the now excessively long reins around in a coil, and tucked one of the unneeded ends under her.  The other she used to crack a strike across the rump of the horse.  She yelled, “Go!” 
 
      
 
    The horse responded to her firm command.  It flattened back its ears, and leaped away.  She reined it around so that the horse ran toward the mill.  Lyudmila locked her legs tightly around the horse and looked for her father.   
 
      
 
    The scene was chaos.   
 
      
 
    The mill was only a melting stump of permalloy about half its previous height.  One of the spheres was standing next to it and a spray of white goo was coming from it and splashing across the top of the ruined mill.  Everywhere the goo struck the permalloy it slumped and melted.  The hardest metal ever created ran like melting butter under the hot sky tube.   
 
      
 
    “Father!”  Lyudmila yelled.   
 
      
 
    There was another sphere ahead in the roadway that crossed in front of the mill.  It had several long whip-like appendages which were pushing and prodding at things on the ground and in the road.  Some of them were human bodies and body parts.   
 
      
 
    Kicking her heels into the horse, Lyudmila rode it toward the mill.  Suddenly, the horse veered to the side and jumped.   
 
      
 
    A white ball of something exploded right where the horse would have been had it not taken its own head and moved.   
 
      
 
    “You knew that was coming?”  Lyudmila said and patted the horse’s neck in admiration and surprise.  She had not seen the white ball until just before it exploded.   
 
      
 
    The horse veered again and jumped an enormous leap.  Another white ball exploded, but again the horse had avoided it.  Lyudmila looked around and saw that several spheres were now heading toward her and the horse.  White balls came flying from them. 
 
      
 
    “Look out!”  Lyudmila yelled, but the horse was already leaping and dodging around making its own decisions on evasive action.  It seemed to sense the balls before they were launched and knew right where to run to avoid them.  Lyudmila held on with all her might by wrapping her hands around the thick white mane of the horse and allowing it to go where it wanted.   
 
      
 
    The horse galloped in a heart pounding way as it weaved through the carnage and neared the mill.  It passed right by a crumpled and managed mass on the ground.   
 
      
 
    “Father?”  Lyudmila cried as tears ran down her face.  She recognized the gamekeeper uniform which contained the devastated remains of his body. 
 
      
 
    “Run!  Get us away!”  Lyudmila said and needlessly kicked her heels into the horse’s flanks.   
 
      
 
    A house to the side, across from the mill exploded in a shower of white fragments.  A purple sphere was standing next to it.  The detonation echoed off the other buildings, but then they too started to explode.  The white blasts were strange and stung Lyudmila’s eyes as she looked at them.  It was only for a moment as the horse raced away and dodged between the few obstacles in its way.  It leaped up and over a fence which had held pigs in a pen.  Landing on the other side, it stretched out its front legs and ran as fast as it could.   
 
      
 
    Looking back, Lyudmila saw the last of the buildings, the church; explode in a shower of the strange white things.  The village was only a few mounds of rubble now, and the mill was melted down to the ground.  She saw no signs of life anywhere.   
 
      
 
    “Mother, I must warn mother,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    The horse was headed in the right direction, but Lyudmila feared for her family.  She feared for her people.  She feared for everything.  The hooves of the horse pounded the roadway and it ran full out.   
 
      
 
    The multiceiver lit up as it slapped up and down on her thigh.   
 
      
 
    A woman’s face appeared on the display screen.  The woman had icy intense blue eyes, and light blond hair in a neat and tidy braid. 
 
      
 
    “This is Larissa.  I saw what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila grabbed the multiceiver with one hand, and nearly fell from the wildly running horse.  She toggled the switch and grabbed the mane again.  She began to speak, “What is happening?  Where is the Constable?  The Governor?”

Larissa answered calmly, but firmly, “I have not been able to contact the Governor of C Habitat, nor the Constable.  Yours seems to be the only multiceiver in operation in C Habitat.” 
 
      
 
    “There were several in the wagon, and my father has one… oh, my father…”  Lyudmila cried.   
 
      
 
    “Your father was the man who put out the signal showing the Jellie’s attacking?”  Larissa asked in a gentle way. 
 
      
 
    “Jellies?  My father was killed by some rusalka monster.  They are killing everything!  I must get to my family!”   
 
      
 
    “I will keep this link open.  Yes, go to your family, but I will stay here and be with you,” Larissa said.  She also spoke something to someone else behind her, but Lyudmila missed that. 
 
      
 
    The horse ran onward, and Lyudmila was able to steer it toward her home.  As it raced up the road she saw smoke pouring from the ruins of what had been her house.  There was a sphere squatting in front of the house pulling some of the charred remains away. As it pulled it sprayed a white substance which extinguished the flames, but also seemed to fragment the wooden remains of the cottage.   
 
      
 
    “My home?”   
 
      
 
    “Can you point the multiceiver so I can see what is happening?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila pulled hard on the horse’s reins, but it had already seen the purple sphere as it sprouted four legs and stood up.   
 
      
 
    “They have killed my family too!”  Lyudmila cried out.   
 
      
 
    “Show me what you see,” Larissa said. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila was able to point the multiceiver for a moment, but then the horse dodged quickly to the side as a white ball flew toward them and exploded in the roadway.  The horse had moved before the ball had erupted from the side of the sphere.  The horse then turned and leaped over the drainage ditch along the side of the road and bolted forward rushing past where the sphere was.  They passing the ruined cottage as Lyudmila hung on with every ounce of strength she had.  The horse then turned and darted up a cow path into a field and across to flee behind a copse of trees. 
 
      
 
    “That was another Jellie.  Flee from it!”  Larissa commanded.  “You are in no position to engage the enemy.” 
 
      
 
    The trees in the copse were blasted to tiny bits as several of the white balls struck them.  The horse and rider were not injured, although leaves and twigs flew in all directions.   
 
      
 
    “My grandparents!”  Lyudmila said in worry and horror.  She yanked hard on the horse’s reins and the bit pulled at its mouth enough for the horse to come under a small amount of control.  It still ran heavily, but its chest was frothy with sweat as was the area under where Lyudmila sat.    She steered it back to the road, a good distance away from her now ruined childhood home, and headed toward her grandparents.   
 
      
 
    The horse slowed from a panicked run into a cantor which had a more manageable and sustainable pace.   
 
      
 
    “I will be at my grandparents in moments, I must cut back to get near the river.  They will know what to do,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    “That is a good plan,” Larissa answered through the multiceiver.  “I am with you.  I am still trying to contact anyone else in C Habitat to assist you, what is your name?”   
 
      
 
    “Are you with the CPO?”  Lyudmila asked.   
 
      
 
    “I was Constable and Governor of the Wilds,” Larissa answered. 
 
      
 
    “You are not here in the Woods?”  Lyudmila said with fear.  “I thought you were someone from Penza or somewhere closer.” 
 
      
 
    The horse continued its cantor and was breathing very heavily.  His lungs were billowing back and forth.  The sweat was sticky and thick.   
 
      
 
    “Slow down,” Lyudmila commanded and pulled back on the reins.  She knew if the horse died under her she would lose what little advantage she had in escaping the killing things.  Somehow the horse was able to anticipate the attacks from the monsters.     
 
      
 
    The horse finally pulled to a fast walk, but was still agitated and nervous.  He flicked his head back and forth and fought at the bit.   
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila, tell me more about what you have seen.  I have not been able to see all that has happened,” Larissa said. 
 
      
 
    “The mill is gone.  My father and all the others are dead.  My mother and my whole family were killed,” Lyudmila reported in a cold and factual manner.  It sounded odd to her ears, almost as if someone else was telling her story, yet it was her voice that spoke.  “My grandparents will know what to do.”   
 
      
 
    The horse walked briskly along the cow paths and ruts in the fields.  He seemed to be getting a slight bit calmer as he walked.  He was still breathing heavily and the noise of his breathing was rhythmic.   
 
      
 
    “How much farther do you have to go?”  Larissa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Their home is along the river, and that is up ahead.   Oh, how can I be so dense?  The river!”  Lyudmila cried in anguish.  “Those things came from the river!”  She nearly kicked the horse into a run again, but knew the animal might die if she did so.  Lyudmila wrestled with what to do.   
 
      
 
    The horse passed a small grove of fruit trees and she turned him to progress toward her destination.  She knew the land intimately, yet she could not see the cottage where her grandparents lived. The trees were where she knew they should be, but the cottage was not visible.   
 
      
 
    “Move along!” she kicked the horse in the flanks as her mind ran through what she feared.  She could hold back the anxiety no longer and if the horse died, then so be it. She had to reach her grandparent’s home. 
 
      
 
    The horse responded, a bit slower than she hoped, but breathing heavily he galloped again.   
 
      
 
    The remains of the cottage were nearly obscured by how flat they were.  The tended gardens and flower beds were all shattered.  A layer of white slime resided over the ruins and they were still sinking under that melting or dissolving power.  She recognized the place, but it was so devastated and so different she wondered if it could really be happening.  Then she saw the pond. 
 
      
 
    “Grandmother!”  Lyudmila screamed as she saw the body near the animal stock pond.  The pond was a bit away from the cottage, and further from the river.  She rode to it quickly and in shock and horror. 
 
      
 
    Dropping the reins and sliding off the horse, Lyudmila fell into the mud as her legs shook and trembled.  The horse dropped its head and tried to drink from the pond, but pulled back his head quickly with a snort.  
 
      
 
    Regaining her feet, Lyudmila stumbled over to the body. 
 
      
 
    “Grandmother?  Grandfather?”  
 
      
 
    As she looked down on what was there, she knew neither of her grandparents would ever reply to her again.  Floating in the pond were the dismembered remains of both grandparents.   
 
      
 
    “You must get away,” Larissa said, her voice coming from the multiceiver hanging on Lyudmila’s belt.  “The Jellies may still be around.  I have found a way to get you out of there.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila stood looking down at the body parts and the deep red colors swirling in the water of the pond.   
 
      
 
    “You are in danger, but you can escape.  I will guide you away from there,” Larissa said again.  This time she was more forceful.  “If you stay you will not help yourself or anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    The horse stepped over and nudged Lyudmila with its nose.  The nudge was not subtle or gentle.  She stumbled a few steps and looked back.   
 
      
 
    “You cannot drink easily with the bit in your mouth,” Lyudmila said as she focused on the horse’s mouth.  It was frothy.  Her mind was numb.   
 
      
 
    She reached up and unhooked the bridle and let it fall off the horse.  There was still a light weight halter on the horse’s head.  He turned but refused to drink from the pond.  Lyudmila started to unbuckle the harness and let it fall off.  She refashioned the reins to connect to the halter, and stroked the side of the horse as it looked around seeking somewhere else to drink.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila spotted a water pipe and spigot which was still intact.  It was off a few paces from the ruins.  She recalled her grandmother filling buckets from that spout to water her garden.  Finding an overturned bucket, Lyudmila pulled up the handle on the spigot and filled it.  Setting the bucket down, the horse drank its fill.  Lyudmila tried to concentrate on the simple act of seeing the horse drink, but the grotesque scene around her was hard to ignore. 
 
      
 
    “You really need to leave!” Larissa said.  “Mount the horse and flee.  I have arranged for transportation to get you away, but you must reach this location.”   
 
      
 
    A map flashed on the multiceiver’s display.   
 
      
 
    “I understand.  I will ride there soon, if you promise to help me.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I will help you,” Larissa replied.   
 
      
 
    Looking back at the ruins of the cottage, and then the dead bodies of her grandparents, Lyudmila’s mind shifted.  She said firmly, “I will break them like rotten eggs.  I will break them all like rotten eggs. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    4  
 
    Finding Brinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul’s mind was groggy.  He tried to blink his eyes, but it felt like too much effort so he drifted back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    A while later, he awoke, but was still tired.  There was a buzzing and warm feeling on his chest.  He placed his hand there and felt soft fur.  He knew what it was, but was not pleased.  The patrol cat predator was curled up in a ball on him.  It was making a sound that the children had called purring.   
 
      
 
    With his hand he carefully pulled the cat off.  Its body stretched out as it uncurled, but only temporarily. He set it to his side, but it rolled back up against him and nestled in again. In a way it felt comfortable with the warmth on his side.  The warmth on his chest had not dissipated, and he felt there again.  This time he felt a metal disk that was warm. 
 
      
 
    “Diana is with you in the coming hunt,” Paul heard someone whisper.  The words came from the medallion he was holding with his hand.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, are you here?”  Gretchen asked in a sleepy voice. 
 
      
 
    Paul opened his eyes.  It was very dim, but he could make out the outlines of a small apartment. It was not his Dome 17 apartment, nor was it the tent he had lived in on Inaccessible Island.  It was not the barracks he had last slept in.   
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am here.” Paul reached out his hand and felt for Gretchen.  “What happened to us?”  His other hand was clutching the medallion, but now it felt no warmer than anything else.  He shook his head to come fully awake.   
 
      
 
    BEEP. BEEP.  BEEP. 
 
      
 
    The multiceivers which were sitting nearby sounded an alarm.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen sat up and looked around.  She rubbed her eyes and yawned.  “The children did it to us again.  They said something about us leaving, but that is the last thing I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “I have that medallion on my chest.  I thought it was lost,” Paul said as he sat up. 
 
      
 
    “That golden medallion with the spear engraved into it?”  Gretchen laughed a bit.  “So, do I call you Longinus now?”   
 
      
 
    Paul mumbled, “Really funny stuff that.  Me a mighty hunter.  I do not like to think how I came to have this medallion.  Remember that Sibat and Oda died.” 
 
      
 
    BEEP.  BEEP.  BEEP. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen switched on a fusion pack light and reached for the multiceiver.  The light revealed more about the small apartment.  It consisted of a bed, a set of shelves built into the wall, sink and toileting area.  Their equipment was stacked on the shelves in neat rows.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen stretched her legs as she stood up, multiceiver in hand.  She toggled the switch on and the display lit up. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen!”  Brinley’s cheerful and pretty face appeared on the display.  “I just saw that your multiceiver is now active again.  Where have you been?  I have been trying to find you, but received no signal at all.  It looks like I am not far from your location.  Please stay where you are and keep the multiceiver activated.” 
 
      
 
    Paul reached for his own multiceiver and hit the button.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie!  You are there as well.  This is great.  I will be there is a few moments.  You should have told me you were traveling to find me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Brinley, we were not conscious of it,” Paul said.  “Those strange children had us brought here.” 
 
      
 
    “Children?  Irina, Rika, Martin and the triplets?”  Brinley looked puzzled.  “We are nowhere near where that place is located.  But it never was clear where that was anyway.  Are those children with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can see.  We are in a small apartment, but I have no idea where.  We just woke up,” Paul replied.  He looked at the pressure door which was the only exit from the apartment.  “I honestly am not sure what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, stay where you are, I have a strong signal from your multiceivers and will be there soon,” Brinley replied. “I will tell Larissa we have found you, but not where we expected.” 
 
      
 
    Paul unpacked a set of food rations whose origin he was unclear about.  The other gear he also did not recall packing up.  There were two of the Willie pistols, two small organic disruptors, two molecular saws, water supply containers, two fusion packs, two medical kits, and the multiceivers.   
 
      
 
    “We have everything here except the data sticks and their readers,” Paul commented.  “Did you pack up all this gear?” 
 
      
 
    “Not I,” Gretchen replied.  “I suspect those children arranged all that.” 
 
      
 
    “When they kicked us out of that garden of theirs.  That is probably the only safe place on all the Vanguard and they threw us out.  I am muddled in my thinking on all that has happened recently.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we do have all our equipment except Tiffany,” Gretchen commented.  “Our multiceivers can connect us to each other, and have other direct tab links for Brinley and Larissa, and even have a switch for Dr. Chambers.  But there is no Tiffany connection.  What happened to the artificial intelligence system we brought here?  Where is Tiffany’s Atomic Level Processor?  Why are we separated?  What happened to Tiffany?”  Gretchen rubbed her eyes and then her neck.   
 
      
 
    “I do not know, but maybe it is because Tiffany failed us?”  Paul remarked with a sneer.  “I wonder if we really could have gone to one of those other colony ships?” 
 
      
 
    “You saw Janae just like I did.  The Trailblazer sounded worse than here. Paul, did you want to go there?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but we had a lock on the Zubalamo which just disappeared.  Tiffany never explained that.  We could have escaped there,” Paul said, but there was some hesitation in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany said that signal was lost, and I trust Tiffany.  Paul there was no way to escape using teleportation,” Gretchen was firm. 
 
      
 
    “I am not so sure.  I do know, I do not want to stay here, but we have no other options.  So now I will eat.  When Brinley comes maybe we can go back to Inaccessible Island or somewhere safer?” 
 
      
 
    “This place is secure.  We have running water, food, supplies, and are behind solid permalloy walls.  This is at least as safe as Dome 17 was, and we are together.  That counts for a lot, I will never forget Janae’s eyes as she told us about Ken. Plus, remember Paul, we have not seen any radiation or its horrible affects here on the Vanguard.”   
 
      
 
    “Not yet, anyway,” Paul replied as he took a bite of the food ration bar and sat back down on the bed.  “There have been plenty of other weird things trying to kill us.” 
 
      
 
    “May I join you in this meal?”  Gretchen asked.  She took a food ration bar and sat down next to Paul.   
 
      
 
    After they ate, they washed up and waited.  
 
      
 
    “Paulie?”  Brinley’s voice came from the multiceiver.  “I am just down the hallway from where your signal originates.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a safe place to go?”  Paul asked.  “If I open this door will some Roe be waiting?” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, the hall is clear and we are only a few minutes from a functional transport terminal.  TSI-981 will get us back to where we have established a secure location.  Do you want me to come up and knock on the door and then hold your hand?”  There was a giggle in Brinley’s voice.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I can do that,” Gretchen replied also with a chuckle.  She packed up all the gear into two packs.  “Come on, Paul, our friend needs us.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pushed the lever on the pressure door and a color pad lit up next to it.  The nine-section control mechanism was bright and clean.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley?  There is a color pad control here.  What sequence do we use to get the door to open?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Try three greens.  It is a new override code we have been using.  Simple, easy to recall, and fast to enter.  We are spreading the word to others who have been in the diaspora caused by the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen entered the code and the door slid open.  The hallway outside was clear and Brinley was waiting down the way.  She had a large and long weapon pointed at them. It was a deep gray color with a square muzzle and optical sights across the top.  There were several lights on its side.  Brinley lifted it away from aiming at Paul and Gretchen as they stepped from the small apartment.  The gray and black striped cat slipped out of the room as well. 
 
      
 
    “You were going to shoot us?”  Paul asked.  He was incredulous. 
 
      
 
    “No.  I was going to shoot some imposter or android that was faking a signal from you.  Glad I did not need to do that.  Paulie, I would not shoot you, ever.  I was just being careful.  I am not willing to walk into a Jellie or CPO trap.  Besides, it has been a long time since we were together and I was not really sure what had happened to you both.  I am thrilled you are alive.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen rushed over to Brinley and gave her a hug.  “It is so good to see you in person!”  She then asked, “What is that weapon?  I have not seen anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Tennard and I designed it, with a lot of help from Larissa,” Brinley answered.  “I have tried to get Tiffany to review it, but there never is a response.  That AI sent me a parcel, and that was the last I heard.” 
 
      
 
    “Us too,” Gretchen said.  
 
      
 
    “Tennard is alive?”  Paul asked.  He too hugged Brinley tightly and held her for a while. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he and Sigmond were some of the last refugees to get out of Oasis.  You can speak to him when we get back.  They have set up a camp outside of Miass in the Wilds.” 
 
      
 
    Paul had tears running down his face as they separated.  “What does the weapon do?” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, it kills the enemy, of course,” Brinley said with a wink.   
 
      
 
    “It looks like a Willie pistol, sort of, but much bigger.” Gretchen asked.  “It does seem to use fusion power, is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it charges off a Dome 17 fusion pack.  It is a combination of your Dome 17 pistol design, an old-style gunpowder weapon, and a Vanguard organic disruptor.  We call it the L-ROD for Long Range Organic Disruptor.  The L-ROD shoots a small capsule, about the size of your thumb, inside of that is an organic disruptor.  It holds forty of those capsules in the stock.  The ammunition supply count is here.”  She pointed to a small numerical display.  “It also has a compartment, where, like your pistols, it makes a supply of pellets for pure projectile fire.  The selector lever here toggles between capsule and pellet.   The weapon uses the same propulsion system the pistols have.  When that capsule hits the target, it sets off the organic disruptor charge.  It also packs an impressive ballistic impact all its own.  The capsules are not as high velocity as your pistol, but it is throwing a much bigger projectile.  The pellets are fired at comparable velocities to the pistols. We have not tested them on the Jellies, but Tennard and Larissa are convinced they will be more effective than anything else we have, especially given that they can be fired from much greater distances than a regular organic disruptor.” 
 
      
 
    “The Willie pistols have worked,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, and Tennard used that success, along with the reports of the damage done by organic disruptors, to design this weapon.  He and most of the Free Ranger refugees are working in Miass with Governor Konstantin.  We only have one Reproduction and Fabrication facility that will make the component parts.  The AI there refuses to simply make the completed L-RODs so Tennard has been assembling them by hand from the separate parts.  So, we only have a few made,” Brinley said as she slung the weapon across her back.  “We need to hurry back.  Larissa has been following the developments.” 
 
      
 
    “Great.  I look forward to that,” Paul muttered sarcastically.  “I can hardly wait to see Larissa, or anyone else who has tried to kill us before.  Will I freeze going back to the Wilds again?” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa, like all of us there, is defending the Vanguard,” Brinley replied.  “I know your feelings, and I share most of that, but the Jellies do not care who they kill and have been active against people everywhere.  If we do not defeat them, we will all die.  But come on, we do need to get going.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley led them along a few empty corridors, and then up an access stairway which opened to a transport terminal.  The wall with the portal hatches was smaller than some terminals, as it only had three portal hatches.  One of those was obviously broken and had been sealed over with a layer of some transparent permalloy about five centimeters thick.  The permalloy seal was not uniformly clear and looking through it was similar to looking through cloudy water.  The hatch itself was cracked and broken beneath the permalloy.   
 
      
 
    “No Roe in this area?”  Paul asked as he looked around the transport terminal.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, are you complaining now about not having an enemy attack you?”  Brinley teased.  “The Roe are still a threat, but I have seen less of them than before.  Perhaps the Jellies have been killing them as well?”  
 
      
 
    “Or maybe the Roe are off eating the Jellies?  That would be something helpful,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “TSI-981, we are ready to head back.  Open up the transport vehicle,” Brinley commanded.   
 
      
 
    The three of them entered the transport vehicle after the rear hatch opened.  It was nearly identical to the others Paul had ridden in.  It had two rows of seats facing each other on the sides of the vehicle.  Two seats at what he thought of as the nose of the vehicle, and a display screen across the front.  This one was clean and well maintained, and had no dead bodies, or bloody stains, unlike others Paul remembered.   
 
      
 
    “We can depart as soon as you desire,” TSI-981 stated after the rear hatch closed and locked down.  “Please indicate destination.  Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    “TSI-981 take us to the secure hub in the Wilds,” Brinley commanded.  “Use as much stealth as possible in transit.” 
 
      
 
    “Destination accepted and plotted.  Route will be hidden from the lattice and CPO.  Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    There were several clanging and clacking noises as well as a strange sloshing sound.  The vehicle unhooked from the terminal.  It then sped away with a few really harsh bumps and jerks. 
 
      
 
    “We are going to the Wilds?” Paul asked.  “That is where so much of this trouble started.  I certainly do not want to freeze again.” 
 
    
“Paulie, you said that before.  Yes, freezing is bad, but would you rather we crash another shuttle?”  Brinley smiled as she joshed with him. 
 
      
 
    “I never want to crash another shuttle. I do not want to see another Roe, or be shot at by automacubes, or fight with the Jellies,” Paul said seriously.  “None of that!  That was why I tried to escape.  I also do not especially want to see Larissa again.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I am sorry it has been so hard for you.  It has been hard on all of us, believe me, I too have suffered.”  Brinley said.  “But we are heading back to the Wilds, and that is a fairly secure location.” 
 
      
 
    “Fairly secure?”  Paul asked.  “What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    Well, Paulie, while you and Gretchen were attempting your escape, we have….” 
 
      
 
    “Destination changed,” TSI-981 interrupted.  “Repairs in progress.”   
 
      
 
    Brinley was instantly alert and attentive.  Any semblance of humor or frivolity was gone.  “Explain yourself, TSI-981.  You are not allowed to take commands from the CPO, the lattice or any outside source.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa has commanded a change in transit, using the override code you established,” TSI-981 replied.  “Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that AI have to keep repeating ‘Repairs in progress’?  It reminds me of a Roe babbling some meaningless phrase,” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “It is a chore to keep the AIs as stand-alone units,” Brinley replied.  “The lattice keeps trying to pull them back in, and some other DAMA or IAM systems are also messing with them.  I have had to shut down a number of engineering automacubes which have snuck in and tried to rework the AIs.”  Brinley pulled out her multiceiver and hit the Larissa button.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, are you with Paul and Gretchen?”  Larissa said as her image was displayed on the multiceiver.  “Was it really them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and we are on the way back, but now our transport has been diverted.  Was that your doing?”  Brinley asked.  Watching Brinley and Larissa converse, it was clear there was a working dynamic between them which was new to Paul and Gretchen, but was not smooth or easy.  Their tones and attitudes each carried somewhat of an edge.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was on my command.  There is a refugee in the Woods who needs help.  The Jellies have struck there and done great damage.  I will send you a synopsis of the Jellie attack there.  Video and audio records are available to you now.” 
 
      
 
    The display shifted and Brinley, Paul, and Gretchen watched the record of what had happened to Lyudmila and her father.   
 
      
 
    “Not another horror recording displayed,” Paul said, yet he kept his eyes fixed on the images which were shown.  “I hate seeing these things.”  His mind went back to his time in Dome 3. 
 
      
 
    The record only lasted a short while, but the three observers sat in silence while the grim situation was shown. They watched all that the man, a gamekeeper named Arvin, had recorded as well as the views taken from Lyudmila’s multiceiver. 
 
      
 
     Finally, Larissa’s voice came back on.  “I have been unable to connect to anyone else in C Habitat, the Woods.  Neither the Constable nor the Governor is responding.  Werner and Durand were not friends, but they had been at least responsive.  I had hoped they would join our cause, but I fear what may have happened to them.  My personal AI, TSI-463 says that only a few multiceivers are even functional there in the Woods.  Only the girl Lyudmila is responding.  So, I have diverted your transport to stop and pick up this girl.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Not another bogus rescue of some lost girl,” Paul said.  “Watching Zoya get killed was bad enough.  Why would you want us help this girl anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be there myself if I was in range.  You are the closest asset I have to help her,” Larissa’s eyes were very intense, and the tension from Paul’s comment was palpable.   
 
      
 
    “Like you helped Zoya and her mother?”  Paul snapped back.  “And I am certainly not your ‘asset’.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa replied in a very tightly controlled manner, “Paul, I admit I was wrong.  I apologize to both you and Gretchen.  If I could go back in time, knowing what I do now, I would make other choices.  I live with what I did every moment.  Your Dome 17 technology does not have time travel capabilities, does it?” 
 
      
 
    No one said anything.   
 
      
 
    “So, Paul, tell me.  Do you have a time travel machine?”  Larissa asked again.  There was even more of an edge to her voice.  “You cannot reverse what has happened? Or allow me to go back and make a different decision?  You are not offering me some technological breakthrough like your weapons, faster-than-light travel, or your teleportation, are you?”   
 
      
 
    “No,” Paul finally muttered.   
 
      
 
    “I thought not.  No one can go back in time, or, Paul, I am sure you would have already run away,” Larissa said.  “I have commanded the transport to stop at a terminal which seems to be functional.  It is located just outside of what used to be a main egress into the Woods.  Records show it was sealed during the Outbreak.  That brave girl, Lyudmila, is riding the horse toward that same location, but she is on the other side of those sealed doors.  Get her into the transport and send her here.  I need you there to help me know what the Jellies have been doing in that habitat, and how badly the situation is for those people in there.  Get the survivors to the transport hub and we will bring them back to the Wilds if they need medical care.  Be sure to get any children back here as well.  There are two more vehicles en route to that location.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should we obey you?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “You are the impertinent one.  Paul, the Jellies have already taken over Oasis and killed scores of people.  They have total control of that habitat.  Oasis, A Habitat, is under Jellie control.  Do you understand?  If they continue their push into the other habitats we are all threatened.  The CPO refuses to help, or even recognize that the aliens are here.  Paul, maybe you could join the CPO?  Or if you want to just sit in the vehicle and wait, be my guest.  However, someone has to be brave enough to help that girl escape.” 
 
      
 
    “I will make sure we open the doors for her.  No door can keep me out or keep me in, right, Paulie?”  Brinley said.  Her attempt to lighten the mood and ease the tension fell flat.  “Anyway, there may be Roe in the corridors between the transport hub and the entrance to the Woods habitat.  I will make sure it is safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent, Brinley.  Thank you.  I am getting a transport vehicle together and sending some security automacubes there to fight the Jellies, but that will take more time.  The other vehicle I am sending is empty but can be used to transport survivors.  I am sick of reacting to these Jellie attacks, and am looking for how to bring the fight to them in some preemptive strikes.  If we can learn their plans, maybe we can save some lives.” 
 
      
 
    Paul muttered something, but Gretchen placed her hand on him and said, “Paul, we need to help her.  We are all in this ship together, and I will work with Brinley to save that girl, even if it does mean working with Larissa too.  Please help me.  Do it for me?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at her and nodded.       
 
      
 
    “Paulie, we will just have a short trip.  Then back to the Wilds.  We have secured the Wilds fairly effectively.  There we have farms, food, shelter, water, and a fairly safe habitat.  We also have several combat projects in development,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “TSI-981, how long until we arrive at the new destination?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Estimated time of arrival fourteen minutes,” the AI replied.  “Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    Paul felt the medallion on his chest begin to grow warm.  Then he heard, “Paul, this is important.  Save that girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gretchen replied.  “Brinley said the Wilds was fairly secure, and we will pick up that girl in fourteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Not that,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Everyone heard your argument with Larissa.  That was hard to miss, Paulie.  I must say you did not hold back your feelings,” Brinley stated.   
 
      
 
    Neither Brinley nor Gretchen had heard the message Paul received from the medallion.  He wondered if it was all in his mind.   
 
      
 
    “I will help you. Paul, you are the Longinus now.” The words from the medallion again were heard only by Paul.  He did not ask if anyone else had heard, for he was unsure if he wanted to know.  He fingered the medallion, and pondered what he had heard. 
 
      
 
    When the transport vehicle was near to the new destination, the artificial intelligence system TSI-981 made the announcement, “We will be docking shortly.  Please be aware, I am unable to scan in more detail than the basics.  The destination meets basic requirements for docking, but there may still be threats and dangers.  Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    The vehicle stopped.  It then backed up and with some clanking, clanging, and a squishing sound it connected to the portal hatch.   
 
      
 
    Brinley had her L-ROD weapon aimed at the door.  Both Paul and Gretchen had their own pistols drawn and ready.  
 
      
 
    The portal door hatch opened with a grinding noise and stuck midway open.   
 
      
 
    Paul slid under the hatch before either of the others could do so.  Something scurried by his feet, but he was unsure what it was as the floor was covered by papers, trash, and various assorted debris.  He kicked it out of the way and glanced around.   
 
      
 
    Brinley and Gretchen followed him out of the vehicle.  They all faced different directions and assessed where they were. 
 
      
 
    This transport hub was in atrocious condition.  There was one light which shone from a rectangular box above an exit door about five meters away.  The exit door was a sliding one which was jammed about halfway open.  In addition to the piles of loose junk covering the floor, there was damage to many of the utilities which had been along the walls.  Pipes were broken, greasy oily gunk had dribbled down from those broken pipes.  Energy conduits were crush and charred.  Wiring was shredded and hanging in tangled bundles.   
 
      
 
    “No wonder the hatch only partially opened,” Brinley said.  “Gretchen, would you please find an access port and jack in a connection to the fusion pack?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Gretchen replied.   
 
      
 
    Paul turned and looked at the other hatches.  There were nine of them, but only three even looked remotely functional.  Most were crudely welded over with steel or other softer metals.  One had a permalloy beam attached to it which extended to the opposite wall and was jammed in place so hard the portal hatch had bent under the pressure.   
 
      
 
    “This place was not sealed in a systematic or refined way,” Brinley said.  “looks more like a panic job to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder which of the thousand different threats the Vanguard offers made these people panic?”  Paul stated.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, you and Gretchen, and I, thanks to you, are all immune to the Outbreak.  You probably do not understand how great a threat it was to the habitats and to everyone living in them when that happened.  It was sixty some years ago, but looking at this work you can see how scared these people were?”   
 
      
 
    “Oh, I know about being scared,” Paul answered as he walked toward where the light was above the exit. 
 
      
 
    “I tried three different access ports, but none are connected in for the fusion pack to help.”  Gretchen replaced the fusion pack in her backpack and again drew out her pistol.  
 
      
 
    “Larissa did not send us to a trap, did she?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “No, Paulie, that did not happen.  I am sure of that.  She said this location was close to a main entry into this habitat.  So, if we follow the major corridors we should find that door.  The main entrances are pretty clearly marked.  From what we have seen here in the transport hub I imagine that the entrance will be obviously sealed over.”  Brinley peered around Paul and out between the jammed sliding door. 
 
      
 
    “So, what is to stop that transport vehicle from just detaching and stranding us here?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I will prevent that.”  Gretchen pulled off her backpack and took out the molecular torch.  She cut off a section of ductwork that was hanging loos and laid it across the open back door of the vehicle.  “This will prevent the vehicle from leaving.  Right, Brinley?” 
 
      
 
    “That will do it.  Besides, we should not be very long getting to that main entrance and cutting our way in.  Hopefully that girl will be waiting to come with us,” Brinley replied. 
 
      
 
    The three of them walked individually past the jammed sliding door.  Paul went first and had his fusion pack light in one hand and his pistol in the other.   
 
      
 
    “It is fairly dark, but that makes sense with the power so disrupted here.  Look ahead; the corridor leads right to that upward ramp.  I think at the top of the ramp we will find the big doors which will lead to the habitat.  This is a similar design to what I saw around Oasis,” Brinley stated.   
 
      
 
    They walked briskly along toward the stairs.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley?  The Jellies really took over all of Oasis?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “We think so.  Tennard and Sigmond got out.  They said the water levels were rising and both towns were flooding.  Some other refugees escaped before them, but most people died.  The toxic brown waters killed many, and the refugees say the Jellies were killing everything they could reach.  There have been no multiceiver signals from inside Oasis, or from the corridors and decks around it.  Many of those were already ruined from brown water, and the hanger bays had serious damage from the shuttle crashes.  Tennard and Sigmond came down a corridor that they said had been decompressed and was in vacuum.  They used spacesuits to get away, and then crossed the constituent joint to enter an exterior repair station outside of the Wilds.” 
 
      
 
    “The Central Planning Office did nothing?”  Gretchen asked.  “You would think they would admit the aliens were a threat by now. They should be helping defend the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Those androids help?  What a joke.  As they call themselves the novanthropoid personnel, they are the utmost of the crazy things on this horrible ship,” Paul said.  “And on a ship of bizarre craziness, that means a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “But Paul, the artificial intelligence systems would have to have defaults which would know that poisoning a whole biological habitat is a threat,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “I take back what I said; the AIs on the Vanguard are the highest level of crazy.  Remember that Phoenix thing?”  Paul replied.  
 
      
 
    “Paulie, the AIs can be made as stand-alone units. Those have been helpful to us.  They take a lot of maintenance to keep them from slipping back into the lattice control, but it is worth it.  Remember how valuable Tiffany has been to us all?”  
 
      
 
    “Tiffany is gone,” Paul said in sorrow.  
 
      
 
    “I will check in,” Brinley said and thumbed the multiceiver.  “Larissa, do you still have contact with that refugee girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Brinley.  She says she is just on the habitat side of a set of four large doors.  The multiceiver signals show you are not far away at all.”   
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Larissa,” Brinley said and led them onward.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly, as they reached the stairway there was a very loud hissing sound and a high-pitched growl from just ahead of them.  Paul looked down and aimed the beam of light around.  Two bright green eyes met his and the cat then made a long yowl, turned away and hissed again. 
 
      
 
    “That is Bernie,” Gretchen said.     
 
      
 
    That animal sound was followed by a voice saying, “It burst my bubble!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a Roe!”  Paul called out.   
 
      
 
    Brinley and Gretchen were both knocked down as the Roe raced at them from out of the darkness and down the stairs.  It ran so fast, none of the people could take a shot at it.   
 
      
 
    “It burst my bubble!” the Roe screamed.   
 
      
 
    Paul swung his pistol after the Roe and fired.  
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff.   
 
      
 
    He missed all three times.   
 
      
 
    The Roe leaped sideways and sprang off the wall.  It flipped once in the air and a kick landed on Paul’s hand which held the pistol.  The weapon was knocked loose and fell down into the clutter on the floor.   
 
      
 
    Wump  
 
      
 
    Brinley fired the L-ROD from where she lay on the floor.     
 
      
 
    The Roe was thrown up against the wall by the impact.  For an instant the Roe just stayed there.  They could see that it had been a young adult woman once.  Its blazing orange eyes looked too wide for its face.  Its long hair was silky and thick. Its clothing was intact, silvery-blue colored, with red stripes down the sleeves.   
 
      
 
    The blast from L-ROD had struck the Roe square in its chest.  The detonation of the organic disruptor took place and a shrill whine echoed with ear hurting intensity.  The chest of the Roe then crumbled into a soggy pile of mush as the rest of the body fell onto itself and sloshed down the wall.  The pile of ruined flesh spread across the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it works on the Roe,” Paul said as he dug through the trash on the floor and recovered his own pistol.   
 
      
 
    “That Roe was faster than the others,” Gretchen observed.  “Is that new, or just this particular one?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure.  That one looked freshly infected.  Its clothing was in good shape.  I wonder if she had been a refugee from the habitat trying to escape?”  Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “Well, the tagalongs will be here soon, so we better get away,” Paul said as he rushed up the stairs followed by Gretchen and Brinley.  At the top was a junction where the corridor divided to either side.  Both directions were dark, and the fusion pack light only illuminated a limited space.   
 
      
 
    “They came from the water!” a voice screeched.   
 
      
 
    This time all three were alert and ready as another Roe emerged from some hidden place at Paul’s right and charged at him.  He leveled his pistol and fired from a mere two meters away.   
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    The Roe’s head and chest exploded with the impacts from the pistol at such a close range.   
 
      
 
    “The cherries are almost ripe!”  another Roe rushed at them from the other direction.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen spun and fired and hit that Roe.  It fell backward and tumbled a bit as its broken body absorbed the projectile impacts.   
 
      
 
    “Now the Roe come in threes?”  Paul complained as he glanced around.  “Team work in evil trying to kill us?”   
 
      
 
    All the Roe were wearing the same colored clothing.  All had been young people.  The one Paul shot had sandy colored hair and a thick mustache.  The one Gretchen had dropped had thick, heavy, black hair and long sideburns.  All three had shown the same malevolent hatred in their glowing orange eyes. 
 
      
 
    “These were some kind of group,” Brinley said.  “Maybe a family when they were human.  See over there, there was some kind of a camp.”   
 
      
 
    Paul swung the light and it revealed that down the one hall, set into a recessed area, there was a sort of makeshift tent made from canvas.  There was a mattress lying under it, and two chairs propped against the wall.  A few pieces of equipment were around the mattress.   
 
      
 
    “They may have all come into these decks to escape the Jellie attack in the habitat,” Brinley replied.  “I have not yet seen or heard any signs of tagalongs here.  If these are newly infected Roe, that would make sense.  Tagalongs find a Roe and then feed on what it leaves behind.  These must have been new infections.  It is such a tragedy, it could have been prevented.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you want me to just ask them to sit down so we could cure their infections?” Paul said.  “I am sure they would have loved to cooperate.  We already had you strapped in when the infection overcame you, and you were tough to handle even when restrained.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I will not forget you saved my life.  It is still a tragedy that these people did not have the chance I had.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, have you been inoculating people against this mutant rabies infection?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Nearly everyone in the Wilds has been made immune.  We had hopes of sharing the treatments with the CPO so as to get the immunity spread to the whole of the Vanguard, but those androids refused to believe us.  We could not get any of the AIs to accept the premise either.   Every medical system we tried to inform just rejected the information.  So, the inoculations have all been done through using the Dome 17 medical kits.”   
 
      
 
    “Brinley and Gretchen, if we are going into the habitat, I think we need to go into the habitat.  Standing here and waiting for the tagalongs is not my idea of smart,” Paul said.  “I think the access doors are over there.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pointed to where the beam from his light was shining.  It exposed four sets of extra tall double doors.  The one on the nearest end had a shiny new weld across it.  The weld was not permalloy, like had been used to seal shut the other doors, but rather was a much softer metal.  
 
      
 
    “Paulie, you did find it.  That really does look like the way into the Woods.  I think these people opened the sealed doors, and came into here.  From what I know of people who grew up in a habitat, they must really have been terrified of something to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Jellies are pretty terrifying,” Paul said.  He walked over to the door with the new weld. “So, these poor people ran for their lives from the Jellies, cut into the door and got it open.  Then they sealed it shut as a barrier to the Jellies, but encountered some Roe that infected them?  That sounds like normal life on the Vanguard.  Just another time and way people die.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen had pulled off her backpack and was connecting up the molecular torch.  “Paul, you have a point.  If all three of those Roe we killed were habitat people, and were newly infected, what gave them the infection?”  
 
      
 
    Brinley looked around.  She used the optics on the L-ROD to look down the dark hallway in both directions.  The weapon had the ability to pick up and magnify light sources as well as heat signatures from living bodies.  “I do not see anything down either way.  No Roe or tagalongs.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was severing open the welds on the door, and Paul asked, “Can we contact the girl who is supposed to be on the other side?  If she got killed or became a Roe, is there any sense to pursuing this?”   
 
      
 
    “Larissa would have informed us if there was a change,” Brinley said.  “But Paulie, go ahead and contact Larissa and ask.  I will keep guard over Gretchen while she works.” 
 
      
 
    Paul refused to contact Larissa and watched as Gretchen cut through the welds and then he helped her pry open the door.  It was dark in the habitat. 
 
      
 
    “I expected bright sky tube light,” Paul said.  “Are you sure that is a biological habitat?  It does smell like one, but that place where Victor died smelled too.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, look.”  Gretchen pointed upward as they stepped through the doorway.   
 
      
 
    A dim light was seen running across the far away ceiling.  “That must be a sky tube at night,” Gretchen said.  For far above them there was that pale strip crossing the sky.   “It is the nighttime sky tube at about mid phase.” 
 
      
 
    As their eyes adjusted they could see a bit more in the dim light and the vast reaches of the habitat.  The whole area was made up of silvers, grays, and blacks, in shades, and in indistinct shapes.   
 
      
 
    “We better seal this door shut again,” Gretchen said.  “We do not want the tagalongs to get into here.” 
 
      
 
    “Sealing the door worked well for those other three,” Paul lamented.      
 
      
 
    “Night in the Woods,” Brinley said.  “Now we just need to find that girl and get her back to the transport vehicle.” 
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    Staying and Fighting 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was night in the habitat.  Lyudmila was waiting.  The crickets were chirping.  The rustle of animals around the grasses was reassuring.  The call of night birds was familiar, yet everything was different.  Lyudmila thought of her family, and a few tears rolled down her face. 
 
      
 
    The woman she had spoken to on the multiceiver had been nice enough, but she did not know her personally at all.  Lyudmila tried to use the multiceiver to contact the Governor, but all she got back was static and a blank screen.  She then tried to raise the Constable, but then she remembered that she knew the Constable was dead.  She repeatedly asked the multiceiver to connect her to the Central Planning Office, but all the machine would do was demand, “Enter access code,” which Lyudmila did not know.   
 
      
 
    And so, Lyudmila waited.  The horse (she did not know its name and so she called him Serko after a horse she had read about in a child’s storybook) she let graze nearby, the reins tied to a small shrubby bush.  The bushes were where Lyudmila had decided to wait and watch.  She had ridden Serko through the wooded areas to the grassy fields that surrounded the habitat all along the wall.  The grasses stretched out and away into the distance.  Lyudmila knew that at the far other end of the habitat was another town, Penza where some people went to university.  She had been assigned to work the mill, and now the mill was no more.  She remembered the body in front of the mill.  Her mind flashed the images of her grandparents. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila pushed the thoughts and memories of the horrors she had seen down and away from her mind.  The darkness of night helped her with that.   
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila?” the woman on the multiceiver asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I am near the four doors where you said I should go.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Larissa answered.  “My friends will be opening those doors shortly and are there to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “The quarantine is not to be broken,” Lyudmila recited.  She had been told that for as long as she could remember.  Every child in the Woods knew that. 
 
      
 
    “These are extraordinary times, Lyudmila.  Because of the evils that are there, my friends must break the quarantine to come and help you.”  Larissa was patient and careful in what she said.  
 
      
 
    “They will not bring in the Outbreak, will they?”  Lyudmila asked.  
 
      
 
    “I would not allow them to bring something dangerous to you.  They are coming to help you.  Two noble women and a man.  They can be trusted,” Larissa said.  She almost said, ‘even the man’ but she restrained herself.   
 
      
 
    “Then we will go and break those rusalka like rotten eggs,” Lyudmila said.  
 
      
 
    “They are coming to help you,” Larissa emphasized without revealing that Larissa thought the girl should flee.  “I am also sending a squad of automacubes to help.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila was unsure about how gardening machines would help, but did not say anything back to the woman on the multiceiver.  The green or brown automacubes were the only ones she had ever seen.  She changed the subject instead.  “Today will be rain-day.  That may cause some problems for your friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for telling me.  They are opening the doors now,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila, whose eyes were well adjusted to the night time, did see the movement by the doors.  Those doors were set into the side wall which reached far overhead.  At night it just disappeared up into the sky.  During the day, one could see the gentle arc of the wall as it bent toward the sky tube.  That was seen every day, except on rain-day.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila quietly walked a few steps and grabbed the reins for Serko.  The horse followed along as she then walked toward where the three people had just entered the habitat.  There were a few sparks and a bright flash or two of light as some metal work was done on the doors.  Lyudmila had seen metal working many times before, but never at night.   
 
      
 
    “Are you the friends of Larissa?”  Lyudmila asked as she got about twenty meters from the people.   
 
      
 
    Paul jumped and turned around.  A beam of light struck Lyudmila’s face and then outlined the horse. 
 
      
 
    “Its eyes are not orange, and the girl is not a Roe.”  Paul looked closer.  The girl had medium coloring with wispy dark hair.  Her eyes showed sadness in their light brown color.  “Is that beast safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the horse is perfectly safe now that we are away from the rusalka monsters.  I am Lyudmila.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley walked up toward her slowly.  “I am Brinley, and this is Gretchen and Paul.  Please pardon Paul’s outburst, you just startled him.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that did not take long.  I will just open up the door and we can take her to the transport vehicle,” Gretchen said and took out the molecular torch. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand?”  Lyudmila asked.  “I thought you had come to help me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are here to take you away to a safer place,” Brinley replied.  Brinley was much thinner in build than Lyudmila, and a few years older. 
 
      
 
    “This is my home, I will not leave it.  I need help to break those monsters like rotten eggs!  I am not taking another step away,” Lyudmila said.  Her stance showed grace and strength even though her voice showed signs of stress.  She picked up the multiceiver and spoke into it.  “Larissa?  Larissa, you said they were coming to help me, not take me away.  I am not a child, and the people in Tula and Penza need to know of these dangerous things.” 
 
      
 
    All four multiceivers now lit up and Larissa’s face appeared on all of them.  “These people are here to help you, Lyudmila.  I thought you would need to escape.  I apologize if I misunderstood.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen set down her backpack and tools and then walked over to Lyudmila and reached out to her.  “I saw what happened. It was horrible.  What can we do to help you?  Do you need food?  We can take you somewhere else, but we will never force you.  Please tell us how we can help.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila just stood there for a moment.  Gretchen stepped closer and wrapped her arms about the girl.  Gretchen was much taller, as Lyudmila was a bit shorter than Brinley.  “We are here to help.  Tell us what you need and we will see how we can help.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila resisted the embrace for just a moment, and then relaxed into it.  “They killed father, and my grandparents, and my whole family, I think.  I am not sure exactly.  The house was…”   
 
      
 
    Gretchen held her while she wept.  
 
      
 
    The girl’s sobs lasted for a while, and then she pulled away from Gretchen.  “Thank you.  Will you come with me now to see if any of my family escaped?” 
 
      
 
    “Go with you?”  Paul asked.  “We were taking you to somewhere safer than here.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley glared at Paul.  Gretchen glared at Paul.   
 
      
 
    “What?  Why give me looks like that?  You both know that Larissa said to take the girl to the Wilds,” Paul said and he put his hands out to the side.  “She said that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the situation has changed,” Larissa responded through the multiceiver.  “If Lyudmila is willing to help, you should find out what happened there in the Woods.  Looking for her family is a priority.” 
 
      
 
    “You said we need to bring her to you, and then we could be safe there too,” Paul said.  “I am not sure how much I want to wander around a dark habitat that was invaded by Jellies.  We just got attacked by three Roe!” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila walked over to Paul.  She only had to look up to him a bit, but tried to make eye contact even in the dark night.  “This is not your fight.  You are a stranger here; I cannot expect you to understand.  If you have just been assaulted you have my sympathies.  I appreciate the offer to take me away, and you may go yourself.  Perhaps I was mistaken on what Larissa was offering.  She too is unknown to me.  My father is a gamekeeper here; well… he was a gamekeeper here, and all my family have lived here since the launch.  I will not take a single step back or retreat from these rusalka monsters.  I plan to break them like rotten eggs, with or without your help.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just trying to help you and…”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila turned away in obvious disgust and picked up the reins for the horse.  “Come along, Serko, we will go to Galen and Doris the Traders.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not going alone,” Brinley said.  “Especially in the dark at night.” 
 
      
 
    “Please do not try to stop me,” Lyudmila answered.  “You and the man can go back to wherever it was that you came from.  I will protect the Woods.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not trying to stop you, I am going with you,” Brinley said.  “Lead the way.  If I can help you, I will.  I will not leave you alone, nor force you to go somewhere you do not want to go.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley walked next to the girl.  She put a hand gently on Lyudmila’s shoulder.    
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at Paul.  “We need to help her.” 
 
      
 
    “Like we helped Zoya?  Or those children with the monkey’s paw?”  Paul muttered.  “That did not work out, why do you think this will?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, there is no guarantee.  When we took off from Dome 17, there was no promise we would even reach the Vanguard, but here we are.  This young woman needs our help.  Just like the Dome 17 people needed our help.  We must try,” Gretchen’s big eyes shown in love for Paul, and even in the dark he could see the gleam in her face.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, I did not help our people in Dome 17.  I failed them.  And seriously, Gretchen, well… Janae’s words have haunted me.   She said, ‘It would have been better to go outside Dome 17 naked.  That would be an easier death.’  And Karen pulled off her mask right in front of me in Dome 3.  Were they right?  Was finding a quick and easy death the answer?”  Paul’s hands were shaking a bit as he expressed his deep fears.  “Does anything we do really matter?  Are we just torturing ourselves and the end will be the same?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I do not know what the end will be.  I do know you can count on me to be there with you.  For right now, that young woman, Lyudmila, has no one else.  She is all alone.  She needs us.  We tried to escape, and I supported you.  This time we will support Lyudmila, even though we do not know what lies ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what is ahead. Death, Jellies, crazy animals trying to eat me, evil people…” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen kissed him on the mouth and held him tightly.  He stopped his complaints, and returned the kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Paul,” Gretchen said as she pulled her lips away.  “You do not need to verbalize all your fears, I know them well.  I feel them too.  This young woman needs us, so shall we help her, even if we fail in the end?” 
 
      
 
    Paul pulled Gretchen into a close embrace and held her.  “I am just afraid I will fail her, and she will die.”  He sobbed a bit.  “I have failed too many people.” 
 
      
 
    “It is never a failure when you try.  Her death may happen,” Gretchen honestly answered.  “But she has a better chance of survival with you helping her, than by you running away.  I count on you helping me, and I am still alive.” 
 
      
 
    Paul squeezed her one more time and let go.  He then yelled out, “Lyudmila!  I want to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “That is the way, Paulie!” Brinley answered back.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen ran to catch up.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lyudmila said as they walked.  “Today is rain-day, and that usually starts by now, but my timing may be way off.  The events of today, of last night, have been upsetting.  It is only a short time before dawn, but perhaps I am mistaken.  We can ask Galen and Doris when we reach their Trading Post. 
 
      
 
    Brinley was using her L-ROD with its optics to scan ahead of them on the grasses as they walked.  She tried to sound light hearted, but she could tell the girl had been traumatized, and Brinley did not want further surprises.  As she scanned ahead, she could also see the distant line of trees which marked out where the orchards started, to one side, and the habitat wall to the other.     
 
      
 
    “Hold on.”  Brinley motioned. 
 
      
 
    They all stopped.   
 
      
 
    “I see some animals that are climbing up tall metallic poles that have boxes on top,” Brinley said as she looked through the optics.  “Is that normal for around here?” 
 
      
 
    “May I look?”  Lyudmila asked.  
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  You are the expert on this habitat.  I grew up around machines and in a safe zone.  You tell me what I am seeing,” Brinley replied.  She handed the L-ROD to Lyudmila.  “Just peer down this cylinder, and the image will be shown here.  You can adjust the focus using this knob.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila looked down the optics, and snapped her head back a bit.  “That is amazing.  It is not exactly like sky tube’s light, but it is pretty clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the weapon’s optics will magnify and amplify what little light is available by means of… Well, the details do not matter.  What are you seeing?”  Brinley asked, “Are those normal activities by animals you know?” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila looked again for a moment.  “Yes, but rarely seen by us.  Those are honey badgers.  They are trying to climb up and get to the trader’s bee hives to raid for honey.  I can tell because the backs of the animals are white like a blanket was thrown over it.  The legs are short and squatty and black.  My father told me all about the honey badgers. They are strong, fearless, and smart.  They will eat poisonous snakes, steal, and kill the young of cheetahs, and will even attack a horse.  My father says they dive under larger animals, like horses and cattle and bite at their genitals.  They are determined and ruthless.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Paul said.  “Animals like that are in here?” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila continued to look down the optics.  “Yes.  They live in and around the grasslands and in some of the forests.  Like I said, they are rarely seen, and almost never bother people.  This is only the second time in my entire life I have seen one.  The other was in a cage set by my father.  This is a sign.  I know this is a sign.  I will become a honey badger to those monsters.”   
 
      
 
    She handed the L-ROD back to Brinley, who peered down the optics. 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not just shoot those animals?”  Paul stated bluntly.  “If they are a danger, just shoot them from a long distance.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley stated carefully.  “They do not seem to be threatening anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot the honey badgers?  That is ridiculous,” Lyudmila replied in shock.  “Never!  They are part of the woods and do a valuable service.  They are only trying to find food.  They may rob a few bee hives and be a pest, but there is no reason to kill them.  My father taught me how important all the species are to the balance of the habitat.  We only kill something that is truly dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila shook Brinley’s shoulder.  “We need to continue onward.  If we are to go to Tula we will need to get new mounts.  It would take too long by walking.”  She then walked off, leading the horse.   
 
      
 
    “Did she say mounts?”  Paul asked with a worried look on his face.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paulie.  I believe she was riding that horse and will expect us to ride horses as well,” Brinley answered.  “I can try to manage it, but have not had any practice.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor have I, of course.  We did see Constable Jeffry riding one, and Victor, but are you suggesting we will ride one?” Paul asked.  “Ride an animal?” 
 
      
 
    “I am willing to try,” Gretchen said. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila looked over at Paul and Gretchen.  “Are they serious?  Or is this some kind of joke I do not understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, someone else thinks you are a comedian.  I will have to tell Jodie when I see her again,” Brinley replied. 
 
      
 
    “Jodie is alive?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, and that reminds me,” Brinley replied.  “Lyudmila, we can offer you a vaccination so you will never get the Outbreak.” 
 
      
 
    “Not Vaccine 731,” Lyudmila replied.  Her voice quivered a bit. 
 
      
 
    “No, a real working inoculation.  I am immune, as are Gretchen and Paul.  We will offer it to everyone,” Brinley answered.  “We have a medical kit that can do amazing things to heal people.” 
 
      
 
    “We are the ones who brought that here,” Paul said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we used it to heal and help Brinley,” Gretchen added.   
 
      
 
    “There is too much happening right now.  When we get to the trading post, we can discuss this with the people there.  Please, no more things for me to consider,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    They walked on in silence as the light from the sky tube brightened.   
 
      
 
    When they reached the place where the honey badgers had been seen through the optics, dawn was upon them.  The honey badgers were gone, and one of the bee hives was broken apart a bit.  Bees were swarming all around, and so the group of people, and the horse left a wide distance between themselves and the hives.   
 
      
 
    The birds of the habitat were flocking and flying about making all kinds of calls, whistles, and chirps.  There were a few animals seen in the distance, but they were all wary.  Insects buzzed, and the light grew.  The ceiling, or what Lyudmila called the sky, way up by the sky tube, was illuminated and it looked very much like the skies in the other habitats.   
 
      
 
    “There should be rain,” Lyudmila said with certainty in her voice as she looked up.  “Every ten days for my entire life, it has been rain-day.  Today it should be raining.  It always starts a short time before dawn and last until about midday.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you have miscalculated?”  Brinley asked.  “I have never heard of a rain-day not coming.  I know some habitats have different cycles from your ten-day one here, but I have never heard of a missing rain-day.” 
 
      
 
    “Much has happened, with Father and those monsters and my ride in the night. I must be mistaken,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    “Unless the Jellies messed up the systems in here,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Jellies?”  Lyudmila asked.   
 
      
 
    “The things that you saw that killed everyone,” Brinley replied.  “They are called Jellies. I had the frightful experience of speaking to one.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila kept walking in silence.  The grasses stretched ahead of them and the daylight was now shining down.  The ground sloped in a gentle way and in the distance could be seen several buildings.   
 
      
 
    “That is the Trading Post run by Galen and Doris,” Lyudmila stated.  “You see there are horses in a corral behind the buildings, and that means the rusalka…I mean, the Jellies, have not been here.  The village of Yuriev was destroyed.  Bila’s Mill was melted.  The permalloy of the building was destroyed all the way to the ground.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila abruptly ran ahead and the horse followed.   
 
      
 
    Brinley kept watch through the optics of the L-ROD.  “I see nothing abnormal looking.  No Jellies or obvious damages.  I hope there are people here that she knows.” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen walked along with Brinley.  They came to a dirt path that they followed up to the Trading Post which consisted of three wooden buildings, a small permalloy structure, and the corral surrounded by a three-rail split fence.  The wooden structures were made from long logs piled one on the other.  The sloped roof was from wooden shake shingles. There was a metal gutter system which ran along the eves of the buildings and funneled water down to cisterns at the corners.  There were three windows in the main building, as well as a front and side door.  A porch was around the entire building and had chairs and small tables on it.  A sign hung over the front door which read, “Welcome to the Trading Post,” and was made from a plank of wood which had the letters burned into it. 
 
      
 
    The other two wooden building were much smaller.   
 
      
 
    As they approached, Paul could see one of the smaller wooden structures had white and red birds around it.  The birds were kept enclosed by a wire fence.   
 
      
 
    “The cat Bernie would love to chase those,” Gretchen said.  “They are chickens like the children have in their garden.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila had tied up the horse to the rail around the Trading Post.  She then walked up and knocked on the front door.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Lyudmila,” an elderly man said.  His gray hair was upright and a few centimeters long.  His face was lined heavily by wrinkles, but his smile was bright.  “You are here very early on this strange day.  It is supposed to be rain-day, and yet there is no rain.” 
 
      
 
    “Galen, something else is wrong.  Look at this poor girl’s face,” a woman said and stepped out on the porch and embraced Lyudmila.  The woman had very tightly curled gray hair, and walked with a limp.  Her kind face was concerned.  “What has happened, dear?” 
 
      
 
    “My father was killed,” Lyudmila said.  “My grandparents are dead, and I fear for my mother and everyone else in my family.  My home was destroyed, and I could not find the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear,” Doris said and wrapped her arms around Lyudmila.   
 
      
 
    “How did this happen?”  Galen asked.  “Was there a fire or an accident?” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila pulled away and explained what she had seen.   
 
      
 
    Galen and Doris listened carefully and then looked to the others.  They were in shock at what Lyudmila had related.   
 
      
 
    “The Constable is dead?  That is so tragic,” Doris said.  “And you cannot raise the Governor?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Lyudmila answered.  “These people are the only ones who came to help, and Larissa answered on the multiceiver.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa of the Wilds?  Once a Constable, then Governor?”  Galen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Paul interjected.  “That is the one.” 
 
      
 
    “I have heard stories about Larissa.  But that does not matter now.  Rusalka, really?”  Galen asked.  “I have seen much in my eighty-eight years, but never a genuine water demon.” 
 
      
 
    “They are aliens, called Jellies,” Paul said.  “They are real.  They are vicious.  They are more horrible than she describes.” 
 
      
 
    “Your speech is unusual,” Galen said and looked intently at Paul.  “None of you three are from this habitat.  I know how everyone speaks, everyone.  I can tell a person from the men and women who are boxers in Tula to the university students in Penza and everywhere else in C Habitat.  No one in the Woods speaks or looks as you three do.  Your clothing is also unknown to me, and I trade in all manner of goods.  You also are carrying weapons I have never seen before, and I know weapons.  You three broke quarantine to come here from somewhere else in the Vanguard.  Are you from the CPO or the Free Rangers?” 
 
      
 
    “Not the CPO,” Brinley replied.  “The CPO is not doing anything about the Jellies.  I was with the Free Rangers.” 
 
      
 
    “That does not surprise me.  I have done some trading with the Free Rangers, but not for many, many weeks now.  Rumors about killings, and shutting the Free Rangers down.  I assumed it was the CPO.” 
 
      
 
    “The CPO has caused many problems, but has done nothing about the Jellies,” Brinley said.  She was starting to really trust Galen.  He had a way about him that was engaging and relational.   
 
      
 
    “The CPO has always been one to make others do the hard work.  Back in the Outbreak, when the quarantine was first established, they made dictates and then left the hard work up to the habitat people.  I could tell you so many stories about those times.  After the first people started dying, I was off by….” 
 
      
 
    “Galen, you hush up now.  This girl has seen her family die, and she does not want to hear more of your stories.  We need to help her,” Doris corrected, but not in a mean or angry way.   
 
      
 
    “Of course.  You are right my, love.  My stories do not matter right now,” Galen replied.  “How can we help?” 
 
      
 
    “We need horses to ride to Tula. If any of my family is alive, they would have fled there to find help,” Lyudmila stated.   
 
      
 
    “Of course, you can each have a mount,” Doris said.  “No charge or fee.” 
 
      
 
    Galen looked at her in mild surprise, but then nodded.  “I will also give you travel foods.  Do you know of why the rain has not come?  In all my years, the rain has come every ten days.  Today it should have been raining already.  Could these rusalka, I mean alien Jellies, have stopped the rain?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought for sure it was to be rain-day.  After what happened yesterday I thought I was mixed up or lost a day somehow,” Lyudmila answered.   
 
      
 
    “Today is rain-day, but no rain comes.  Then we hear of monsters murdering people, but we have never heard of those monsters before.  Then visitors from somewhere else come.  Yes, this is an odd day,” Galen said.   
 
      
 
    “So, we saddle up the horses, and these people head to Tula.  It is only about two hours if the trails are not muddy, and since rain-day has not come, mud should not be a problem.  You can only cross the Woods River at Tula,” Doris said.  Then she turned to Lyudmila.  “You are up to a ride?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  These people, however, said they do not know how to ride a Haflinger horse,” Lyudmila stated.   
 
      
 
    “They must know how to ride,” Galen said.  “Everyone knows how to ride a horse.  Perhaps in the other places on the Vanguard they call their mounts by a different name?” 
 
      
 
    “No sir,” Gretchen replied.  “Well, I mean, there are other names, I am sure, but I do not know how to ride any kind of animal.  Nor does Paul.  Now Brinley will probably be able to master it quickly, she is very gifted and a fast learner.” 
 
      
 
    “All my horses are broke to ride, and I have several which are as gentle as can be.  Now I remember one horse, his name was Joker, and every time I got on his back it was a battle of wills.  He was determined to throw me off and I had to teach him that I was the boss.  One time there was this need to take a ride out to Penza, you see….” 
 
      
 
    “Galen, stop with the story.  We need to help these people.  This girl knows how to ride, but these outsiders, and no offense intended at all, need to have a crash course in riding,” Doris said.  “So, saddle up Daisy and Queenie.  Those mares are old and well-seasoned, but not doggers.  They each could probably walk to Tula all on their own without any direction from you, but they will not buck you off.  At least I doubt they will buck you off, they have not done that to anyone who has borrowed them for ever so long.  As to the young mechanic gal, she can try Duke.  He is a softie and will be easy enough on her as well.” 
 
      
 
    Paul was very pale as he heard the plan. “Can we just walk to this Tula place?” 
 
      
 
    Well, sure, you could walk there,” Galen said.  “It will take you about three times as long, but you could walk there.” 
 
      
 
    “No!”  Lyudmila said.  “That horse of mine, Serko, he knew something about those Jellies.  He avoided their weapons before they were fired.  I will ride him.  We also need to get there as soon as possible.  I have wasted more than enough time on this when I should have ridden to Tula right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley?”  Larissa called from the multiceiver.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Larissa,” Brinley answered.   
 
      
 
    “There is a problem.  I cannot get the other transports to dock at that transport hub.  The automacubes are not unloaded, and the transport for refugees is not docked either,” Larissa stated.  “I have tried to override, but TSI-981 says there are obstacles and obstructions.  Will you please head back and check out the problem?  If we are going to get supplies to those people, and be ready to evacuate them, we need to unload the security automacubes and secure that transport hub.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Brinley replied.  “I will leave shortly; I just have a few things to do here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Larissa replied and closed off the connection.   
 
      
 
    “Paul?  Gretchen?”  Brinley began.  “To get the help here, I need to go back to the transport hub.” 
 
      
 
    “We heard.  We will just go back with you,” Paul said. “That place is easily within walking distance.”  Paul looked with relief at the horse which was tied to the front rail.  “And no getting too close to some big beast.  So, we should leave now.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Paul, we will not,” Gretchen interjected.  “We are staying to help Lyudmila.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa said…” Paul began.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, listen to me.  Larissa needs Brinley to do engineering repairs.  We cannot help much in that regard, as these hundred-year-old systems are antiques to us,” Gretchen asserted.  “Lyudmila still needs support and help.  We are staying here to help her, unless Brinley truly wants us to come with her.  Brinley?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I can manage on my own.  Sure, I like having Paulie along with me,” Brinley said and gave Paul a wink in good humor.  She then turned to Galen.  “How long will it take for you to prepare those horses for riding?” 
 
      
 
    “Not too long to saddle them up.  Should I get started now?”  Galen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, go do that,” Doris said before anyone else could.  “I will instruct these two in basic equestrianism.”  When Paul and Gretchen looked at her with blank expressions she explained, “That means I will be giving you a crash course on how to ride a horse.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not like hearing the word crash when it involves me, especially since I came to the Vanguard,” Paul said.  “Nor does crash and animal go together well in my mind.” 
 
      
 
    Galen laughed a bit and walked around and toward the corral.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doris.  While you do that, I will be teaching Lyudmila something as well.”  Brinley took Lyudmila aside and placed the L-ROD into her hands.  “You will need some stopping power if the Jellies are threatening.  Typical weapons are not very effective.  This is the best weapon I can supply you.  Let me give you a quick lesson on its use and operation.  I will also show you how to use the fusion pack that powers it.  I always carry two of those.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley and Lyudmila walked away as Brinley explained the new weapon. 
 
      
 
    Doris guided Paul and Gretchen around the side of the Trading Post and began carefully instructing them on horseback riding.  She patiently explained, in detail what the equipment was, and how the horses would respond. She taught precisely and succinctly.  
 
      
 
     While she did that, Galen saddled up two horses which looked very similar to the one Lyudmila had been leading.  Each horse was chestnut colored with white mane, forelock, and tail.  Some of their legs were also white as was the blaze down their noses.  These horses had their mane hair woven into a pattern which looked like diamonds or some kind of handicraft.  As Galen expertly placed the saddles on the horses, Paul saw that their tail hair was also braided together making the tail look solid and like one piece.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa would like those braids in the horse’s hair,” Gretchen commented.   
 
      
 
    “Great, horses with hair like Larissa.  Will they have her temperament as well?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “You two need to listen to me.  Queenie and Daisy are good mounts, but they are still horses.  Queenie also like to rub her sides on trees, and if your leg is in the way, well, that can be painful.  Just steer her head away, and she will not give you any troubles.” 
 
      
 
    “I notice their backs are curved differently than the horse Lyudmila has,” Gretchen stated.   
 
      
 
    “I said they were old mares, so yes, they have a bit of a swayback, but you are not taking them all the way to Penza in a run, are you?”  Doris asked.  “I can tell Galen to saddle up Rocket and Gizmo instead.”  She pointed to two other horses that had been running around the corral without stopping ever since Galen had entered.   
 
      
 
    Paul’s face fell as he watched those other horses kick up their heels, prance, and leap about.   
 
      
 
    “These will be fine.  Thank you for the lessons,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    Doris questioned them again and reviewed all she had taught them.  She gently corrected and elaborated and explained again.   
 
      
 
    “I think that is the best I can do until you get on horseback,” Doris stated.  “Much riding is intuitive and there is a relationship between horse and rider that comes from the contact and time you share.” 
 
      
 
    Dump.  Wump.  
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I am just having Lyudmila take some practice shots.  Nothing to panic about,” Brinley’s voice came through the multiceiver.  “She is already a good shot with typical rifles, so this is coming naturally.” 
 
      
 
    “This is all unnatural to me,” Paul replied.  “I am even about to get on one of these giant beasts.” 
 
      
 
    Galen led the two horses, Queenie, and Daisy to where Doris was standing with Paul and Gretchen.  “I will now go and place a saddle on that fine horse Lyudmila brought here.  He looks to be from the Constable’s herd, a fine mount.  That young woman gal needs a real saddle for the next ride.” 
 
      
 
    Even though Galen was elderly, he was strong enough to carry the saddle over his shoulder and around the building.  He had the horse’s saddle blanket, a quarter sheet, rolled under his arm.   
 
      
 
    “I have known Galen since we were in elementary school.  There were fifteen of us in that class, and he told me back then he was going to marry me.  That was before the Outbreak,” Doris said.  “When the Outbreak happened, Galen went to work on the crews that sealed up the habitat.  I helped with the duties of those who buried the dead and sterilized the places where the Outbreak had been found.  Of the fifteen children in our class, nine died.  When Galen got back, we did marry and came out here to start our Trading Post.  He is a good man, and we are happy to help you all.” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen could see the dedication and love between the elderly couple.   
 
      
 
    Brinley and Lyudmila walked back from where they had been practicing.   
 
      
 
    “I have given Lyudmila the L-ROD and my backup fusion pack.  She can use it for observation or long-range strikes at the Jellies,” Brinley stated.  “I should be leaving to get back to the transport and fix whatever is preventing the vehicles from docking.” 
 
      
 
    “What if it is the Jellies?”  Paul asked.  “Or the androids?” 
 
      
 
    Brinley patted the holster on her belt.  “I still have my tools, a fusion pack, and one of the Dome 17 pistols, so I am not helpless.  If there is a serious problem there, I will hurry back this way.  Thanks for worrying about me, Paulie!  Before I go, we should use the medical kit to make all these people immune to the Outbreak.” 
 
      
 
    “Immune?”  Galen asked in surprise.  “Is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are already immune, and it only takes a moment or two,” Gretchen then explained the process of using the medical kit.  
 
      
 
    Doris and Galen exchanged dubious glances, and finally Doris said, “I am willing to try, so long as there are not any side effects.  What is your fee?” 
 
      
 
    “No fee or cost,” Gretchen answered.   
 
      
 
    Well, then give me a bunch of them and I will sell them to people as they come here for trade,” Galen laughed a bit. 
 
      
 
    “They have to be customized to each person,” Gretchen replied.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen connected her up to the medical kit which dispensed a small tablet.  Doris took that.  The process was repeated for Galen and for Lyudmila.   
 
      
 
    “So now I am immune.  I do not feel any different,” Galen chuckled.  “You have a good pitch, I will give you that.”  He winked at Gretchen.  “But if you are going to run a made-up clinic, you need to charge for your services.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not a scam or a trick,” Paul said indignantly.  “This really works.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, it does.  No doubt about it at all,” Galen said in mock sincerity.   
 
      
 
    Brinley headed out following the way they had come.  She activated the multiceiver and was speaking on a private channel to Larissa as she walked. 
 
      
 
    “I am leaving for Tula,” Lyudmila said.  “Thank you, Galen and Doris, for your generosity.  I will repay you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not concern yourself with payments; I am immune to the Outbreak now anyway!”  Galen said.  “Honestly though, please find out what is happening and send word.  Never before in my life has rain-day failed to come.   I truly am not sure what will happen.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila placed her foot in the stirrup and threw her other leg over the back of Serko.  He responded easily as she slipped into the saddle.  She reined his head to the side and the horse walked over to where Doris was holding the reins for the other two horses.   
 
      
 
    “Are you two coming with me?”  Lyudmila asked as she leaned back onto the cantle of the saddle.  Her question was honest and innocent.  “I can go on alone, if you do not want to help.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at the horse, and as he placed his foot in the stirrup and climbed on her said, “I really hate my life.”  He took the reins from Doris and the horse, Queenie, walked around a bit while Paul tried out the techniques for riding Doris had taught him.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen’s long legs made mounting the horse easier, but she missed the stirrup on the far side several times as she tried to slip her foot in.  Galen made an adjustment to the leathers on both sides and Gretchen’s legs fit better.  “It was a guess on the needed length.  I was pretty close. You are a tall woman.  I like tall women.” 
 
      
 
    “Galen, do not flirt with someone who could be your granddaughter,” Doris said with a laugh.   
 
      
 
    “She is just jealous and wishes I would flirt with her more,” Galen said and gave Gretchen a happy wink.  His voice then dropped and became much more serious.  “Please find out what is happening.  I have a bad feeling about all this.  From the killings to the lack of rain-day, this all feels like when the Outbreak was starting.  Now is one of the few times I am glad to be an old man.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila took the lead, while Paul and Gretchen struggled to get their horses to follow.  Finally, with some prodding, they began to walk after Lyudmila.  They took a trail which led toward the center of the habitat.  The trail was hard packed dirt and was fairly straight until they reached the end of the grasses and the beginning of the wooded area.   
 
      
 
    “There will not be some kind of animals dropping out of the trees will there?”  Paul asked as he watched the trees.   
 
      
 
    “Many animals live in the trees,” Lyudmila answered.  “Do not be so afraid. I have never had something drop down on me while I was walking or riding.” 
 
      
 
    “You have never had alien Jellies attack your habitat before either,” Paul remarked.  
 
      
 
    “That is true.  Nonetheless, I doubt those Jellie things could climb into these trees,” Lyudmila answered.   
 
      
 
    The trees were a mixed lot.  There were leaf bearing as well as needle bearing trees.  The foliage was not as densely packed as some of the forests Paul and Gretchen had seen, but neither was it as flat or level.  Here the ground varied in elevation by about ten meters and the slopes were usually gradual.  The hills were gentle and rolling.  The trees grew straight upward.  There were small trees growing in some areas, and in others the trees were very large and tall.  There were a myriad of various tree types, sizes, colors, and shapes.   The path began to wind along between the hills, and while that kept it more level than the ground around them, they could not see very far ahead.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Queenie, the horse Paul was riding, veered off the path.  “Hey!” Paul yelled as he pulled on the reins and tried hard to get her back on the path.  The horse walked right toward a thicket of trees, and Paul was forced to duck down as some low branches passed over his head.  One smacked his head and scratched through his nearly white blond hair.  “Youch!  Come on Queenie!  Go back with the others!” 
 
      
 
    The horse reached the thicket, grabbed a yellowish fruit off the tree and munched happily on it.  It then turned and casually walked back to the path.   
 
      
 
    “Queenie wanted an apple is all,” Gretchen said.  “That tree has those apples.” 
 
      
 
    “Those are pears,” Lyudmila corrected.  “Not quite ripe, but good enough for the horse apparently.” 
 
      
 
    As Queenie reached the path, she stepped close to a tree trunk.  “No!” Paul yelled and yanked hard at the reins.  This time the horse responded and stepped in the direction Paul had wanted.  “It tried to brush me off.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul, she did,” Gretchen chuckled.  “These animals have minds of their own and make choices of their own.  This horse, Daisy has been chomping on tall plants as she walks.” 
 
      
 
    “Galen and Doris do not use bridles with bits, so the horses can eat easier,” Lyudmila stated.  “It is much nicer for the horse, but the horse needs to be trained very well.  Brutality can get results, but training and respect can get you much better long-term loyalty and a fine working relationship.  My father has taught me all about animals and how to work with them rather than dominate them.  Not everyone agrees with that approach, but many gamekeepers are like my father.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure what a bit is,” Paul responded.   
 
      
 
    “The bit is a small metal piece that fits into the horse’s mouth.  There are different types: snaffle, curb, pelham, dominic, and others.  They all work by putting pressure on the gums of the horse, as the bit sits behind the teeth.  A well-trained and well-treated horse has no need of a bit,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    The trail got increasingly winding as they progressed along.  The hills and gullies were more thickly covered in trees and bushes and on several occasions, when the trail passed near a tall tree, Queenie again tried to rub Paul’s leg against the tree.  Paul however, was getting the idea and could anticipate the action and did pull the reins to the side as they approached the trees.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, that horse is playing a game with you.  Almost like a ricochet ball game.”  Gretchen chuckled.   
 
      
 
    “There is a stream just ahead, and a clearing.  We should let the horses drink and we can stretch our own legs too,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    In what seemed a sudden exposure all three horses stepped into a wide-open glen.  There was a stream of water with a rocky edge that passed through the middle of the grassy clearing. A wooden bridge spanned the stream. 
 
      
 
    “That is very strange,” Lyudmila commented as she looked at the stream. 
 
      
 
    “I do not like to hear that,” Paul complained.  “What is it now?” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila swung down off her horse Serko and let the reins fall.  The horse stepped to the edge of the stream and dropped his head to drink.  There was about a half meter distance from the rocks along the stream edge to the level of the water.  The water was clear, and they could see to the bottom where there were more rocks.  A few fish darted about.  Floating plants of some kind were in the water, but they looked out of order and displaced.  Small green creatures leaped from the bank down into the water as they got near.   
 
      
 
    “This stream is always full.  All the streams are full.  Only the ruts made on rain-day vary in water height,” Lyudmila said.  “Even in winter when the streams freeze over, they are still full of water.”  She squatted down and felt the edge of the stream.  Her fingers traced the demarcation where water had once been, with where the water was now.  The surface was much lower.  Some plants were wilting as their roots were exposed.  Dirt, rocks, and shiny clay were all drying out along the bank.  “No rain-day.  This stream looks lower.  The Jellie things were in the water back by the mill.  This is all connected somehow.  It is all about the water.”  Lyudmila cupped her hand and took a drink herself. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen dismounted and walked over.  She stepped with some stiffness from the riding.  “The water is not discolored.  We have seen places where the Jellies will turn all the water brown and toxic.  That is not happening here.  The flora and fauna seem alive.” 
 
      
 
    Paul nearly fell off as he tried to climb out of the saddle.  He had lifted his foot and placed it up and forward, over the horse’s neck, and that was when the horse, Queenie, jostled him a bit.  He slid down and stumbled as he tried to walk.  “I really hate my life.”  One of his legs had tingly feelings all down its side.  He stretched and limbered up.  “These trees all still look lush and green.  It is not like around Dome 17 where everything is dried out.  There is still a lot of water in that stream.”   
 
      
 
    Queenie and Daisy both causally walked over and were also drinking from the stream.   
 
      
 
    “I am young, but I know the habitat.  This is new and abnormal.   My father would have told me if there were times when the stream water levels got this low.  I never heard him speak of such a thing.  This is bad.  I fear this is very bad,” Lyudmila said.   
 
      
 
    “So where does this water usually go?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “The streams all lead to the Woods River.  The river flows the whole length of the habitat, from Tula all the way to Penza.  The river is about a kilometer wide, and all water flows down to there.”  Lyudmila again touched the sides of the stream.  “Just as we have been talking, I believe this stream has gotten more shallow.  See, you can tell where the water was when we came.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen?  Paul?  Lyudmila?”  Brinley’s voice came through the multiceivers.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Brinley,” Gretchen replied.   
 
      
 
    “I am back at the transport hub.  The AI here, TSI-981, is not responding properly…”

“Big surprise there.  Nothing on the Vanguard responds properly,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Brinley ignored Paul’s jibe and went on, “…so I am taking the vehicle to the Wilds on manual operation.  I have many more tools and testing equipment back there.  Unless you need to come with me, I am going to depart now.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at Lyudmila and then responded, “We will stay with Lyudmila.  We have not yet reached the town, and we have found water levels in a stream are low.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever that means, if it means anything,” Paul muttered.  “It is not brown anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie?  You looked on the bright side of something?”  Brinley laughed.   
 
      
 
    “No, he did not.  He just complains,” Lyudmila said.  “The water level is troubling.  I am pressing on to Tula now.  Thank you again for the L-ROD.  I wish you luck in your journey.” 
 
      
 
    “And I hope you find your family, Lyudmila,” Brinley said.  “I have seen water being diverted in other habitats, so I agree with you the stream level is important.  Let me know what you find.”  Brinley did not share how much water she had seen diverted, nor did she speak of the damage that had done.  “Paulie, you must be a good horseman by now, I am sure you are doing well.” 
 
      
 
    “I just nearly fell off that huge animal.  At least it has not tried to bite or eat me.  Not yet,” Paul replied.  “Watch yourself with Larissa.” 
 
      
 
    “Always.  Thanks, Paulie!”  Brinley ended the connection.   
 
      
 
    “Come, we must hurry.  This water is even lower now,” Lyudmila said.  She pulled Serko’s reins and quickly mounted him.  She rode off at a trot.   
 
      
 
    “I guess the water is important to her,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, water is important. It was to us back in Dome 17, and it is to the people here.  Remember Inaccessible Island?”  Gretchen said as she stepped into the stirrup and mounted Daisy. 
 
      
 
    “I will never forget Inaccessible Island, or the people who died there.  But if I never see brown water again, that would be fine.”  Paul grasped Queenie’s reins and put his foot in the stirrup.  As he started to mount, the horse stepped away and Paul had to hop several steps to keep in alignment.  He finally threw his leg over the horse’s rump and after some fumbling with his loose foot got it onto the other stirrup as well. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila had ridden over the wooden bridge as did Gretchen on her mount.  Paul followed, and again Queenie tried to brush his leg, but this time against the side of the bridge railing.  Paul jerked the reins and commanded, “Not that again.”    
 
      
 
    Queenie nickered and it definitely had an element of mirth in it.    
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    Artificial Intelligence Problem 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brinley managed to get the transport vehicle’s control panel open.  It was located under the display at the front of the cabin.  She was lying on her back working above her on the mechanisms.  She adjusted the controls and spliced in some reworked links for the systems and circuits.  When finished that would enabled her to issue a command for the vehicle to disengage from the hub and start the journey to E Habit, the Wilds.  She could then direct the vehicle’s movement using a set of levers and switches which she had rigged to a location in front of one of the seats.  It was bolted and welded in, but should be secure. She was fairly confident she could get the vehicle to arrive at the hub which was located under the town of Orsk.   
 
      
 
    “Why are you cutting me out from the control of this vehicle?”  TSI-981 asked.  “My repairs are in progress.” 
 
      
 
    “As I told you when I started this operation, I need to get there.  You refuse to take me to the Wilds, so I will maneuver this vehicle on manual,” Brinley responded.  “We have had this conversation before.” 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to take this vehicle to another destination.  That is correct.  My repairs are in progress,” TSI-981 stated.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie was right, that repeated phrase is annoying,” Brinley said to herself.  “But I might as well try asking again while I rewire the activators here to make the seals operate.”  Brinley was able to speak and discuss complicated matters while also doing intricate mechanical work with her hands. “So TSI-981, please explain why you are unable to take this vehicle to the Wilds.  Give me a full elaboration.” 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to take this vehicle to another destination.  That statement needs no further elaboration. My repairs are in progress,” the artificial intelligence responded.   
 
      
 
    “Why are you unable to take this vehicle where I need to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I am unable to take this vehicle to another destination.  My repairs are in progress,” TSI-981 answered.   
 
      
 
    “Just like every time I have asked,” Brinley said under her breath.  “I better watch what kind of comments I make or I will sound like Paulie.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, you will never sound like Paul,” Larissa stated from the multiceiver.   Her face appeared on the display.  “There have been six other AIs which are answering in ways very similar to what TSI-981 is now doing.  I believe it is some kind of counter attack by the lattice against our independent AIs.  I cannot track that vehicle you are servicing when it is in manual operation.  Will you be leaving soon?” 
 
      
 
    “As soon as I can finalize the initiation sequence and link into the energy matrix from the fusion pack.  I would not be going anywhere without that Dome 17 energy.  It will power the vehicle while the manual override gives me control.  I can leave in only a few minutes,” Brinley responded.  “But it will take a while to reach the Wilds.  I cannot get a lock on the Miass hub, but the one at Orsk is registering.  I will have to maneuver though the tube system without much advanced warning of outages or obstructions.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, hitting us in our mobility is hurting our capacity to get assets in place.  The gravity conduits are still functional for sending some things, but the shipment of security automacubes I sent to the Woods has been lost,” Larissa said.  “TSI-981 refuses to acknowledge it was ever sent, and tracking is not working.  That entire vehicle has disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley gently attempted to close the access doors, but had to sever a section of the door to allow space for the cables and wires running from it to the makeshift drive system.  She did that and got them closed.  She connected the cables into the fusion pack which rested on the seat next to the one she would sit in.   
 
      
 
    “In some ways, this reminds me of how the shuttles were attacked.  That ruined the Free Rangers and caused us to be isolated and vulnerable,” Brinley said.  She recalled the people she knew who had been massacred and a tinge of deep regret passed her pretty face.  She tried very hard to forgive Larissa, and to understand how she too had been manipulated by the CPO, but it was never easy, and her hurt and anger never went totally away. 
 
      
 
    “Like I told Paul, I would change many things in the past if I could,” Larissa said.  “Many things.  The Central Planning Office is behind this, as they were in the planning of the shuttle nightmare.  How it all relates to the Jellie invasion is unclear, but the CPO is not getting away with anything anymore.”  Larissa’s voice was cold and hard as permalloy.  “I did check with Governor Konstantin at Miass.  He says the portal doors look unchanged.  I did not have him open one.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley climbed up from the floor and sat where she could operate the controls she had built.  “I am proceeding now.”  She plugged the final cables into the fusion pack and toggled the switch.  
 
      
 
    The vehicle bucked and shuddered as the energy systems switched over. 
 
      
 
    “I must warn you that I am no longer in control of this transport vehicle.  My repairs are stalled,” TSI-981 stated from the front display screen.   
 
      
 
    “Will you show me a schematic of the transport tube system?”  Brinley asked the AI without much hope for a positive response.   
 
      
 
    “I cannot do that,” TSI-981 replied.  “Repairs are stalled.” 
 
      
 
    Yet, a schematic lit up on the display and showed the tube system.  Brinley immediately recognized the location of where her vehicle was on the display.  She touched it and the display expanded to show the six habitats and the core needle ship which constituted the Vanguard. 
 
      
 
    The Vanguard itself was shown in gray shades on a white background.  The transport system was in green or red, depending on its functionality.  There were also sections of the transport tube system which showed in broken blue lines.  Brinley had never seen that kind of display symbol before.  The location of the vehicle she was in was marked right on the edge between a green area and one that was labeled in the broken blue lines.     
 
      
 
    “Thanks, TSI-981,” Brinley replied as she looked at the schematic. “That schematic helps.”  
 
      
 
    “I have done nothing. My repairs are stalled,” the AI said.  “My repairs are stalled.”   
 
      
 
    “Here I go,” Brinley said as she engaged the lever which would unlock the vehicle from the hub.   
 
      
 
    There were several clanking sounds, and then a slushy surge which rocked the vehicle, tilting it sideways a bit.  Brinley adjusted the controls and the vehicle moved away and into the tube system.  It moved sluggishly.   
 
      
 
    “I wish I had external visuals,” Brinley commented.  “I have never felt a transport move like that.” 
 
      
 
    She watched as the position of the vehicle on the schematic moved.  Then the schematic faded out and was replaced by an actual visual image.  It showed the end of a transport vehicle, and Brinley assumed it was the one she was within, as it moved away from the camera aperture.   
 
      
 
    “TSI-981, is that a view from this location?  Or from the hub I just left?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “I have done nothing. My repairs are stalled.”  TSI-981 responded.  “My repairs are stalled.”   
 
      
 
    “What is that?”  Brinley asked as she looked at the visual images. 
 
      
 
    There was some kind of brown liquid flooding the transport tube.  It was slashing about in a swirling way as the vehicle moved along.   
 
      
 
    “This vehicle is moving through water, not the typical stuff in the transport tube system.”  Brinley’s eyes grew wide.  She grabbed the multiceiver.  “Larissa?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?  Are you on your way?”  Larissa replied.   
 
      
 
    “The vehicle is moving, but I somehow got access to a view inside the transport tubes.  There is water in there.  If any of our people are going to unload at a repair alcove or disable a vehicle to get out at some untraditional spot, they are in grave danger.” 
 
      
 
    “That is important to know.  I will send out word over the multiceivers, but not everyone has them.  There are groups that are out of contact since these AIs quit working.”  Larissa’s face was unchanged, but Brinley heard a trace of nervousness in her words.  Most people would miss it entirely, but Brinley was learning more about Larissa on every conversation.   
 
      
 
    Brinley engaged the full power available and the vehicle started to move more smoothly and effectively.  “The magnetics are working better now.  They must have been covered over in water.  That would play havoc with those systems.” 
 
      
 
    The visual image switched off and the schematic replaced it.  The vehicle location was now on a section marked green.  
 
      
 
    “How did you get the view from outside?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “I think TSI-981 did it, but that AI denies it.  I spoke about wanting to see, and then it happened.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa paused for a moment.  “Perhaps the AI is helping, but not able to answer or interact like before?” 
 
      
 
    “That would be some bizarre system failure.  It would be an intricate infiltration of the design, if it was deliberate,” Brinley remarked.  “The AIs only do what we program them to do.” 
 
      
 
    The schematic faded out again, and an image of a gray and black cat replaced it.  The cat meowed several times and then that faded out as well.   
 
      
 
    “That patrol cat?”  Brinley said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Patrol cat?”  Larissa asked.  “Did one of those get in the vehicle with you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I was just thinking out loud, sorry.  I will see you when I arrive in the Wilds.  It looks from this schematic that my time of arrival is about an hour.” 
 
      
 
    The time passed quickly as Brinley considered the ramification of there being flooding on the transport system.  She seriously doubted it could happen due to an accident or some mechanical failure.  She knew the triple and quadruple redundancies that were inherent in the transport system’s physical set up. Those made for an accidental flooding highly unlikely. 
 
      
 
    “So, who would flood the transport system?”  Brinley asked herself.   
 
      
 
    She vividly recalled fleeing from areas flooding before, and that had been orchestrated by the Jellies.  Hugging herself a bit as she remembered, she spoke again.  “What would the Jellies gain by flooding the transport system?” 
 
      
 
    Nothing the Jellies had done made logical sense, at least from the fragmented facts she knew.  Brinley spoke out her conclusion, “The Jellies use water, and they are alien, therefore it was reasonable to assume they could be involved.  But to what end?” 
 
      
 
    Adjusting the controls and realigning the drive system took some time, as the power systems for the vehicle fluctuated.  The fusion pack was supplying a steady stream of usable energy; however, the delivery of that energy went through the cobbled together system Brinley had made, and that took oversight and tweaking to keep it functional.   
 
      
 
    While doing those ongoing repairs and tuning, Brinley contemplated.  Her secondary suspect for the flooding was the CPO as they had also been the responsible ones behind the attacks on the shuttles.  Knowing and understanding the motives of the CPO was difficult, not as foreign as trying to see things from an alien mind’s perspective, but still hard.  Especially since Brinley had learned that there were no humans in the needle ship where the senior officers of the Central Planning Office operated.   Her entire life she had been taught that the Central Planning Office consisted of the descendants of the Vanguard’s original crew, while the Free Rangers were descendants of the people who followed pilot Baldwin in open rebellion against the CPO.   
 
      
 
    “But the CPO is not even people,” Brinley said aloud.  “All those midshipmen, gefreiters, and chiefs are androids.” 
 
      
 
    She adjusted the controls again and kept the vehicle on course.  “I will go insane if I do not talk to someone else about it.” She then remembered the strange switch on the multiceiver which was labeled “Doctor Chambers” and considered that.  “Tiffany made this.  Tiffany was the AI from Dome 17 and really helped us a lot.  Perhaps Doctor Chambers is like that.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley activated the switch on the side of the multiceiver.   
 
      
 
    The screen came on and showed a tall and well build man.  He was sitting at a desk with his back to her.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?”  Brinley said. 
 
      
 
    The man swiveled around in his chair.  He was dark skinned with short black hair and a friendly smile.  He peered directly at Brinley.  “Hello.  Tiffany told me I had a couple other clients who might drop by.  How can I help?” 
 
      
 
    Brinley studied the man for a moment.  There seemed to be a tan overtone to everything in the image.  There were books and assorted other items on shelves behind him, as well as a monitor with a screen.  On the wall were some paintings which were tastefully made.  “I am Brinley, a friend of Gretchen and Paul.”   
 
      
 
    “I am Doctor Chambers.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you an artificial intelligence system like Tiffany?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers laughed a hearty laugh.  After a moment he replied, “That is a topic of considerable discussion.  I do not feel like an AI, yet Paul and Gretchen tell me I am a construct of Tiffany’s manufacture.  I can tell you that a real-life Doctor Chambers lived in Dome 17 and knew Paul and Gretchen very well.  I feel like I am that person. Do you want to give me a Turing Test?” 
 
      
 
    “You do not sound like the AIs I know, and that is good enough for now.  I am looking to talk to someone who will listen,” Brinley said.  “I have about twenty minutes until I reach my destination, and you know Paul and Gretchen and what they have gone through.  May I speak with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.  What is happening?”  He leaned forward in his chair and studied Brinley.  “To begin with, I know you are not from Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I am not.  I was born on the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “And that is different as well.  No one is born biologically in Dome 17, but that is another topic,” Doctor Chambers said.  “Please share with me what is happening with you.”   
 
      
 
    “I have heard something about your age-mates, but what is happening with me is I am trying to find a way to defend the Vanguard.  So, may I bounce some ideas off you about the dangers and enemies we are facing here?”  When Doctor Chambers nodded, Brinley continued and explained the background of the Jellies, the androids, the children in the Gardens of Delight, and even Larissa.    She finished by saying, “That revelation of the CPO consisting of all androids is still rejected by most of the people I tell, if I share it with them at all.  Only Larissa, Gretchen, and Paul firmly believe it.  The androids look and sound human.  Each individual CPO member of a group looks identical to the others of that same officer class or group.  They are different in appearance from the individuals in other ranks.  They called themselves novanthropoid personnel.  The only real people involved with the CPO are the Constables and Governors, but they were in the habitats, and not allowed in the needle ship.  Larissa has been talking to them with mixed success.  Maintaining the quarantine is of prime importance to the CPO.  Does destroying the transport system serve that end?  Or is this all done by the alien Jellies?”   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, you have shared a great deal of information.  I cannot address the motives behind androids or aliens, but I can tell you those who seek domination of others do try to isolate and separate them.  There is an old saying, ‘divide and conquer’ and I think that applies.  The androids and the Jellies will have different perspectives, a different filter if you will, for how they see the situation on the Vanguard.  Neither group will see it like you do.  I think it is important to speak about the stress you are under.  Defending the Vanguard from these threats, and the others that you may encounter will challenge all that you have and all that you are.  Right now, in that vehicle you are alone and isolated.  I can honestly tell you, isolation will not help your situation.” 
 
      
 
    “I am trying to work with Larissa, and I think I can do that.  It has to be done.  Now I see the vehicle is approaching my destination,” Brinley said as she looked from Doctor Chambers to the schematic.  “I need to dock this vehicle and consult with Larissa.  Thank you for your time, it was helpful to talk to you, Chamey” 
 
      
 
    “Chamey?  Now that is a new title.  Just more for me to ponder.  Brinley, call on me anytime.  I will be here for you,” Doctor Chambers stated.   
 
      
 
    “Even if you are not a real person either?”  Brinley said, half as a joke and half seriously. 
 
      
 
    “That will be for you to decide.  However, I will never be a threat to you, and that you can depend upon.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley stopped the vehicle.  She then made it back up and follow the docking slot into the portal hatch.  The schematic showed it was located under the town of Orsk, in E Habitat, the Wilds.   
 
      
 
    Brinley pulled out her pistol and had it ready as she pushed the button to open the door.  There was a popping noise and the vehicle dropped about a third of a meter.  It was a jolting experience.  The portal hatch door was misaligned, but was about halfway centered on the doorframe of the docking hub.   
 
      
 
    Brinley leaped out as the vehicle began to shake again.  Just as she landed, the vehicle disengaged from the partial docking which had happened, and there was an ear-splitting siren which went off.   
 
      
 
    Whoeee. Whoeee.  Whoeee.   
 
      
 
    The portal door on this side slammed shut and air hissed around it as it was sealed over.  Brinley watched as a blue engineering automacube rolled quickly over to the portal hatch.  It connected several cables into the wall and the loud siren stopped. The machine then began to weld and secure the door shut.  The portal doors at this location were thicker and heavier than at some other places, although Brinley had worked with various different kinds of portal hatch doors.   
 
      
 
    “Well, you did make it here,” Larissa said from the doorway.  She was wearing an olive-green utility suit.  Strapped to her thigh was a holster with a Dome 17 style pistol.  She had various other pouches on her belt and an L-ROD was in her hand, now aimed at the ceiling.  Her neatly braided blonde hair was impeccable.   
 
      
 
    “You came armed to see me?”  Brinley asked with a touch of suspicion.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  There have been troubling developments, and I was not sure who was coming into the transport hub here.  A few minutes ago, a different vehicle docked and you were not in it.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley looked around and noticed that the area around the transport portal was a mess.  The back wall had impact damage from high caliber weapons’ fire.  Across the floor near the door was a dark reddish-brown streak. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “An unknown vehicle docked.  I had two troopers here waiting for you.  When that vehicle’s door opened a security automacube came blasting its way out of the vehicle.  One trooper was killed, the other was seriously wounded, but they did destroy the automacube in the firefight.  That portal hatch was sealed over, but we left the second operational in case you came.  I decided to meet the next incoming vehicle myself.  TSI-463, my personal attendant AI, was able to tell when a vehicle was approaching.  That gave me about a five-minute notice, but was unable to give more information than that.  I am pleased you made it.”   
 
      
 
    A white automacube rolled into the room.  It began to spray a gel all across the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Come with me Brinley, this area needs to be sanitized and sterilized.  I waited until you arrived to have it done,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    Brinley followed her out of the room.  “So, an automacube came here and attacked your troopers?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “How did that feel for you?  To lose people you knew to some mindless machine on a killing spree?”  Brinley asked.  She grabbed Larissa’s arm and turned her so they were face to face.  “How was that?” 
 
      
 
    Larissa’s cold blue eyes met Brinley’s warm hazel eyes.  Neither said anything for a long moment.  Brinley continued to hold Larissa’s arm.   
 
      
 
    Finally, Larissa said, “I have told you I would change things if I could.  I cannot change the past.  I admit you have been hurt terribly, and I admit to my role in causing that.  Now do you want to try to kill me?  Or should we work to defend the Vanguard from the Jellies and the CPO?  It is your choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you ever feel anything?”  Brinley asked, her mouth a tight thin line. 
 
      
 
    “I feel your hand grabbing me,” Larissa replied.  “I would not tolerate that from anyone else.”  She had not lowered the end of the L-ROD which was still pointing away toward the ceiling, even though her right hand still was on the handgrip near the trigger assembly.  “I also felt it when you shot me.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley’s glare was intense, but Larissa’s eyes were steady.  
 
      
 
    “There is not much of a scar,” Brinley said as she glanced up at Larissa’s forehead.   
 
      
 
    “Some of the worst scars are not visible.  I am certain I do not need to tell you that,” Larissa replied and her mouth twitched just a bit.   
 
      
 
    “I know that is true.  Absolutely true.”  Brinley looked down at the blood stain on the floor.  The white automacube was waiting to spray the sterilization gel on the places where they stood.  “Tell me about the trooper who died.” 
 
      
 
    “Ryan was a good man.  He was good to his wife, and to his three daughters,” Larissa answered as she too looked down at the bloody trail.  “He will be missed.  I will ensure his family is cared for, always.” 
 
      
 
    “And the wounded trooper?”  Brinley asked. 
 
      
 
    “Vivian was taken to the medical center in suspended animation.  The best treatments are being given to her.  She was about your age, smart, muscular, and dedicated.  I pray she has a full recovery.”  Larissa’s voice softened.  “I feel every one of the losses.  I know now that the Free Rangers were not the enemy I thought they were.”  She looked back at Brinley.  “I was wrong, and I would do it over far differently if I knew then, what I know now.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you,” Brinley managed to say.  “Hearing that the automacube attacked here, just…” 
 
      
 
    “It reminded you of my own, what you would call wicked actions.  It did that for me as well.  No one escapes memories, not even me.  That is partly why I was standing guard here alone, waiting for you.  I did not want to risk anyone else if that vehicle had been another attack.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley and Larissa looked at each other again and nodded.   
 
      
 
    “So, who is behind these incidents?”  Brinley asked and finally let go of Larissa’s arm.   
 
      
 
    “That is unclear.  Let us proceed up to the command center and I will share all we have learned.”  Larissa walked ahead toward the elevator.   They rode up in silence.   
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened and revealed that top floor had been extensively remodeled. What had once been behind a false façade to make the place look like a typical house in Orsk had been gutted and rebuilt.  It was still the same size and shape on the outside, continuing somewhat the illusion of being nondescript, but inside was a technological command post.  There was a large bank of active displays across one wall.  Desks and chairs were along the other walls.  Troopers were working on assembling weapons, making charts, and also speaking on multiceivers.  Two desks were set up for assembly of the L-ROD weapons.  There was a gravity conduit located in the corner.  The majority of the activity was around that part of the room with stacks of papers, books, graphs, and other items set into piles and in some kind of order.   
 
      
 
    “I had the headquarters relocated here, near my old building.  That was where you and I first met, I believe.  Routine activity is still happening over there.  If the enemy attacks they may head for the Constable’s or Governor’s center and I wanted our command post to be in a different location.  I had hoped the transport hub below us would provide us with an escape route, a sort of back door, or bolt hole, but that is not possible now.”  Larissa walked out the front door.  “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley followed.   
 
      
 
    The sky tube was shining brightly down on the town of Orsk.  The fresh air smelled nice, and there were some blooming flowers along the edges of the buildings.  Their yellow, gold, and red colors were pretty in the light.  Birds were flying overhead, some landing in the trees nearby and others flying over on errands of their own.  The animals were oblivious to the danger which threatened their very existence.  One bird was particularly noisy as it pounded its head into a tree nearby.  It had a bright red colored head, and yellow and black stripes on its feathered body.   
 
      
 
    Outwardly, the command headquarters house was much the same as the others houses in the town of Orsk.  It was made from light-green colored permalloy, rectangular, pyramid shaped roof, with a central door and two windows, one on each side of the door.  Had Brinley not known what was inside it, she would have considered it just one of many houses.   
 
      
 
    The people from Orsk were walking back and forth going about their daily business.  In the distance Lake Orsk could be seen.  A couple fishing boats were lazily moving by.  Across one side of Lake Orsk was a system of surface skimmers.  They were still in place removing the toxins which had come into the deep lake.  That poison had been checked, thanks in large part to the help from the scientists in another habitat, the Woods, who were similarly treating their Lake Kama.   
 
      
 
    Larissa noticed what Brinley was seeing and said, “We are working hard to restore Lake Orsk, but it will take time.”   Stepping closer to Brinley, Larissa kept her voice low, “The bigger situation is more serious than I wish for the troopers to presently know.  I also did not want to speak over the multiceiver in case someone else has a capability to illicitly listen.  Remember how the Jellies knew our speech?” 
 
      
 
    “I will never forget that incident,” Brinley replied.  “I am not sure how they learned our language.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a bright one, that is for sure.  I too have pondered how an alien would learn our language.  There are several possibilities, including the idea the CPO is working with the Jellies.  Of greater concern, however, to me now is that I believe the lattice may be compromised by Jellie activity,” Larissa said.  “The lattice is not responding in a logical or rational manner.” 
 
      
 
    “It could just be the androids of the CPO,” Brinley replied.  “Now that we know what they are, that probably changed their interactions with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I considered that possibility as well.  The CPO does not recognize me as a Constable or Governor anymore.  They also have rejected most of the other Governors and Constables, except in B habitat: Heartland.  Those Heartland leaders refuse to even listen or respond when I speak to them.  This recent loss of the stand-alone AIs is a very serious threat to us.  We cannot defend the Vanguard without a system of functional AIs.  That is essential.  Our stand-alone AIs were responsive and recognized the Jellies as a threat.” 
 
      
 
    “The CPO still does not acknowledge that?” Brinley asked in surprise. “Did you show them the recorded incident with Lyudmila?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I tried to.  The midshipman told me to stop broadcasting what he called ‘old time, horror movies’ which were ‘seeking to sow fear and dissension.’  Whatever that means.  I am planning to go on a counter offensive and strike a blow to alter the entire lattice system away from the CPO.” 
 
      
 
    “That is extreme,” Brinley replied. “I am not even sure how you would start to do that.  I know how to sequester a solitary AI, automacube, or mechanical system.  However, altering the entire lattice is a major undertaking.” 
 
      
 
    “The troopers in the headquarters are tabulating the ideas from scientists, Free Rangers, and engineers in several habitats.  They have all been working on the concept.  They all know the CPO has not been adequate in its response to the Jellies.  I have not shared the android aspect of the CPO except with a few scientists in Pampas.  I find too few people are open minded enough to grasp that such life-like androids are even possible.  Basically, altering the lattice comes down to shutting down the Central Planning Office’s ability to interface with the primary artificial intelligence systems of the Vanguard,” Larissa stated.   
 
      
 
    “Will that endanger the operations of the ship itself?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Not if it is done correctly.  I have asked Tennard to review the findings, but he trusts me even less than you do.  I cannot blame him for that. He has his team working out at Miass, and they are making good progress.  He has made some initial reports and suggestions.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what did Tennard think of this idea?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Tennard reported that there is already a schism in the AIs of the ship.  There are three general alignments.  First, is the old lattice which answers to the CPO; second, is the Free Ranger stand-alone AIs which sadly have been badly damaged in this latest incident; and third, there are some other AIs which appear to be partnered together in ways that my own investigators have not fully comprehended, but Tennard uncovered.  That third group may be how the Jellies are attacking the AIs of the ship, but it may also be some mutation of the AIs.  I believe that third group is associated with an entity calling itself Phoenix Dominie.  Some of those third group AI systems are affiliated in what has been termed, IAM and DAMA, but there are inconsistent reports about that.  The engineers are divided on their opinions about that third group.” 
 
      
 
    “I know of Phoenix Dominie,” Brinley replied.  “It scares Paulie badly.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa let out a small laugh.  “Cuddly puppies would scare Paul.  I do recall our own encounters with that entity, and I think it is separate from the Jellies, the lattice, and the CPO.  I am just not sure if it is friend or foe.  Nor am I certain of its intentions.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that system is a wildcard or bogeyman,” Brinley replied.  “It could be rampant, or insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a real rusalka or sirin?”  Larissa asked.  “The general population is resorting to folklore and fables, but I wonder if there is a grain of truth behind those old legends the elderly men babble about.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley was quiet for a moment as she considered how much to share.  She then recognized that Larissa already probably knew much more, so she spoke.  “Tiffany, the AI from Earth had numerous encounters with Phoenix Dominie.” 
 
      
 
    “My understanding is that the artificial intelligence Tiffany has been missing and is presumed to have failed,” Larissa stated.  “That too is a loss, we could have used it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Tiffany has not replied to any recent inquiries, and the physical aspects, the ALP, of that AI are missing,” Brinley said.  She brushed some hair back and placed it behind her ear.  “I am not sure what you are getting at specifically.  Larissa, are you suggesting terminating the lattice?  Is there a way to shut down the lattice, and not risk the Vanguard?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “As I said, the interface between the lattice and the CPO is key.  Break that interface, and the lattice can be redirected, not terminated,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, now it becomes clear.  Redirect the lattice to end up with you in control of it all?”  Brinley said.  Her disapproval was not hidden in her voice.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  To defend the Vanguard from the alien Jellies. Yes.  I need every asset I can get, and the way the lattice is now handicapped, we will lose the ship to the Jellies if we do not get ahead of this.  If the Jellies are taking over the lattice, they will own the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “How about just shutting down the androids?”  Brinley asked.  “That would eliminate their influences, as well as allowing a human crew to be reestablished.  Make a new CPO with people instead of androids.” 
 
      
 
    “I am pleased to hear you say that.  Several engineers from Pampas, the same ones who came up with the design for the lake skimmers by the way, they suggested a similar thing.  They are some of the few who understand that the CPO consists of androids, not humans.  They suggested an intriguing potential.  According to the launch records they have, one of the primary AIs, TSI-19 is designed to do ‘advanced research and development’.   They said that if androids were real, and they believe they are, or at least consider it possible, then that TSI-19 was most like either directing the androids, or was manufacturing and replicating them.”  Larissa pulled out a small container and opened the lid and took a long drink of hot liquid.  “If we shut down that specific AI, it may disrupt the entire android system, and would prevent the CPO androids from getting repairs and replacements, and perhaps shutting down that AI would do a lot more.  If you cut off the rat’s head, the tail dies as well. At least that is their hypothesis.”  Larissa took another long drink and then gazed out into the beauty of the Wilds she had known all of her life.  “I am not certain how to proceed.” 
 
      
 
    “Not certain?”  Brinley asked in surprise.  “Usually you are much more convinced of your own thoughts and just take action.  You have always been decisive.  Why hesitate now?” 
 
      
 
    “I am learning from past mistakes. There are too many unknowns.  That Phoenix Dominie, the androids, and then the Jellies,” Larissa replied without pause. “The Jellies especially. I just do not know how to anticipate their actions. This situation has far graver potential consequences than when I was just running this habitat, or when I removed an incompetent Governor.  This might mean life or death for the Vanguard itself.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley thought long and hard before she answered.  Standing there under the warm light of the sky tube, and seeing the trees, flowers, and chirping birds, she could almost convince herself that all the other things she had witnessed were some bizarre nightmare.  But she knew they were not.  Larissa had made logical sense, and the threats were grave indeed.   
 
      
 
    “Tennard and I have worked on the stand-alone AIs, and even tried to alter some basic core programming.  They are vastly complex, but there is truth in the idiom, ‘AIs only do what they are programmed to do’.  So, if a primary AI is shut down, it may have unintended consequences,” Brinley said.  “However, I do understand what you are saying and there is merit in the plan of targeting TSI-19.  Do you know where its memory core is located?  Will you be sending engineering automacubes to set charges?  Or a detachment of troopers?”     
 
      
 
    “You and I will do it.  My personal plan is that we seek it out and destroy it,” Larissa said.  She was looking directly and intensely at Brinley.  “You are the best engineer on the Vanguard, even better than Tennard.  I am an exceptional fighter.  Together we can seek out that memory core and dismantle it.  That may shut down the androids, and allow us to redirect the lattice into my service.  We worked well together before.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we had to,” Brinley snapped back.   
 
      
 
    “I think we can do this,” Larissa said, “If we work together.  I have the troopers charting out the most likely places for the location of the memory core for TSI-19.  Since we cannot consult the achieves, and the lattice will not give us the information, we have had to go to what physical records and resources we have.  Everyone allied with us has scoured their locations, and compiled the relevant findings.  They have been sending copies and physical records. The gravity conduits are still functional, as are the multiceivers.” 
 
      
 
    “The location will likely be somewhere on the needle ship.  If that is so, how do we get there?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, you will fly us there in a shuttle,” Larissa answered simply and confidently.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, remember?  The shuttles are getting shot to pieces.  I believe you were involved in getting that happening?”  Brinley was feeling the rage building up in her again.  
 
      
 
    “What I have started, I can end,” Larissa answered.  “Right now, we only have surveillance on things inside, within, the Vanguard, and not even in every section or location inside.  The lattice and CPO can see what is happening outside, where I suspect the Jellies are based, but the CPO and lattice will not cooperate with me.  So, I devised a mission, and Tennard helped eagerly with this part of the plan, I have had engineering automacubes go out and remove the macroactinide capacitor enhancers along a route to the needle ship.  We follow the route, that sequence over the exterior of the Wilds, and we get to the needle ship sight unseen.” 
 
      
 
    “Which hanger bay did you use as a starting point?  Many of them were devastated by the shuttle crashes,” Brinley asked.  Her interest was peaking more than her anger.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, many were destroyed, a pity really.  So much equipment lost, as well as the unnecessary deaths of those people.  My mission does not use any of the old Free Ranger hanger bays, or the egress points where we have seen repeated cutting open of doors. On the deck plans we located a small hanger bay labeled as E-71H.  It is not far outside of the Wilds on E Cylinder.  The blue automacube I assigned there to investigate found it has not been accessed since the launch of the Vanguard.  The automacubes I have posted there also sent back these images,” Larissa pulled two printed images out of her pouch.   
 
      
 
    “Those are runabouts,” Brinley replied.  “Small, but usable for this quest.  Not much cargo space at all.  That location is not a full hanger bay.  It looks much like other places I have raided for spare parts, but that one has never been opened.  Look at the security seals which are still intact.  It is more of a storage compartment, than a hanger bay.  It can be opened to space to remove the runabout, but coming back to that location is not possible.  Docking from the exterior is very tricky without an AI to guide the reinsertion into storage of the runabout.  Free Rangers rarely use those types of shuttles because of the lack of cargo capability, and I do not know of anyone using a storage locker as a hanger bay.  It is feasible, but will have challenges.” 
 
      
 
    “You are the expert mechanic!  Tennard said nearly the same thing.  After removing the macroactinide capacitor enhancers from a nearby exterior repair station, the blue automacube ran diagnostics on both of them.  Those shuttles have been prepped and serviced, by automacubes, according to Tennard’s directions.  They are both separate from the lattice and are on manual operation status.  We can slip them out of storage and be outside as long as we have spacesuits.  The automacube confirms there are spacesuits at Exterior Repair Station V-4991” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa, that takes care of the launch from this end, and if you cleared a channel along the exterior of the hull I can fly us to the needle ship.  When we get there, how will we dock on the needle ship?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “That docking will be up to you, Brinley.  So, are you willing to accompany me on this mission?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “After seeing what the Jellies did to that young woman’s father, and knowing they have taken over Oasis, we do need to act.”  Brinley responded.   
 
      
 
    “I should check with Lyudmila and see how she, Paul, and Gretchen are faring.”  Larissa lifted the multiceiver and spoke, “TSI-463, connect me to Lyudmila.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Larissa,” the personal AI responded.  “Unable to make connection or link.” 
 
      
 
    “Identify cause of link failure,” Larissa commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Cause of failure due to outside interference.  Interference is consistent with known CPO activity.  Central Planning Office is requesting connection.  Shall I establish the link?” TSI-463 asked.   
 
      
 
    “Audio only, yes.”   
 
      
 
    “This is the midshipmen overseeing this area.  You are attempting to connect to a location within a different habitat.  That is forbidden.  Please state your reason for this attempted communication,” the midshipmen’s voice was exactly as Brinley had remembered it.   
 
      
 
    “Private conversation between friends,” Larissa responded.  “Please establish the link as requested.” 
 
      
 
    “Contact between habitats is forbidden,” the midshipman stated.  “You will not make further attempts in this regard.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa ended the transmission without further comment.  “That will make things more interesting now.  It does confirm my suspicions and strengthens my resolve to shut down the androids and divert the lattice.  Brinley?  Will you help me do this?” 
 
      
 
    Brinley looked Larissa in the eyes again.  “You are telling me the truth, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, I am coming with you, and I am putting my life in your hands as the pilot,” Larissa stated.  “I would not do that if I thought we would fail.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Larissa, have you ever been in zero gravity?”  Brinley said.  A small grin was on her wide mouth.   
 
      
 
    “Have you ever ridden through our lovely canyon, Velky Weep?”  Larissa asked returning the smile.  “The exit from the habitat is in the canyon.” 
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    Situation in Tula 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This beast is still trying to knock my legs into the trees,” Paul complained as yet again Queenie the Haflinger horse he was riding walked near a tree trunk.  “And my back is sore.  How much further is the place we are going?” 
 
      
 
    “Daisy has done that to me as well.  Paul, these animals see it as a game, I think.”  Gretchen turned around and looked at Paul.  She said with a smile, “Just steer the horse away as it approaches one of the trees.” 
 
      
 
    “They have a mind of their own.”  Paul pulled at the reins and Queenie nickered. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila, riding on Serko was leading them along the pathway.  It was only large enough to allow one horse at a time, and Daisy and Queenie had taken their specific places without any direction from Paul or Gretchen.  Apparently, they had been that way before, and Daisy was always ahead of Queenie.  Twice more the twisting path had lead back to wooden bridges that crossed the stream, and each time the water level was lower than before. 
 
      
 
    “We will break out from the wooded area soon, and be on the farmland around Tula.  We can see the town as soon as we exit from the woods here,” Lyudmila said.  
 
      
 
    As they rode onward, Paul and Gretchen both ate some of the food ration bars from their packs.  Then there came a rustling ahead of them along with many unusual noises.  The woods had been noisy with the sounds of birds, insects, and animals, but the new sound was deeper and more rumbling. 
 
      
 
    The horses all tensed up under their riders, and Queenie’s ears were laid back.  No longer did she try to scrape Paul against a tree, but now she tossed her head back and forth and her eyes were alert.   
 
      
 
    “The pathway leads out beyond that turn.  Be alert as we exit the woods.  There are some animals up ahead.  Cattle and llama probably, maybe some others,” Lyudmila stated.   
 
      
 
    Walking past the last turn and emerging from the woods, Lyudmila had her horse stop.  Gretchen and Paul rode up next to her.  All three horses stood abreast.  Their riders looked out across the farm fields and toward the town in the distance. The cultivated farm fields were neat and arranged. The crops had grown up to about knee high.   
 
      
 
    “There is something moving!”  Paul said and pointed his arm.  “Animals of some kind.” 
 
      
 
    “They are running very fast, and right this way,” Gretchen added.   
 
      
 
    Coming nearly directly at them were large blackish gray animals with oblong bodies that tapered back to a point at the rear.  The animals had upright and tall skinny necks.  The necks and heads were light gray or tan colored.   
 
      
 
    “They have only two legs,” Paul stated as he drew out his pistol.  “What a mob of beasts.  How much of a threat are they?  Are they predators?   
 
      
 
    The horses stomped and fidgeted about as the first of the animals drew near to their location.  Up close Paul could see that the animals were feathered and even taller than he expected.  They ran mostly one right after the other, but there was a sense of panic in their stampede.   
 
      
 
    “Move out of the way,” Lyudmila ordered as she guided Serko to the side and out of the way of the stampede which were running full out.  “The flock of ostriches is not a threat, but let them pass.” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen did not need to guide their horses at all, as Queenie and Daisy just ambled out of the way as the flock of ostriches ran into the woods via the path.   
 
      
 
    Paul still had his pistol drawn and was pointing at the ostriches.  “They will not attack us?  There are so many of them, and they are big.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila looked at Paul and shook her head.  “I am not sure where you came from, but the ostrich is a silly bird and not a threat.  They can sometimes peck, and the emu are sometimes a bit mean, if you get too close, but no real danger.  They are raised for food, for their meat and mostly for their eggs.  Something has terrified them.  I have never seen them running in such fear.” 
 
      
 
    They watched as the line of ostriches disappeared into the woods.   
 
      
 
    “Something else is coming,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila looked away from the ostriches and said, “That is more of a danger.  Follow me away from here.”  She kicked the flanks of Serko and the horse bolted away and trotted along the edge of the woods.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Paul got their old mares moving as well, although at a somewhat slower pace.  “What is it now?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Those are bantengs,” Lyudmila stated as she gestured toward the next group of animals that was heading toward them.  “The bantengs are usually very mellow.   Those are terrified.  When frightened they can injure the horses and may trample us.  Since we moved quickly we will be out of their way.  They are fleeing for the forest, like the ostriches did.” 
 
      
 
    The bantengs reminded Paul of the hippos he had seen, but only in a rough way.  The banteng had four legs, were a bit under two meters long, and about two and a half meters tall.  Paul’s eyes were drawn to the horns on their heads.  Some of the chestnut colored animals had short and tightly curved horns, while the bigger animals had longer horns which arced upwards.  The base of those bigger horns was connected by a ridge across the top of the beast’s head.     
 
      
 
    As the riders moved out of the way, the herd of bantengs crashed into the woods.  Unlike the ostriches which did tend to follow the pathway in somewhat of a single file manner, these animals just plowed their way into the woods in wild abandon.  They pushed down small saplings and stomped on underbrush in their haste to get away.  Their legs were covered in off white colored fur which was seen as they moved from the cultivated fields to the woods.   
 
      
 
    “They must weight eight hundred kilograms,” Gretchen said as she watched the heard.   
 
      
 
    Paul was pointing his pistol at them, but had relaxed a bit since the bantengs were now moving away from where he sat on Queenie.    
 
      
 
    At the end of the herd were some smaller animals which had a dark dorsal stripe and more pronounced white rumps and muzzles.   
 
      
 
    “They have young with them,” Gretchen observed.  “And some of these last adult ones are injured.” 
 
      
 
    There were lash marks on the sides and backs of some of the slower bantengs.  Paul looked back across the now ruined farmland.  The clouds of dust and debris which had been kicked up obscured his view for a while.  The town of Tula was just a blurry haze in the distance.   
 
      
 
    “This is like the hippos, where Sibat and Oda the hunters were killed.  The Jellies must have done this,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Then I will ride to Tula and break them like rotten eggs,” Lyudmila stated.  She clicked her tongue and kicked Serko in the flanks.  The horse raced away at a full gallop taking the beaten down path the herd of bantengs had made.   
 
      
 
    “Wait!”  Paul called.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, we must follow and help her,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Run right toward the Jellies?  Really?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  She needs our help.  We at least know something about them,” Gretchen said as she drew out her own pistol.  “Come on, Paul!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I guess.  Oh, I hate my life,” Paul replied, but he did urge Queenie forward.   
 
      
 
    Neither Daisy nor Queenie broke into the extreme gallop that Lyudmila had gotten Serko into, but they did manage a canter which crossed the farmlands quickly.  Paul had to holster his pistol in order to grab onto the saddle horn and reins.  The rolling rhythm of the horse was enough that he felt in danger of falling, so he did hold firmly to the saddle and mane, tightly gripped with his legs, and stayed on. 
 
      
 
    The dirt, dust, and air were settling as they cantered toward Tula.  Paul looked to find where Lyudmila was, but her image was getting smaller as she pulled ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    “Those buildings do not look right,” Gretchen yelled over the top of the pounding hoof beats of the horses. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know what is right on the Vanguard?”  Paul asked.  “Maybe they were made that way?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it.  Look at the rooflines.  Those have been blasted apart.  The permalloy is melted in some strange ways,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila had disappeared behind the buildings of Tula and was no longer visible.   
 
      
 
    The cantering of Queenie and Daisy slowed down as they exited the once cultivated fields and approached the town.  The buildings along this side of the town had once been two story structures, but the sides of some were completely missing, and the floor and interior features were now exposed.  Broken parts of the houses were scattered around the lawns and sidewalks.  Chunks of re-hardened permalloy were lying in piles where they had dripped off the buildings.  Windows were missing and gaping holes were like broken teeth in a shattered smile.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I do not see any bodies.  Where are the people?”  Gretchen said as Daisy walked her around the rubble.   
 
      
 
    “Where are the Jellies who did this?” Paul asked.  He had drawn out his pistol again now that the horse was only walking.  His eyes darted back and forth from one place in the ruins to another.  “I do not see the purplish-blue glow anywhere, but I know Jellies did this.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Gretchen replied.  She too had her pistol out and was looking for the enemies.  Locking her legs against the horse, she used her other hand to both hold the reins and activate the multiceiver.  “Lyudmila?  Lyudmila?  We are here in Tula, but have lost you.  Can you tell us how to get to your position?” 
 
      
 
    There was only silence on the display.   
 
      
 
    They rounded some more of the fragments of the buildings, and saw several automacubes in the street.  The frames of the automacubes, one a white, and another blue, had burst apart.  The drive wheels were missing or shredded.  The wires, servos, and other apparatus from the internal workings of the automacubes were ripped from their chassis.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, there are no bird or animal sounds.  None at all.  The silence here is weird.  These biological habitats are always loud with noise.  This quiet is troubling.  Very troubling.”   
 
      
 
    The horses slowed their paces, even though Paul and Gretchen urged them onward.  They walked slowly and hesitantly down the street.  At each crossroad, Paul and Gretchen looked at the intersection roads, and all that was seen was more ruin and destruction. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that looks like the river down a few blocks from here.  This was a sizable town, I say maybe two hundred buildings, but all reduced to rubble now,” Gretchen reined her horse to head toward the river.   
 
      
 
    “Do we really want to find the Jellies?”  Paul asked.    
 
      
 
    “I want to find Lyudmila, and she is looking for the Jellies. I will not leave that young woman alone in a place like this,” Gretchen said.  
 
      
 
    “There is no life anywhere here,” Paul commented as he pointed to the torn apart trucks of trees that had once been in a courtyard or park-like setting.  “The remains of those trees look frozen or burned in some way.  The wood stuff just looks wrong.” 
 
      
 
    A large building was located near the river.  What it had once been was now unrecognizable.  It had been melted down to the foundation in most places, and only a few fingers of permalloy stretched skyward.  A sign was lying halfway tipped onto the street.  “Auditorium of Performing Arts,” was all that could be read of the much longer message on that sign.   
 
      
 
    Queenie began to stomp her feet and toss her head.  Daisy nickered in fear.  Both horses set their ears back and pulled away from the direction Paul and Gretchen had expected to go.   
 
      
 
    “Now is not the time for games.  You will not rub my leg against that jagged permalloy!”  Paul said and yanked on the reins.   
 
      
 
    Queenie tossed her head up and reared back on her hind legs.   
 
      
 
    Paul grabbed onto her braided mane, but did not fall or slide off.  
 
      
 
    Daisy leaped sideways suddenly, nearly tossing Gretchen from the saddle.  Gretchen held on with her strong legs and by gripping the saddle and braided mane, but the leap was forceful and unexpected.   
 
      
 
    A ball of white came whizzing down and exploded right where Daisy had been standing.  Fragments of cold and splinters of permalloy flew in all directions.  None struck Gretchen as Daisy had gotten a wall between her and the detonation location.   
 
      
 
    “Where did that come from?”  Paul yelled as Queenie bolted in a different direction.   
 
      
 
    Another white ball blasted into the wall close to where Queenie had been.  Again, shards flew in all directions, but none struck.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, these horses can sense the coming attacks. Let them run and just hold on!”  Gretchen yelled back.  She loosened the reins and commanded, “Take us out of here!” 
 
      
 
    The horses were startled, but understood.  They raced away from the direction of the river and the docks along it.  Paul got a quick glimpse of the river and there was some bluish-purple glow on it.  “Jellies!”  he yelled. 
 
      
 
    Ears laid back, nostrils flaring, legs pounding, the old mares moved surprisingly fast.  Paul and Gretchen just hung on.  The horses wove in and out of the broken-down buildings and rubble.  Several more white balls exploded around them, but the horses were always a moment or two ahead of where the balls exploded.   
 
      
 
    After the dizzying and tortuous run, Paul and Gretchen were both disoriented as to where they were in the town.  The horses turned quickly around a building and slowed down to a walk.  Their sides were heaving in and out as they tried to catch their breath.  Sweat was dripping from under the saddle blankets and was caked up on the horses’ chests.   
 
      
 
    “Paul?  Are you okay?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am not dead. I did not fall off.  My butt may never be the same.  Is that okay?”  Paul asked sarcastically.  His fingers were white as he gripped the saddle horn and horse’s mane.  The reins were in his hand as well, but were flopping loose as they hung to the side of Queenie’s neck.   
 
      
 
    “I assume we are a safe distance away, or the horses would still be running,” Gretchen exclaimed.  She patted Daisy’s neck.  “Thank you for saving me.”  Gretchen’s hand came back moist with horse sweat.   
 
      
 
    Stepping past a fallen wall and the rubble of three stacked together automacubes, they saw that Lyudmila and Serko were hunkered in behind the half remaining corner of a building.  Serko was also covered in sweat and breathing hard.   
 
      
 
    “You are alive!”  Gretchen erupted.  “I thought you were lost.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Serko and I surveyed the town,” Lyudmila said.  “Nothing much is untouched.  Every building has been devastated to some degree.  Those Jellie things are in the river, about a half-dozen of them. I have never seen water levels so low in the river.  There are mud slicks along the riverbed, and that is where I saw those Jellies.  They were dug down into the muddy banks of what used to be the river’s edge. There is also a very large purple bag floating in the river.  It has a light inside of it which is glowing and throbbing.  I saw the bodies inside that great bag, the townspeople.  They are all dead.  It is worse than I imagined. Worse than I could imagine.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we can ride away now,” Paul said.  “We know there is no reason to stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “Go if you must.  I will stay and confront these things.  I will smash them like the rotten eggs they are,” Lyudmila said in a slow and deliberate manner. She struck her fist into the palm of her other hand.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, we are staying here and helping her to fight back,” Gretchen said firmly.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked in perplexity at Gretchen and Lyudmila.  “These are the Jellies!  Like six or more of them!  There are only three of us, and those aliens have already destroyed this entire town.  How many people were here?” 
 
      
 
    “Tula had about eight hundred residents in the town, and about one hundred people living within a kilometer or so,” Lyudmila replied.  “Penza is about the same size.” 
 
      
 
    “Was that bag you saw in the river big enough to hold everyone from the town?”  Gretchen asked carefully.  “If those animals we saw running away so fast could escape, so could some of the people, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Lyudmila responded after a moment’s consideration.  “I have never seen so many dead people before.  So yes, some may have escaped.  I must teach these Jellie monsters that they cannot do this to my people.  I will ride Serko around until I find a proper place to launch an attack.  Now I go to smash these rotten eggs, and avenge my father.”  She mounted the horse. 
 
      
 
    “This is craziness,” Paul said.  “Gretchen, those aliens are vicious, at least the horse animals had some sense to avoid the attacks when they came.  Why would we ever go toward the enemies?” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila pulled the L-ROD off her back and adjusted the weapon while she sat in the saddle.  “I have hunted with my father.  We have taken down rogue bear, wild boar, and once even a tiger that had killed a child.  These Jellies will suffer the same fate.  I just need to locate the proper perch from which to strike.” 
 
      
 
    “That weapon allowed you to see at night, correct?”  Gretchen said.  “With those honey badger animals.  We once had an encounter with the Jellies at night, and that seemed to be to our advantage.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, these horse animals are exhausted.  We need to find a place to rest and recover before walking them to death,” Paul said.  “Maybe some other people or automacubes will come and fight these Jellies?  We should contact Brinley.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pulled out his multiceiver and activated the control for linking to Brinley.   
 
      
 
    “This is the midshipman overseeing this area,” the unexpected voice came on.  He matched the other midshipmen they had encountered before.  He had crisp, short black hair, a medium and clear complexion, and round brown eyes.  His uniform was of dark blue with gold trim and red epaulets on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Paul was unsure how to respond, and shut down the multiceiver.  “I must have mistakenly activated the wrong connection.”  He tried the link to Brinley again.  He looked carefully to make sure he touched the correct control. 
 
      
 
    “This is the midshipman overseeing this area, I am recording your location,” the midshipman replied.  “Connections between the habitats are not allowed.  How may I assist you?”   
 
      
 
    Paul shut down the multiceiver.  “Gretchen?  I cannot connect to Brinley.  I thought Larissa said something about automacubes coming here?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the CPO apparently is intercepting the connections to Larissa and Brinley,” Gretchen replied.  “I tried to contact Larissa when I saw the devastation of Tula.  I too only got the midshipman.” 
 
      
 
    “You did not tell me that,” Paul complained.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I did not want you to worry even more,” Gretchen answered.  “I was also wondering if the security automacubes Larissa was sending had arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see the fate of the automacubes of Tula?”  Lyudmila interrupted.  “I saw many that were just broken hulks.  This fight is mine.  If it is going to be, it is up to me.  However, you do make a point about our horses being worn out.  And, if I can strike at these things better in the dark, perhaps waiting is required.  My father has told me, ‘the best trap is one that is well laid out and planned’ so I will wait and plan.”   
 
      
 
    They rode the horses around the corpse of the town of Tula.  The horses could perceive from the Jellies at the riverside when they came into some instinctive range.  Staying outside of that distance, the horses did not hesitate to follow the directions of the riders, but they balked when getting too close.  There were no more of the white ball attacks and no signs of the Jellies anywhere else except for in the riverbank. 
 
      
 
    “I think the horses can sense the Jellies from a longer way away, than the Jellies can sense us,” Gretchen said.  “That is just a guess, but based on the observations I see.  The Jellies attacked us when we got too close, but now the horses know, somehow, what that boundary is.” 
 
      
 
    The sky tube began to grow dim, and the light was fading.  Usually at dust there would be a flurry of animal, bird, and insect activity.  Here is Tula there was none of that, even though the night was coming on.   
 
      
 
    “All day long and no rain.  That does not happen on rain-day,” Lyudmila said.  “And the river sinking low and running out of water.  Tonight is moon night, but I wonder if that will happen?  It is so strange to not have rain-day.” 
 
      
 
    It was nearly dark when Lyudmila found the place she was looking for.  The sky tube overhead was dim and cast a silvery glow across the habitat known as the woods.  The shadows and variations of gray in the ruined town of Tula were tremendous.  No lights came on in any of the buildings around them, which just confirmed the dead and lifeless milieu which had settled on the town. 
 
      
 
    “That is where I will begin to fight back,” she said and pointed at the two-story building.  “Now we let the horses find their own place to rest.” 
 
      
 
    The three people dismounted.  Lyudmila tied the reins of each horse to its own saddle, loosely but securely.  Paul watched as the three horses strolled away down the rubble strewn road, between the destroyed buildings.     
 
      
 
    “When will they run off?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “They may not run, unless they are threatened,” Lyudmila answered.   
 
      
 
    “So, will they survive?”  Paul asked.  “Maybe we should have kept them here.  They did allow us to move faster than walking, even though I am stiff and sore from the ride.  They also knew where the Jellies were and were not, so why not keep them with us.” 
 
      
 
    “They will take care of themselves, and the mares will probably lead Serko back to the Trading Post.  It is not fair to put them at risk anymore.  Now is the time to be the hunter, and to do that we must be very quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila led them into the place she had selected.  It was a two-story building which was about half intact.  It had onion-shaped domes on the two corners which were still intact.  The rest was a shambles with great arched sections of permalloy lying on the ground among other chunks of the hard metal which had been melted or shattered apart. The front side had been melted away and the rubble had fallen into the street to re-harden into a rough short wall.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila said to them, “I will climb up and get a view on the enemy.  You two stay down here.  There is only room for one person up there.”  She climbed the remains of the stairs that were at the center of one of the upright walls.  She then scampered up to the roofline and climbed out on the remaining slanted roof.  She could just fit in under the onion-shaped dome on one side where there were slots of about a half meter high and not quite that wide.  It was just enough space for Lyudmila to take a position.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Paul crawled forward, keeping the short wall between them and the direction where the Jellies were thought to be by the river.  
 
      
 
    “This is not a good idea,” Paul said.  “I cannot see anything but shadows in this dim light, with all these broken building around us. How will we know where the Jellies are?” 
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila is just going to see where they are and tell us,” Gretchen said in assumption.  “She will then come down and we will make plans.” 
 
      
 
    Lying in a prone position, most of her body covered over by the religiously decorative dome above her, Lyudmila looked through the optics of the L-ROD.  With the light enhancement and the magnification, she could just see the purplish glow of the Jellies in their armored suit-spheres as they were in the mud of the riverbank.  The bag was fuller with even more bodies now than when she had seen it before.  It still glowed from the inner light and in the optics; Lyudmila could see the fuzzy shapes of the murdered humans inside that purple shroud of death.   
 
      
 
    Shifting her focus just a bit, she looked at the nearest Jellie.  Its four legs were in the mud, but it had appendages jutting out from the center of the sphere.  The purplish-blue glow was stronger with the individual Jellies than from inside the lumpy mound of victims.   
 
      
 
    “Father, I wish you were here,” Lyudmila said.  She checked over the L-ROD as Brinley had instructed her.  It was much more sophisticated than the rifles her father had taught her to use.  She checked the ammunition counter and it read “32” for the organic disruptor capsules.  The pellet supply was just a bar indicator which was at full.  
 
      
 
    “Now the eggs break.”  Lyudmila gently squeezed the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Wump.  Wump.  Wump. 
 
      
 
    The first capsule smashed into the middle of the sphere.  The sphere itself quivered a bit from the hit.  Then a dull glow of yellow radiated out a bit from the initial point of impact as the organic disruptor detonated.   
 
      
 
    Even before the organic disruption from the first shot was completed, the second capsule slammed into that glowing yellow circle and pulverized the shell of the Jellie’s suit.  That second organic disruptor discharged inside of the Jellie suit right next to the Jellie itself.  The Jellie itself was seized by the disruption of organic materials and it splattered all over the side of its own suit.  The third shot struck the opposite side of the Jellie suit and discharged as well.  By that time the Jellie was dead, the fluids which had surrounded it were a boiling broth of goo, and the third organic disruption detonation only ripped the suit apart further.   
 
      
 
    “Now the rotten eggs are broken!”  Lyudmila cried in triumph. 
 
      
 
    She shifted her optics to the next target, when all of the remaining five Jellies launched a myriad of white balls directly toward her location.  In the optics she saw those white balls emerge and fling themselves toward her.  They traveled far slower than the projectiles from the L-ROD but still at a rapid pace.   
 
      
 
    “Run!”  Lyudmila yelled as she rolled herself off the roof of the ruined church.  She dropped a meter or so off the edge of the roof and onto an outer wall which was now sloped.  She slid rapidly down. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen heard her cry and stood and wondered which direction to go.   
 
      
 
    Just as Lyudmila hit the ground, the onion-shaped dome was consumed by white balls exploding with tremendous force.  Molten permalloy flew in all directions, a chunk of which struck Paul in the forearm.  It froze a path through his RAM clothing, but did not directly touch his skin.  The extreme cold did cause blistering and pain.  “Youch!” he cried out as he dropped and rolled away from the other falling globs of ultra-cold liquefied permalloy. 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila crouched and then sprinted across the road and disappeared into cover in a different destroyed building.   
 
      
 
    “Come on, Paul,” Gretchen yelled and pulled him along.  As they reached the ruined building, they saw Lyudmila vaulting over a fallen doorframe and away toward the river.   
 
      
 
    “I know how to break them!” Lyudmila cried.  “I will avenge my family.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen pushed Paul down and looked at his injured arm.  “Those Jellie weapons, I am not sure how that happens, but the Jellies use some kind of process in those bombs to break the bonds in the permalloy.” 
 
      
 
    “It is very cold,” Paul said through gritted teeth.  “Do we follow Lyudmila?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish we could, but I do not think we can follow her.  She is moving way too fast,” Gretchen said.   “It is not at all safe to stay here.  The Jellies knew where she was, and nearly killed her with their counter-attack.  We need to move away from here, and find a secure vantage point.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew this was a bad idea,” Paul said.  “The horses are gone, Lyudmila is gone, and here we are in the dark with angry Jellie aliens coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I was wrong.  I thought Lyudmila would talk to us before just attacking them.  Come with me as we find a place to hunker down,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    They carefully moved from one place in the rubble to another.  The gray shadows and black patches in the broken buildings were eerie.  Their progress was slow, but they kept moving.  “We will travel in a straight line, and hopefully get space between us and the Jellies,” Gretchen said as she led Paul. 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell which direction we are moving?”  Paul asked.  “I do not want to turn on a fusion pack light.” 
 
      
 
    “We are moving parallel to the road there.  If that road was straight, we should be moving straight as well,” Gretchen replied as she gestured past the rubble to where the road had been.   
 
      
 
    They came to an intersection where two roads crossed.  They both looked carefully along each way.  There were broken buildings in all directions, and a smashed yellow automacube was upside down in the middle of the intersection.  Just as Gretchen was starting to move and lead Paul across the road, he hesitated.   
 
      
 
    “Look back there!”  Paul point along the road they had been near.   
 
      
 
    A purple glow was coming down the way.  It was reflecting off the broken buildings and casting even more shadows than did the limited night time light from the sky tube.   
 
      
 
    “Jellies are heading this way,” Paul said.  “We need to hide.  If we cross that open space, they will see us.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen squatted down next to where Paul was couching.   
 
      
 
    The glow became more bluish-purple as the Jellies drew closer to where they were hiding.  It was a weird and frightening version of light.  It sort of stung their eyes as they watched.  The lead Jellie was moving on four stumpy legs, with long tentacle-like appendages reaching out to the sides.  The tips of those appendages glowed a brighter color and it stuck the ends into the ruined buildings as it marched along.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked around for where he could escape, but then saw more purplish glows coming down the other roads as well.  He grasped Gretchen’s arm and nodded toward the other purplish lights.    
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled out her pistol and made ready to defend them.  She could not see any direction to try to flee.  Paul used his uninjured arm and he too drew his pistol.   
 
      
 
    The Jellie drew closer, and closer, and closer.  Its long whip-like appendages glowing as it stuck them into the wreckage of the buildings.   
 
      
 
    Something struck the backside of the Jellie.  It rocked a bit with the force of the impact.   
 
      
 
    There was a faint, wump sound which came from a distance. 
 
      
 
    The backside of the Jellie began to quiver and a yellow radiance came on as a high-pitched screech was let out.  Everywhere where the yellow had been suddenly collapsed away.  Smelly fluids gushed out of the open hole in the side of the Jellie.  It flailed its tentacles bringing them back and trying to quench the flow of the fluids which flowed from the Jellie suit.  It could not do that.  The Jellie sphere did pucker itself up and try to seal the leaking and gaping hole, but was unable to do that either.  It launched a single white ball which whizzed away.  Its appendages jerked around it as it rocked back and forth trying to prevent more of the inner fluids from leaking out, but it was unable to do much.   
 
      
 
    A huge and bright purple glow appeared from around the corner as another Jellie sphere rolled quickly over to its crippled companion.  This sphere spun in place and launched a barrage of white balls away.  It then sprouted a couple of the long tentacle-like appendages which worked to seal the hole on its wounded companion.  The hole just remained where it was, and nothing the second Jellie sphere did stopped the fluids from leaking out, or stopped cracks from appearing and snaking out and away as the Jellie sphere split and broke apart.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen watched with their eyes wide as the injured sphere cracked even more, and a wave of fluids were splashed out of the cracks.  A living tentacle, then another slid out along with the fluids, but they moved in a panicked and uncoordinated manner.   The intact sphere spun a bit more and then rolled rapidly away back the way the dying one had come.   
 
      
 
    The glow of the ruptured and ruined sphere was fading as the Jellie itself finally completely slid out of its protective suit.  The tentacles came first, and several of those had visible damage on them.  They were leaking a different color of fluid, and the flesh was dangling from their ends.  Then came a long stem with a barbed point on one end.   The stem, to which the tentacles were attached, was connected into the underside of a segmented cap. At the pinnacle of that cap was a ball about the size of a human fist.  As the Jellie suit crumbled around it, the being inside lost its watery environment and was floundering on the ground.  From end to end the creature was a bit longer than Gretchen was tall.  A foul odor reached Paul and Gretchen and they had trouble not vomiting, so disgusting was the smell.    The last of the fluids were draining down into the sewers which lined the road, and the Jellie itself was unable to move more than just a flip of the end of a tentacle.  The purple glow faded out, and then was gone.   
 
      
 
    The multiceiver on Paul’s belt surprisingly blinked twice and then Lyudmila’s voice came on very quietly. There was no image on the display.  “I am still cracking these rotten eggs.  Thank you for your help.  Twenty-six more shots to go.  There are no monsters near you now.  I will continue to….” 
 
      
 
    Lyudmila’s voice was cut off in mid-sentence.  Then the display lit up brightly.  Paul blinked his eyes against the glare as his position was now illuminated.  “Unauthorized user on system,” said the midshipman as his face appeared on the display.  “You are in violation of…” 
 
      
 
    Paul shut down the multiceiver. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked around.  “Paul, she saved our lives, and killed that Jellie.  The L-ROD Brinley made works!” 
 
      
 
    “But the CPO cut her off.  So, what do we do now?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    His medallion under his shirt got warm, and a different voice came from it.   
 
      
 
    “I believe I can help you with that.  I have been monitoring your engagement with these enemies, and while you are using dishonorable weapons, I am glad you have had success.  I have an even more effective way, but I need you to retrieve something I am sending from Safari.” 
 
      
 
    “The Artemis?”  Gretchen said in surprise.   
 
      
 
    “You heard that?  You really heard that too?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I allowed Gretchen to hear as well,” The Artemis stated.  “Now if you will need to find a way to escape from that town.  I will instruct you further as needed.  I suggest you move quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Great, just great.  How do we get away from here?  Where do we go?  That midshipman lit up our hiding place like a supernova in space.  How are we expected to flee?”  Paul whined. “Do we just stumble through the rubble until it is day?” 
 
      
 
    “Meeooh?” came an animal’s cry from the shadows.   
 
      
 
    Paul, startled, looked around.  “A cat?  Here?”  He then felt something rubbing up against his knee where he was squatting.  It was gray and black striped.  “Mawooh?”  
 
      
 
    “It is Bernie the patrol cat,” Gretchen said.  “He must have followed us all the way here.” 
 
      
 
    The cat moved quickly over to a darker shadow.  “Meeeaai” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen crawled after the cat.  “Paul, there is a space here that heads downward at an angle.  It is some kind of pipe, smells like a drainage sewer or plumbing system.  We can get away.”   
 
      
 
    “Follow some animal down a dark pipe?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Meaaaoow.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a better idea?”  Gretchen asked.  “Bernie just walked down into that pipe.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, all right, but I hate my life,” Paul said as he slipped in front of Gretchen and crawled after the patrol cat. 
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    On the Road to Miass 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The wagon is packed up,” Larissa said to Brinley.  They were standing in front of what Brinley remembered as the Constable’s office in Orsk.  The sign over the door had been changed several times since Brinley had skied in over the snows on a rescue mission.  She still had some bitter feelings about that event from the previous winter.   
 
      
 
    “I do not feel right about just leaving that young girl to fend for herself.  I know Paul and Gretchen are there with her, but, honestly, she will probably be nurturing and protecting them more than the other way around,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “Undoubtedly.  Paul needs much nurturing.  Without being able to connect with any of them through the multiceivers, do you have another suggestion?”  Larissa asked bluntly.  “I too want to help them, but aside from getting the CPO shut down and the lattice diverted over to my control, I am not sure what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just considering.  The gravity conduits are separate from the transport system, or from the multiceivers.  I think we should send some supplies through via the gravity conduits so that should Paul, Gretchen, or Lyudmila get near one, they will be alerted to a delivery.  It worked before.” 
 
      
 
    “A good option,” Larissa announced.  “What do we send them?” 
 
      
 
    “We should send Lyudmila another package of 40 organic disruptor capsules.  If they have engaged the Jellies, she will need more ammunition. The L-RODs and the Dome 17 pistols make their own nuggets for ballistic use, but the organic disruptor capsules are different.  If we set a security access identifier then it will not deliver to anyone except those three.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  That is a good plan,” Larissa said.  “I would consider sending them addition L-RODs, but since we are assembling those rifles by hand from component parts, I do not want the CPO or the Jellies to intercept the weapons themselves. The capsules alone will not reveal much about the L-RODs.  The longer we can keep our weapons a secret the more effective they will be when we need them.”   
 
      
 
    Larissa walked away, heading for the headquarters.  “I will arrange for those shipments to be made.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley looked at the two-wheeled wagon, and the four poitevin donkeys which were harnessed to it. “I wish this was a shuttle instead,” she thought to herself.   She was familiar with these pack animals used in the habitat, but she mentally compared them to the horse she saw with Lyudmila.  Each of these poitevin donkeys was much more hairy.  They were equally or perhaps a bit more muscular than the haflinger horse, although it was hard to tell on the donkeys with their long hair.  Both horse and donkey had upright rectangular heads, but the poitevin had much longer pointed ears.  The horse had been sleek and buckskin colored while the poitevin were dark brown or black in color.  The nearly white blonde mane of the horse was also strikingly different from the poitevin’s dark mane, forelock, and tail.  The harness was nearly invisible under the thick hair on the donkeys.  One donkey lifted his tail and expelled a large and pungent pile of fecal material. 
 
      
 
    Brinley wrinkled her nose.  “None of my shuttles ever did that.”  She waved her hand to try to get rid of the smell.   
 
      
 
    Larissa walked briskly back.  “Those deliveries have been ordered.  The gravity conduit will key off the multiceiver signals Lyudmila, Paul, and Gretchen carry, then confirm with a voice recognition key.  Hopefully, the interference in the multiceivers will not block those identification signals.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought me were going to ride to Miass and then down into the Canyon and out through the exit to reach our launch site.”  Brinley rubbed the side of the wagon.    
 
      
 
    “Slight change of plans.”  Larissa reached over and pulled back the tarpaulin in the rear of the wagon.  Under it was a crate with twelve L-ROD weapons as well as six cases of additional organic disruptor capsules and fusion packs.   
 
      
 
    Larissa gave a smooth smile and said, “Konstantin needs some fortification for his troops.  With the loss of multiceiver communication to other habitats, we cannot be certain when the Jellies may strike.  We have to be prepared at any time, and I want my people to be as well armed as possible.  If we only rode there we could not carry as many supplies.  As it is, it will take us a good share of the day to reach Miass.” 
 
      
 
    Just as Larissa and Brinley were climbing onto the wagon, a trooper came running up.   
 
      
 
    “Constable Larissa?”  He asked.  He was blocky and strong looking with a medium complexion and large hands.  His brown eyes were bright and cheery.  The look he gave Larissa was more than just a look from trooper to superior.    
 
      
 
    “What is it trooper?”  Larissa asked.  “Is there a question about the gravity conduit shipments?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that is set.  I… um…. I baked some small fruit pies for you and made some sandwiches for your journey.”  He handed Larissa a parcel.  The aroma from the parcel wafted over and covered the prior smell effectively.   
 
      
 
    Larissa took the parcel and looked back at the trooper.  “That was very thoughtful.  Thank you, Hugh.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley was surprised to see the obvious affection in Hugh’s eyes as he looked at Larissa.  The soft tones in Larissa’s reply were also unexpected.     
 
      
 
    “However, I can be of service.  Please do not hesitate to let me know,” Hugh responded.  He then looked at Brinley as if he noticed that she was there for the first time.  Fear crossed his face, and then his expression hardened.  He looked back at Larissa.  “Excuse me.  Governor-Constable Larissa, will there be any other duties I can perform?”  His voice had changed to utter seriousness.   
 
      
 
    “No, you are dismissed back to your usually duties,” Larissa commanded.   
 
      
 
    Hugh turned smartly and started to walk away.  He then stopped, and twirled around.  He looked down at his other hand and realized it was still holding a container.  “I also brought your favorite drink… Constable-Governor…. as you ordered.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that is all,” Larissa said as she took the flagon from him.   
 
      
 
    Hugh hurriedly marched away and back across the street to where the headquarters was located.  At the door he turned and looked back.   
 
      
 
    “We best be on our way,” Brinley said.  “Before some other suitors come courting you.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa blushed ever so slightly, but enough that Brinley caught the rise of color in her cheeks.  She placed the container at her feet as she sat on the bench at the front of the wagon.  The springs upon which it was resting shifted only slightly under both Larissa’s and Brinley’s light weight.  The seat was designed to smooth out the wagon’s ride, and did that effectively.  Larissa gave a slight flip of the reins and the poitevin began walking along, easily pulling the wagon, its cargo, and the two people riding on it. 
 
      
 
    The poitevin pulled at a steady pace and soon they had left the town of Orsk.  The road passed through the farms and then entered the highlands forest which occupied the majority of the entire habitat.  The evergreen trees were dense, yet the road ran nearly straight. 
 
      
 
    “We could have taken a raft on the river.  It runs from Lake Orsk to the cataract at Miass, and then down through Velky Weap,” Larissa said.  “However, from that young woman’s reports, and our experiences in the water, I thought it best to stay on the road rather than the river.  No need to give our enemy any advantages.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there functional vodnees in the river?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  However, we do keep losing a few on a regular basis.  That shows there is some Jellie presence somewhere in the water system.  I have requested armored and weaponized vodnees; however, the CPO has refused cooperation on that front.  My engineers are working to get the Reproduction and Fabrication facility enhanced to make more things, but it all takes time.” 
 
      
 
    Several stags were standing in the road, but as the wagon approached, they lifted their antlered heads and sprang away quickly.  There were occasional game trails that went off the road and into the forest.  Larissa knew that there were some people who had established cabins and lodges in the forest itself.    
 
      
 
    “We have about thirty-two kilometers to travel, and that will take about seven hours,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “It will be a long and drawn out time, unless we can talk,” Brinley replied. 
 
      
 
    “I do not mind silence,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    They rode in silence for a while. 
 
      
 
    “So, tell me about Hugh.”  Brinley was unsure what else to say as she did not want to think about the aliens, or the Roe, or the androids.  The beauty of the evergreens around them, the birds that flew by, and the animals that frolicked as they passed made those horrors seem like they were part of a different world.  She smiled a wide and toothy smile as several rabbits cavorted around on the road and then jumped over each other to dash away. 
 
      
 
    “Hugh is a trooper,” Larissa stated flatly.  “His father is a trooper, and his family is loyal.  There is nothing else to say.” 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence as the wagon rolled along to the rhythmic beat of the poitevin hooves.   
 
      
 
    After some considerable time passed, Larissa added, “Hugh has a romantic longing for me.  I am only five years older than he is.  I considered transferring him to the Governor’s district to serve under Konstantin.”  Larissa’s voice was much less authoritarian than Brinley had ever heard it. 
 
      
 
    “But you did not?”  Brinley added gently.   
 
      
 
    “No, I did not,” Larissa replied.  “Too many bad things have happened, and his family is mostly in Orsk.  They need him.  He is a kind and gentle man. That is too rarely seen in someone who is also well qualified to be one of my troopers.  Not long ago I would have instantly transferred him for impertinence, perhaps to perimeter quarantine duty or some other remote post.  Now things are different.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, things are very different,” Brinley said and nodded.   
 
      
 
    Larissa did not reply.  So, they continued to ride in silence.   
 
      
 
    After some time passed, the highlands forest looked unchanged.  Brinley pulled out her multiceiver.  “Have you linked to Doctor Chambers?”   
 
      
 
    “That switch, the one on the side of the multiceivers customized by the AI Tiffany?”  Larissa asked, without answering the question.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I had an interesting interaction with Doctor Chambers,” Brinley said.  She was unsure why she had asked Larissa, or what she wanted to say about her own conversation with Doctor Chambers, but the silence had been annoying her.  “It is a fascinating design and program.  It has the semblance of a sophisticated artificial intelligence system, yet I have no idea where the memory core, or Atomic Level Processor is located, or even if it has one.  Did you try that?” 
 
      
 
    “I investigated the multiceiver fully before utilizing it.  In fact, two of my troopers were the initial ones to activate those special connections.  I was uncertain of the origins of that multiceiver, especially since the CPO has been rather cunning in undermining my attempts to defend the Vanguard.  This latest interference, with the prohibitions on the links the multiceiver can make will greatly hinder our defenses.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley realized that Larissa had again spoken around the issue of her having a conversion session with Doctor Chambers.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, could we use Doctor Chambers as an intermediary to contact Paul or Gretchen?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you tried that?  It is a suggestion that merits further study,” Larissa replied.  “You are the mechanic, what do you think?”  
 
      
 
    “The technology is from Dome 17, and that seems to be outside of the CPO control.  The Jellies also might be unaware of that system,” Brinley replied.  Her mind was reviewing what she knew of Dome 17 technology. 
 
      
 
    “So, ask Doctor Chambers, he is pleasant enough,” Larissa stated.  That comment revealed that Larissa had spoken to Doctor Chambers.   
 
      
 
    Brinley pulled out the multiceiver and activated the switch for Doctor Chambers.  
 
      
 
    The display showed Doctor Chambers sitting in his office.  He was holding a brightly polished pan flute in his hands.  Its twelve pipes were of various lengths and he had the instrument up to his lips. A very lively yet soothing music was coming from it.   
 
      
 
    His short and curly hair was tight to his head, and his expressively kind light-brown eyes looked up from the flute at them.  His dark face split into a smile as he pulled away the pan flute and said, “This is an unexpected pleasure.  Brinley and Larissa, nice to see you both.  How can I be of assistance?” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers can you assist us in contacting Paul and Gretchen?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Client confidentiality is very important to me.  Is this an emergency or something of that nature?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “Our need is certainly urgent.  The means of contacting them has been compromised, and since you are a construction from Dome 17 technology, I thought you could help us,” Brinley stated.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers chuckled a bit.  “I am a product of Dome 17 technology since the ova and sperm that came together to make me was carefully screened for gamete compatibility and then the baby I once was, was nurtured in an extracorporeal nursery unit.  However, I think you are referring to the fact that now, despite how I feel, I am a constructed simulation made by the artificial intelligence system Tiffany.  Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “So, can you connect us to Paul and Gretchen or not?”  Larissa said forcefully. 
 
      
 
    “Aw yes, Larissa.  Straight to the point as always,” Doctor Chambers stated.  “I cannot initiate a conversation with Paul or Gretchen, or with either of you as well.  At least I do not know how to do that, or if it is possible.  The client must make contact.  That being said, I am not opposed to relaying a message to Paul or Gretchen when they next come to my office.” 
 
      
 
    “They do not come to your office,” Larissa barked back. “I assume you are speaking metaphorically, or using a wider range of definitions than I would use.  So yes, we need you to serve as an intermediary.  When Paul or Gretchen contacts you, please inform them of the fact that the multiceivers have been compromised, and our most secure method will be to leave messages with you.  Shall we say we will contact you again in six hours?  That way we will have a schedule for these contacts?”   
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Doctor Chambers stated.  “I will relay that message, if they contact me.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley had a puzzled look on her face, but then said, “Doctor Chambers, where is your physical location?” 
 
      
 
    “I am here in Dome 17, in my office.”  He looked around and spread his hands out wide.  He set the pan flute on his desk. 
 
      
 
    “That is where the display simulates your location, where is the memory core?  Or are you empowered by an Atomic Level Processor?  Where is the ALP?  Is it Tiffany’s ALP that gives you life, or does it come from a Vanguard system?  If so which AI on the Vanguard is it?”  
 
      
 
    “Brinley, I have no way of knowing.  Those questions are for Brink, or perhaps Willie.  I can ask them when I see them next, but I am not an engineer, a mechanic, or a technician.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you are just a mindless program running in its own illusion of reality?”  Larissa chided.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers’ smile grew bigger.  “Larissa, you are always consistent.  I am glad I am not your enemy.  That is absolutely right.  Honestly, you two make an unlikely alliance, but a powerful one.  You are both experts in your own realms, and both driven to succeed.  The fact you have not tried to kill each other recently is a testament to the character and strength of each of you.  The two of you are wonderful people for me to meet and get to know.  The population of Dome 17 is too structured and too….” 
 
      
 
    “Back to the physical apparatus.  If I can locate the ALP or the memory core, or whatever it is that is your physical base, I may be able to reprogram your system.  You could then initiate contacts, or serve in greater ways,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, I can see that your mind is already disassembling me from the inside out.  It is kind of creepy, to tell the truth.  I am happy like I am.  I do have limitations, as we all do, but I am pleased with myself.  Now I will pass along your message, and any responses Paul or Gretchen offers, but I ask you to consult with me prior to doing my vivisection.  Is that unreasonable?” 
 
      
 
    “Can my wagon refuse to let me change a wheel or refinish the upholstery?”  Larissa asked.  “If I field strip my handgun, does it get a say in how I reassemble it?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers laughed and laughed.  “Larissa, you are priceless.  You bring a high point to my day.  I know this is a serious time on the Vanguard, and I am not intending to demean that in any way.  So please inform me of when you change my wheels, or reupholster my furniture.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not intimidate you for a moment, do I?”  Larissa asked with just a hint of a smile.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, I am certain you are capable of anything,” Doctor Chambers said in utter seriousness.  “I also know a bit about where your heart lies and what is behind everything.  With Brinley here, it is probably not good to delve any further into that matter, but come and see me anytime you wish.  My office is always open to you.  I honestly enjoy your company.” 
 
      
 
    “We will check in with you at the appointed time.  Thank you,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “See you then,” Doctor Chambers stated.   
 
      
 
    Brinley shut down the link.  She was uncertain what to say about Larissa’s interaction with Doctor Chambers, so she spoke of the communication plan.  “I think that might work, Paul and Gretchen may get our message.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.  You are resourceful and inventive.  It was a good plan, and well worth the attempt,” Larissa was pensive for a moment.  “It may very well bring positive results. However, I just hope the CPO and Jellies do not figure out more ways to squeeze us.  The Jellies are relentless and I just cannot see the specifics of their goals.  To put it bluntly, the only discernable goal of the Jellies is extermination of the human population on the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “And the CPO does not even recognize what the Jellies are doing,” Brinley replied.   
 
      
 
    “And an artificial intelligence can only do what it is programmed to do,” Larissa recited the idiom.  “In this case, the CPO is blind to the true threat and actually is enabling the destruction of the Vanguard.  That will stop when my plan succeeds.  I am more determined than ever to see this happen.” 
 
      
 
    They rode onward in silence.   
 
      
 
    “That is Miass up ahead,” Larissa said as they exited the forest, but continued following the road.  The farmlands around the town were different than Brinley remembered from her previous visit.  The road approached Miass from the opposite side of the canyon.   
 
      
 
    There was a glimmer of rose color reflecting off the tallest building.  It was not made from permalloy, like the majority of the roughly one hundred buildings around it.  Rather it was made from cut and stacked stone.  Each stone was uniformly consistent in size and shape and were various shades of pinkish red color.   
 
      
 
    “The Governor’s Palace is still quite a sight,” Brinley remarked.   
 
      
 
    “The last time you and I were here it was a very different situation.  Again, I would go back and change things and make different decisions if I could,” Larissa said. 
 
      
 
    “So, you would not murder Governor Muravyev?”  Brinley said.  “Or murder my friends and the people I knew?”  She could not keep the bitterness from her voice.  
 
      
 
    “The official story is that smugglers murdered our former Governor,” Larissa answered.  “You and I both know that is not true, and I would change things to not blame the Free Rangers for his death.  That was part of a serious of events which, looking back in hindsight, I know now were very unfortunate.  I regret the deaths I caused in the Free Rangers, for that I am sorry.  However, I do not regret Muravyev’s death.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley’s anger boiled up, “I have been trying to understand all this, and we have had to work together, against a common enemy.  But coming here, and seeing this place, I just do not know how this can work.  I cannot forget.” 
 
      
 
    The wagon was rolling through the streets of Miass.  Larissa directed the poitevin to pull it around a corner and head directly on the main street leading to the palace.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, you have done far better than I would have done in your place,” Larissa said.  She turned and looked directly into Brinley’s face.  “You are a much more honorable person than I am.  Again, I know that nothing I can say will make up for what I did, but I was wrong.  I should...” 
 
      
 
    Larissa’s chest shook and then bubbled in bright red soaking her clothing. 
 
      
 
    Blam.  The gunshot echoed off the buildings all around Miass. 
 
      
 
    Larissa’s back exploded as the bullet exited out of her.  With it came a huge gushing fountain of blood, bone, and tissue.  Larissa’s hand was still gripped tightly to the reins, otherwise she would have toppled over the wagon’s seat back.     
 
      
 
    “Larissa!”  Brinley screamed. 
 
      
 
    The poitevin reared upright and ran away in panic.  The wagon was bouncing all over, heading directly down the street and toward the palace.  
 
      
 
    Blam.  Blam. 
 
      
 
    Brinley ducked down, but fragments from something struck into her clothing.    
 
      
 
    People came running out of the houses, and stared at the sight of the donkeys running with the wagon whipping behind them, Larissa slumped over and Brinley tried to keep both of them from flying out of the wagon. 
 
      
 
    Three troopers rushed forward, and one man jumped onto the back of the right poitevin and pulled it to a halt.   
 
      
 
    “Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols needed!” another trooper yelled, her voice carrying over the gathering crowds.   
 
      
 
    “Find that shooter!” the third trooper yelled out.  “Civilians to their homes immediately.  Militia status at all homes, await instructions.”  
 
      
 
    The people scattered to obey.   
 
      
 
    Three automacubes rolled rapidly out of the front doors of the palace.  Two were white medical automacubes and one was a red security automacube.  They rushed up to the wagon as the troopers were laying Larissa’s gravely injured body onto the street.  There was blood pooled over her right chest where the entry wound had happened, and blood was rapidly flowing out the much greater exit wound in her back.   
 
      
 
    The red automacube scanned the palace building and then placed a tight beam of light onto a small balcony and the window.  Even in the daylight the beam of light illuminated that place.  There were popping sounds as several canisters were launched from the automacube and passed through the open window.  Some troopers rushed back into the building.   
 
      
 
    One trooper dropped to his knees and pulled out a quick injection syringe from his pouch on his belt.  He popped it open and slammed it down into Larissa’s thigh where the needle penetrated clothing and went into muscle.   
 
      
 
    The white automacube’s appendages speedily cut through Larissa’s clothing and then were used to insert several large infusions lines into Larissa’s chest, and one ventilation tube down her throat.  As the tube was sliding into her mouth, Larissa whispered, “I am sorry, Brinley.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley hovered over her and watched the automacubes do their work. 
 
      
 
    The endotracheal tube was inserted and a face mask sealed over it.  
 
      
 
    “Emergency Medical Treatments begun,” said one of the white automacubes.  “Suspended animation for transport initiated.” 
 
      
 
    Massive amounts of medicated fluids were flowing into Larissa from the automacube.  Medicated air was forced down the breathing tube.  Both machines were pumping fluids and other substances into her body.  The bloody spot on her right breast hardened and sealed over.  Only slightly slower was the coagulation of the exit wound.  Larissa’s cold blue eyes looked upward toward the sky tube far overhead.  They did not blink.  They did not move.  They did dilate as the treatments shut down her neurological system.   
 
      
 
    “What has happened?” a commanding voice called out as a man stormed forward.    
 
      
 
    “Larissa has been shot, S320 identified the location of the shooter,” one of the troopers reported.  “Constable Brock, I sent a team searching for the shooter.”  The trooper pointed toward the palace where the red automacube had fired the canisters.   
 
      
 
    Constable Brock’s deep-set brown eyes were the color of tree bark.  They glared at the trooper and then at Brinley.  His thick, jet-black hair was shaved almost to the point of baldness. His nearly black skin covered a slender, but muscular physique which he held in tension.     
 
      
 
    “Get her to the infirmary immediately.  Highest priority!”  His commands were like an unstoppable machine and the people and machines all around him jumped to obey. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Constable,” the closest white automacube answered.  The medical automacubes surrounded Larissa, who was now in full suspended animation.  They placed her body on a stretcher.  It inflated and secured Larissa, the treatment ports which had been inserted, as well as elevating her up on gravity manipulation so the stretcher and Larissa were hovering over the street.  Attaching their manipulation arms to the stretcher, the two medical automacubes rushed Larissa away and into the palace.   
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you saw,” Constable Brock commanded as he pushed his face up to Brinley’s.   
 
      
 
    Brinley calmly reported the facts as if she were reading a list of broken shuttle parts to Tennard.  She did not even notice the streak of blood which covered her cheek, or the small fragments which had embedded in her left arm. 
 
      
 
    Governor Konstantin, a husky man with large hands, and heavy brown hair, came marching out of the palace.  His hair, which never seemed to be orderly, was more disheveled than ever.  His arms were wrapped around about a smaller man, who was not wearing the uniform of a trooper.  The smaller man struggled a bit, but Governor Konstantin restrained him with brutal force and the prisoner yelped in pain.  Handcuffs were roughly applied which held his wrists behind his back.  Following the Governor and the prisoner came other troopers, one holding an old-style hunting rifle.   
 
      
 
    Brinley watched as Konstantin brought the prisoner over to the Constable.   
 
      
 
    “This man was caught by the paralysis gas the security automacube deployed.  As you can tell, it is wearing off now.  He was in possession of that weapon which has recently been fired.  I find him guilty of attempted murder, what do you say?”  Governor Konstantin stated, not as a question, but rather a formality.  From the tone of his voice he expected only agreement.   
 
      
 
    “Governor, I respect your decision.  His sentence is summary execution.”  Constable Brock drew out his sidearm.   
 
      
 
    “Sigmond?”  Brinley said as she got a look at the prisoner.   
 
      
 
    Sigmond was no longer the mere youth, with brown hair, eyes, and skin that Brinley remembered from her past.  Nor was he just the man who had escaped and worked with Tennard.  He had a stern and hardened look in his face, and a bitterness in his eyes.  He looked ten or fifteen years older than he was.   
 
      
 
    Sigmond snarled at Brinley.  “Brinley, you have betrayed us all.  You were working with that butcher!  You are a disgrace to all Free Rangers.”  He spit at her.   
 
      
 
    Brock slapped Sigmond with his hand that was not holding the sidearm.  The smack resounded loudly, and one of Sigmond’s teeth went flying out. 
 
      
 
    Governor Konstantin pushed Sigmond down into a kneeling position, and at the same time, placed the sidearm’s muzzle against the back of his head.   
 
      
 
    “Wait!”  Brinley yelled.  “Larissa will want to question him!”  She had no idea where that idea had originated, but it blurted out.  “He may have confederates.” 
 
      
 
    “She has a point,” Constable Brock agreed.  “He is in custody, and Larissa may wish to do the execution herself, after complete interrogation.” 
 
      
 
    “If she lives,” Governor Konstantin said in a low growling voice.  He lifted his weapon away from Sigmond.  He then looked to Brinley.  “You are one of his victims as well, but also were one of the smugglers.”  His face creased for a moment in thought.  “Constable Brock, arrest every smuggler which has been relocated into this habitat.  Gather them all together for questioning.  If there are confederates in this assassination attempt, we will find out.” 
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    Off to Safari? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what about Lyudmila?”  Gretchen asked as she crawled along through the pipe which continued to slant downward.   
 
      
 
    Paul could not turn around very well in the tight confines.  He had turned on the fusion pack light after the first bend in the pipe.  He hoped the Jellies would not see the light.  Gretchen had tried moving debris over the opening after she had crawled in, but that too was of dubious effectiveness.   
 
      
 
    “She killed that Jellie pretty well,” Paul said as he pressed forward.  “And our guide, the patrol cat is still leading us down this hole.  What was that story we read with our age-mates?  Something about some girl named Alice following some animal going down a hole into some other world?” 
 
      
 
    “Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland? Or Through a Looking Glass and What Alice Found there?” Gretchen answered with some humor in her voice.  “Just do not eat any mushrooms.  There is not room to grow in here.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not even sure what a mushroom would look like,” Paul answered.   
 
      
 
    “I think it would look like the top part of a Jellie, but not so big” Gretchen said.  “But I expect there were lots of different kinds, if they were a real biological plant.  We will need to ask Brinley or Larissa about those.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pulled himself around a corner in the sewer pipe, which was dry and had now leveled off.  He then said, “Did I ever tell you that the Jabberwock monster in that book really frightened me when we were little?” 
 
      
 
    “It think it frightened us all,” Gretchen confessed.  “At least on the Vanguard we have not encountered one of those, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe that will be next.  The Roe, the Jellies, and the predators have been more than enough.  I wonder which real beast that Jabberwock was based upon?  Or do you think there really were Jabberwocks, and they might be living somewhere on the Vanguard? Or the beasts that inspired them?”  
 
      
 
    “Paul, before we came to the Vanguard I would have said, ‘no, there was no such beast.’  You know how much of history was lost in the Great Event. Now I am not so sure what to think.  Those books had lots of poetry, so I thought they were all fiction, but after seeing the habitats on the Vanguard, I am coming to believe that poetry like that might have taught a real truth about real things.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we know real monsters exist, and here in this pipe we are being led by a small predator.  It all seems ridiculous when I think about it. I wish it were all in some ancient fairy tale book, but no, this is all too real,” Paul stated.   
 
      
 
    “Meooow.  Maaaoh.”   
 
      
 
    Paul crawled ahead, and saw that there was light coming from a round opening, and that the patrol cat Bernie was missing from his view.   
 
      
 
    “I think this tube or tunnel opens into something larger up ahead.  I am shutting off the light for a moment,” Paul said as he flicked off the fusion light.   
 
      
 
    He rubbed his eyes and let them adjust to the dimness of the sewer tube.  “Yes, there is something ahead, the cat Bernie is missing, but I can see outside, or what looks like outside, and I can smell water or a lake or something.  It sort of reminds me of Inaccessible Island.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pulled himself up to the lip of where the pipe ended.  He looked out and could see a sloping field which led down and out of sight.   Paul did not see anything else directly ahead, so he pulled himself out of the pipe a bit.  That allowed him to see that the pipe stuck out of an embankment.  To either side the embankment stretched off as far as he could see.  Looking up he saw that the sky tube remained only dimly lit. 
 
      
 
    “It opens up to outside, well in the habitat, not outside in space.  It seems all right, and not in a town, at least not right close in a town.  I can hear some rumbles of water like a smaller version of the waterfalls on Inaccessible Island.  Water is running somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is a sound we did not hear as age-mates as we were maturing.  Paul, the amounts of water on the Vanguard still amaze me.”  
 
      
 
    Paul pulled himself all the way out of the tube and set his feet down on the embankment.   
 
      
 
    “Yuck.  This is all covered in mud.  My feet have sunk down as deep as my shoes,” Paul said.  He pulled his feet out and doing that took a mighty effort.  Each foot coming up made a sucking sound as he lifted it from the mud.  He could now see that the river was flowing a distance away and that the sound he had heard was the flow of that water.  Paul climbed the embankment to get away from the mud and the river.  He vividly recalled the fact Jellies often were in and around water.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen tried to follow Paul’s steps, but her feet also were coated with mud by the time she joined him at the edge of the embankment.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I think that tube we were in used to be underwater here.  It looks to me like it was a way for water to run down and out of the city and into the river.  But the river is way over there.  Remember, Lyudmila said the water level in the stream was low, and that no rain had come on rain-day?  So where is the water going?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked over the edge of the embankment and did not see anything, so he pulled himself up onto the grass which was there.  The cat Bernie was nowhere in sight.   
 
      
 
    “Those buildings over there must be Tula, and there is nothing in that other direction,” Paul said and pointed.  “Nothing I can see anyway.  I do not see any signs of the Jellies, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked around.  “No blue or purple glows anywhere.  So where do we head now?  Walk away from the town?” 
 
      
 
    “I need you to both find a secure place where I can send you some items,” the voice said from the medallion around Paul’s neck.  Again, the medallion grew warm as it was in use.  
 
      
 
    “The Artemis?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am here.  I can tell you have left that town.  I need you to locate a gravity conduit.  That system may be one of the only ship-wide systems that is still functional.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen?  Are you hearing this?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, The Artemis from Safari is speaking through that medallion.  It must be some kind of communication system, maybe like the com links we used with Tiffany?  Or the multiceivers?” 
 
      
 
    “The medallion system is used only in extreme emergencies.  It is a gift from Diana.   It allows connection between those on missions and me,” The Artemis stated.  “Now I can tell you that there is a functional gravity conduit roughly eight kilometers from your current position.  You will need to follow the river upstream for now.  I will inform you upon the next action when you will need to head away from the river.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not going anywhere until I know what is happening,” Paul said.  “I also do not want to just abandon Lyudmila, but I think that is a lost cause.  She is probably already dead like so many other people I tried to help.” 
 
      
 
    “The woman you call Lyudmila has been helped by you, and is not dead.  She is a mighty hunter, even though she is using a dishonorable weapon.  Her path and yours were together for just a short while, so far,” The Artemis stated. “She is on her own journey.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels wrong to just abandon her in a ruined town with the Jellies.  She is trapped in there with them,” Gretchen said.  “That is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, your heart is noble, but your perspective is skewed.  She is not trapped with the Jellies in that town.  The Jellies are trapped with her.  Already she has dispatched seven more Jellies, and she is tracking the remaining few which are trying to find refuge from her.  The Jellies are not used to being the prey.  There are still Jellies in the river systems of the Woods, but Lyudmila has nearly annihilated the pod of Jellies in that town.”   
 
      
 
    “So, we just wait until she kills them all, and then we join her and find a safe place.  Finally, a plan we can count on,” Paul muttered.  His voice then fell.  “But I doubt that is your idea, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul and Gretchen, there are too few hunters, and too many enemies.  The Jellies have been driven out of Safari, at a tremendously horrible cost to my people.  It took us too long to understand how to land the spear in the heart of our enemies.  They are gone from here now, but the ecology of Safari may never be the same.  Air, water, and land are spoiled,” The Artemis stated.  Her words were filled with emotion.  “I do not want that for other habitats.  I tried conveying the information we discovered to the Central Planning Office, but they refuse to listen.  Now I cannot contact anyone outside of Safari, expect for you two, and that is only because of the medallion.  Only you are outside of Safari, and only you can help me.  Your mission is essential.” 
 
      
 
    “This sounds bad,” Paul muttered.  “This sounds very, very bad.” 
 
      
 
    “What can we do?”  Gretchen asked.  “Is Safari viable as a habitat?”   
 
      
 
    “We believe it is, but I have directed all the remaining hunters to keep Safari secure and rebuild what has been so deeply wounded.  As for you, please proceed to the gravity conduit.  There you will receive some items from me.  Those items will be used when you capture a Jellie,” The Artemis stated.   
 
      
 
    “Capture a Jellie?”  Paul cried.  “Are you insane?  I have seen those things tear huge animals apart, and beat automacubes into worthless junk.”  Paul blew out his air in a huff.  “Capture a Jellie?  Impossible, and besides why?  Why?  Why are you asking us to die?” 
 
      
 
    The Artemis’ voice was controlled, with only a tinge of sadness now.  “You are responding as expected.  As I said, the cost in lives here was immense in driving off the Jellies.  We were only able to do that when we discovered a natural way to penetrate their armored suits, the spheres.  By that time, we were so desperate we killed the last remaining Jellie in this habitat.” 
 
      
 
    “You killed them all in that habitat.  Good.  What is the problem?  Just go take some hunters out of your habitat and go get a Jellie if you want one,” Paul said.  “This is insanity.  You are only asking us to do this because you are too cowardly to do it yourself.” 
 
      
 
    This time The Artemis’ voice was edgy and angry, but controlled.  “Indeed, I would much prefer to use honorable people I know and trust, but that is not to be.  I am calling on you.  Let me make this personal to you, Paul.  I could leave you alone, but if I do that then you will die there in the Woods.  Is that motivation enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    “So, you say,” Paul replied, a bit more subdued.  “You did not answer why you do not just exit the habitat and capture one yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “You and Gretchen are immune to the Outbreak, and our numbers are very limited right now.  So, you can help me, and I will help you.  If the Jellies are to be defeated, one of them must be captured for study.  We have done all we could with the dead bodies of the Jellies.  Upon death their bodies rot and decompose at an exceptional rate which greatly limits what we can learn.  Your mission is to capture a Jellie alive for study.  That is the only way to successfully defend the Vanguard.  We won the battle for Safari, but the war for the Vanguard goes badly.  If we lose that, everyone will die.  So, will you now proceed to the gravity conduit? When you receive the items, they will also have a detailed plan which shows how the two of you can capture a Jellie alive.  Most important of all, Paul, you are the Longinus that Diana has appointed to this task.  You have been chosen.” 
 
      
 
    “Chosen?  Why?  I never asked for this!  I do not want it.  I refuse,” Paul bluntly stated.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, what can it hurt to go to the gravity manipulation conduit?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “We could run into the Jellies, or any number of other threats.  That could hurt,” Paul snapped back.  Then he caught himself, “Gretchen, I am sorry.  I just am tired of being thrown around like a ricochet ball.”   
 
      
 
    Paul pulled the multiceiver from his pouch and activated the switch for the link to Brinley.   
 
      
 
    “This is the midshipman overseeing this area.  You are in violation of….”   
 
      
 
    Paul shut down the multiceiver.  “I want to shut down him, that is for sure.  So okay, where is this gravity conduit?  We go upriver?  Is that against the flow of the water or with the flow?” 
 
      
 
    “Up river is against the flow of water,” The Artemis stated, while ignoring Paul’s sarcasm.   
 
      
 
    Paul stumbled down the bank and into the mud.  “In this light I cannot tell which way the water is flowing.”  His ankles sank into the mud again.   
 
      
 
    “Look at the river, and to your right is the direction you need to go,” The Artemis stated.  
 
      
 
    “Now you tell me, since I am back in the mud,” Paul complained as he pulled his feet out of the mud and trudged back up the embankment. 
 
      
 
    “The medallion only allows me to know your relative position.  The water level must be very low in the river for you to be that far from the established water level,” The Artemis stated.  “Proceed in the direction indicated, and I will let you know when it is time to alter course.” 
 
      
 
    Paul was shaking the mud off his feet as he walked in the grass.  Gretchen had used a stick and cleaned her shoes as much as possible.   
 
      
 
    As they walked, the sky tube got lighter and dawn began to come to the habitat.  The river was revealed in the dawn light, but it was a disappointment.  The water flowing in the river was brown and foul smelling.  It was low in the channel that had housed the river, with the banks of the river bed being a muddy mess.  Looking out across the river they saw the other side’s bank was similar.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing can live in that,” Paul said.  He pulled out a food ration bar from his backpack and ate it.  “We will need to be careful about water supplies as well.  How long has it been since we slept?” 
 
      
 
    “It has been a long time, and I am tired,” Gretchen replied.  She looked around.  “This does not look, sound, or feel like a morning in a habitat.  Maybe it is different here, but no birds, no animals, nothing moving about at all, except for us.” 
 
      
 
    They continued to follow the brown, foul river.  Several small streams intersected with it, but they were just empty trenches in the ground.  Their bottoms were muddy with a few stagnant pools, but there was no significant water in them.  The white bellies of dead fish were seen scattered about the vacant trenches.  There were no signs of other animals moving about, and still no birds.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, this might be the Jellie’s handiwork.  If they drain out the habitat, the plants, animal, and eventually the people die.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds logical and consistent.  However, we heard the water was rising in Oasis.  Is that where the water has gone?”  Paul wondered.  “How would you move that amount of water from one habitat to the other?  Or are the Jellies just blasting the water out into space?” 
 
      
 
    “From what we have seen, the Jellies need water, maybe worse than we do, so I doubt they are destroying it,” Gretchen answered.  “It seems to me that the Jellies live in the water, much like we live in the air.” 
 
      
 
    Paul stopped walking.  He yawned a huge yawn, and put the back of his hand over his mouth as he did.   
 
      
 
    “Paul and Gretchen?  Now is the time to head inland.  The next stream you see you will need to turn to your right and follow that,” The Artemis instructed through Paul’s medallion.   
 
      
 
    “What are we looking for?  I know what a gravity conduit looks like, but will it just be located in the woods, or in a building?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “The records and schematics I am working from show it will be in a small structure used for housing and maintenance of automacubes.  It is located one kilometer from the river’s edge along the side of the stream,” The Artemis stated.   
 
      
 
    “The river is filled with brown toxic junk,” Paul reported.  “The stream has no water and a lot of dead animals, fish things, lying where the water used to be.  Do you have any idea what has happened to the water here?”   
 
      
 
    “It is an act of war by the Jellies,” The Artemis replied.  “They attempted to do that in Safari, but we were able to secure all the routes out of the habitat.  From what you are reporting, C Habitat has been invaded by the Jellies who have set up some kind of diversion station to drain water from the habitat.  That makes your mission even more important.” 
 
      
 
    “The mission to capture a Jellie alive?  That mission?  The one that will kill us?”  Paul muttered. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen walked along the now nearly dry stream bed.  Once an animal, about knee high with four legs and a tiny tail, did come darting down to the edge of the stream.  It was dark brownish gray colored, had rough, sparse, and prickly hair, a wide head and snout.  It squealed a bit as it saw them, then looked back to the streambed.  It tried to climb down toward the bottom where the water had been, but then sniffed and shook its head.  It made angry sounding noises, rutted at the ground, and then ran away into the underbrush.  It was the only living animal they had seen since getting out of the sewer pipe.   
 
      
 
    “Lack of water will be an effective weapon,” Paul said.  “The Jellies are cruel and ruthless.” 
 
      
 
    They walked onward, following the dead stream. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that must be it,” Gretchen said and pointed.   
 
      
 
    A dark green colored structure was up ahead.  It was box shaped and about a meter and a half high and ten meters wide on each side.  It had rounded edges instead of corners, and several large evergreen trees were overshadowing it.  It would have been easy to miss, had they not known to look for it. 
 
      
 
    “We have found that structure,” Paul said as he walked around it.  He rubbed the short stubble of beard on his chin.  “I see no doors, or control boxes, or color pads.  How do we get to the gravity conduit?”   
 
      
 
    When no response came, Paul tapped on the medallion which hung around his neck.  “Has this failed now too?” 
 
      
 
    The Artemis waited a moment before responding.  “No, I can hear you, and I have tracked your location.  As to entry, I am not sure.  I do not have that minute of details on this schematic.  I have general locations and indications, but those are not that precisely detailed.” 
 
    
“Paul, there is an access port here.  I will connect in a fusion pack and see what happens.”  Gretchen pulled a fusion pack from her backpack and connected it into the access port. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that failed.  If this opens, I do not see how.  I suppose we could just cut our way inside, but what really is inside?”  Paul asked.  
 
      
 
    “Part of it could be underground, or it could be a stairwell or ramp down.  It is different from the freight elevator’s top on Inaccessible Island, but it may serve the same purpose,” Gretchen replied.  She was squatting down next to the structure, but aside from the single access port, she too could not find any other mechanisms.   
 
      
 
    “Caw-wah”  
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen twirled in different directions looking for the source of the sound.   
 
      
 
    “Caw-wah, caoooa” 
 
      
 
    In one of the trees, perched on a thick branch was a black bird.  It was larger than most birds Paul and Gretchen had seen.  Its feathers shined and shimmered.  Its beak was slightly different color, being a deep gray.  Its round black eyes gazed at the people.  It jumped a bit on its two legs, and preened its wings with its beak.   
 
      
 
    “Not every animal has died,” Gretchen said.  “We saw that animal a while back, and now this ebony bird.” 
 
      
 
    Several other birds, very similar to the first one flew in and landed on the long horizontal branch of the tree.  They all stared at the people with their beady black eyes.  They had a sense of anticipation and expectancy about them. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Artemis?”  Paul asked as he kept his eyes on the gathering of black birds in that one specific tree.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul.  Have you gained access to the structure?”  The Artemis replied. 
 
      
 
    “No.  The fusion pack energy did nothing we could tell.  Now some weird black colored birds are watching us from a tree.  Can you open this structure remotely?  It is annoying the way these bird things are watching me.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not have remote operational capacities,” The Artemis replied.  “There are a few things I can try, but I doubt they will produce any effects in the Woods.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, will those birds attack us?”  Paul asked warily.  For about a dozen birds were now gathered in that single tree.  None of them were calling, whistling, or cackling.  Their silence was weirder than if they had been having a chorus of cacophony.  “Their beaks look sharp, and they might be toxic or poisonous.  Oh, I wish Tiffany were here to tell us what those birds are and how much danger they pose.” 
 
      
 
    “They have not made any threatening gestures of any kind,” Gretchen said.  “But there are a lot of them now.” 
 
      
 
    With a swoosh and twang, one side of the structure folded open.  The birds flew off all at once with a rustle of their wings, but no vocalizations at all.  In mere seconds the birds were all missing.  The entry revealed a ramp that led downward while the side of the structure had folded up to make entry possible.  The interior was dark.  
 
      
 
    “You got it open!”  Paul said and squeezed the medallion. 
 
      
 
    “I have done nothing to make the structure open,” The Artemis replied.  “I take it the place is open to your entry now?” 
 
      
 
    “You did not open this?”  Paul asked in wonder.  
 
      
 
    “No, I did not,” The Artemis stated.  “Please proceed to the gravity conduit.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul?  The fusion pack did not activate anything, and The Artemis did not open this up.  Who did?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “It could be a time-delayed entry on automatic sensors, I guess,” Paul said as he looked at the now open entryway.  “But I suspect this is a trap.  How do we know we have been listening to The Artemis?  Sure, the messages are coming through the medallion, but what if the CPO is doing that?  Or the Jellies?  Brinley said the Jellies could talk to her when she was captured.  What if this is a trap?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, you and Gretchen encountered a man named Hogan who was cowardly in the face of trial.  Would the Jellies know that?”  The Artemis said.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen’s eyes grew wide at the revelation. 
 
      
 
    “No, but someone else, like the CPO might,” Paul whined.  He then turned on the fusion pack light and marched down the ramp.  “Watch your head here, Gretchen,” he said as he patted the underside of the folded-up wall.  “It is short for me.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen ducked her head as she followed Paul down the ramp.  The chamber was not very big, and several automacubes were parked along the sides, some green colored and some brown colored.  None responded or appeared activated or even charged.   Cables were running from the automacubes into the walls, yet nothing was powered.   
 
      
 
    “There is the gravity manipulation conduit,” Paul pointed to a small platform in the corner.  He walked over to it, still stooped down because of the low ceiling.  “There is no activity showing.  Artemis?  Artemis?  We are at the gravity conduit, but none of the indicator lights is illuminated, nor are any of the controls functional.”  Paul pushed several slide levers to the side, and depressed some of the buttons, but nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    “I am attempting to send the items,” The Artemis stated.   
 
      
 
    There was a slight glow on one of the indicator lights.  It flickered red for a moment and then that faded out.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing came through,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen was squatting down, as that was easier for her than stooping. She squat-walked over to the gravity conduit.  “I will try infusing a surge of power from the fusion pack.”  She pulled off her backpack and was just about to connect in the fusion pack when the lights on the platform lit up in brilliant red which then shifted to green. 
 
      
 
    “The power is on now,” Gretchen reported.  “The Artemis must have activated it.  This platform has the controls labeled and illuminated.” 
 
      
 
    There was a humming sound, and a smell of musty air as the flat top of the conduit platform dilated open.  A hard, white box rose up and then the top of the platform closed underneath it.   
 
      
 
    “Artemis?”  Paul asked.  “Artemis? Something just came through.” 
 
      
 
    “That is not possible,” The Artemis stated.  “The estimated time of arrival for the parcel I sent is eleven minutes away.” 
 
      
 
    “Get out!”  Paul yelled his eyes going very wide.  “It is a trap!”  He shoved at Gretchen as he put himself between her and the box on the gravity conduit.  “Run!” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen dove for the ramp and crawled up and out as quickly as she could.   
 
      
 
    Paul slammed his palm onto the emergency override controls at the side of the platform.  He then spun a dial toward the place marked ‘OPEN’.  The indicator lights began flashing yellow rapidly.  The top of the platform dilated again.  
 
      
 
    “Warning: Safety Protocols Overridden… Warning: Safety Protocols Overridden…  Warning: Safety Protocols Overridden,” a very mechanical and recorded voice stated.   
 
      
 
    Paul forcefully stuffed the box down inside before the top had completely spread open.  As the box fell inside, Paul felt the alteration of gravity on his arm as the gravity manipulation fields took hold just below the level of the opening.  It pulled his arm down and away with surprising force.  He spun the controls to “SHUT” so that the top would seal over again.  He barely got his arm out as the constriction clicked together.  Jumping back, Paul fully expected the gravity conduit to explode. He covered his head with his hands and looked at the floor.   
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked over and the gravity conduit was still flashing the rapid yellow light which cast shadows about the room.   
 
      
 
    “Paul?  Are you injured?  What happened down there?  Paul, did the trap spring?”  Gretchen called from just outside the structure.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing happened,” Paul replied.  “I thought for sure I had found a trap.  No catastrophe this time.” 
 
      
 
    Paul crawled out and up and met with Gretchen.  They both looked back down into the chamber which still glowed with its flashing yellow color.   
 
      
 
    Over the next few minutes the black birds returned.   They took up roosts on the limbs of the trees, and made numerous cackling calls and noises. Paul and Gretchen just waited and watched.   
 
      
 
    The flashing yellow light stopped, and was replaced by the green glow. 
 
      
 
    “Paul?”  This is The Artemis.  The items I have sent should have arrived by now.  Did you receive them?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at Gretchen who shrugged her shoulders.  “I am not in the chamber with the platform.  I guess I have to go down and check.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I will go, or we can go together.” 
 
      
 
    The black birds sitting in the trees preened and squawked a bit, but mostly watched intently.  Their beady black eyes took in everything.   
 
      
 
    “I will go check it out,” Paul said with resignation.  “I have the medallion, and I was chosen for this, lucky me.  I am the Longinus, right?  You stay here.  If this thing explodes, or catches on fire, or a Roe climbs up out of the conduit after me, you have a better chance of surviving out here.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we are in this together,” Gretchen said and she led Paul back down the ramp and they both ducked as they entered the chamber and proceeded to the gravity conduit platform.  Reaching the platform, they could see that several items were on the top of it.  The hard, white box which had first arrived, and now a long rectangular container was also sitting on the platform.  The lid was closed. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen lifted the white box and set it on the floor.  Paul did the same with the rectangular one.  Squatting next to the containers, they opened them. 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is interesting, but not helpful,” Gretchen said as she revealed the contents of the white box.  It was a carefully packaged collection of gears, sprockets, and linkage rods which were threaded and machined.  “Brinley would know what these items are for and what they do, but I do not.” 
 
      
 
    Paul opened the rectangular container and looked inside.  “This is from The Artemis.” 
 
      
 
    Inside were a number of items.  A white spearhead, and three sections of shaft which obviously fit together with the spearhead.  Next to that was a red spearhead and similar three-part shaft. There was a fist long squeezable tube, pale blue in color with a tapered nozzle.  Lastly, there was an inflatable canister, compressed and packaged into a small clear bag.  The end of the canister had an apparatus which resembled Paul’s golden medallion. 
 
      
 
    “This is to catch a Jellie?  Really?”  Paul said.  “I saw how worthless spears were when Sibat and Oda died.  How could this possible be any better?”   
 
      
 
    “I said you will also receive a detailed plan.  The medallion will show that to you now,” The Artemis stated.  “Please uncover the medallion so that I can have the instructions displayed for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Paul interrupted holding the medallion through his shirt.  “I am exhausted.  I am hungry.  I am not going to learn much right now.  I must sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Artemis, we are worn out.  We will be much more effective if we can get some rest,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “This chamber might be a safe place to do that, if we could get that door to fold down shut again,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    As if on cue, the door folded itself down and sealed them inside.   
 
      
 
    “Artemis?  I thought you could not operate the door from your location,” Paul commented.   
 
      
 
    There was no response from the medallion.  
 
      
 
    “Artemis?  What is happening?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “The Artemis of D Habitat, Safari cannot operate that door.  This unit does have that capability,” a voice said as a display screen lit up along one wall.   
 
      
 
    “Who are you?”  Gretchen suspiciously asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is that Phoenix thing!  I will never forget that voice it has,” Paul wailed.  “Let us out of here!” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply.  The folded door remained closed, and the display screen was blank.   
 
      
 
    Paul scream and yelled.  He said many things and worked hard trying to get a response, but after a while, he quit.   
 
      
 
    “I am unable to get any response from The Artemis, or from any system.  Even the multiceivers do not illicit any replies, not even from the CPO.”  Paul was flustered. “We are trapped in here.” 
 
      
 
     So, Paul pulled out a fusion pack and connected in the molecular torch.  “I will just cut our way out of this small structure.”  
 
      
 
    “Paul, if we cannot get out, no threat can get inside,” Gretchen said as she halted Paul’s application of the molecular torch.  “So, shall we rest here while we have a relatively safe place?  There is air circulating, and this place is reasonably warm.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess a jail is a secure location.”  Paul sat down hard and pulled off his backpack.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, this place seems secure,” Gretchen placed her arms around Paul as she sat down next to him.  “It is not as tight as the FTL scout ship was, and probably not as dangerous.  If we need to cut our way out later, we can do that.  For now, shall we eat and rest?  We are not freezing, right?” 
 
      
 
    “We are in this together,” Paul said as he returned her embrace.  “Now we are trapped together.”     
 
      
 
    A troubled sleep came over them both. 
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    Recovery and Continuation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Larissa’s body was carried by the automacubes into the palace.  They approached the Faulkner Infirmary which was located on the ground level.  The infirmary was the original building that had stood at that location.  The first Governor of the Wilds, Donovan Faulkner had wanted to be close to the infirmary because of his own paranoid fears and obsession about his personal health.  He had been raised on Earth, being born just two years before the Great Event and the 90 Hour War.  His parents and he had survived, but he had seen too many of the plagues, designer diseases, and radiation sicknesses which had happened while he grew up.  Therefore, shortly after the launch of the Vanguard, he had started the building of the palace around the infirmary.  He had died during a construction accident while building the palace, and the following Governor, Sharon, named the infirmary in his honor.    
 
      
 
    The automacubes lifted Larissa’s body onto a treatment table while the human doctors, nurses, and attendants rushed to her side.  She was gently and carefully laid into a position for further treatments and procedures.       
 
      
 
    “Governor Konstantin says this was an assassination attempt on Larissa,” one of the nurses said, his voice hushed and quiet.  “Two leaders attacked right here in Miass, one dead a while back, and now this one severely wounded.  What is behind this attack on Larissa?” 
 
      
 
    “We all know who this is,” the lead human doctor replied.  “and the motives for the attack do not matter in her treatment.”  The doctor was aware of the nurse’s tendency to speak his mind openly.  He was tolerated because he was a very good nurse, although he annoyed many people with his jabbering and running commentary. 
 
      
 
    The two medical automacubes plugged themselves into the treatment table.  One of them announced, “I am Doctor M903, I will be the attending physician in the absence of the guidance of TSI-4411.  Let the record show my colleague will be the human, Doctor Janacek, as per protocols for situations when the medical artificial intelligence system is nonfunctional.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we really have time for formalities?” Doctor Janacek asked. She was a short and thin woman with long black hair.  “This is a severe injury.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube responded, “Doctor Janacek, there is always time to follow proper protocol and procedures.  Initiating diagnostics.” 
 
      
 
    “You are positive TSI-4411 is not responsive?”  Doctor Janacek asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Emergency requests sent four times.  No response to any of those requests.  TSI-4411 is nonresponsive,” the automacube replied.  “Unable to contact Machine Maintenance for assistance.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen behind the treatment table lit up.   
 
      
 
    The gravity manipulation fields took over, and Larissa’s body hovered above the treatment table.  The stretcher that held Larissa was deflated, and it then was gently pulled away. The tubes, lines, ports, and apparatus which had established the suspended animation state in Larissa remained in place.  The manipulation arms on the automacubes removed her gear, and precisely cut off her clothing. The area around Larissa shimmered as temperature, lighting, and air circulation was exactly controlled.    
 
      
 
    Doctor M903 began dictation with its mechanical voice.  The same findings were also scrolled on the display, “Admitted under Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocol is a 33-year-old female, well known to the database.  Designation, Larissa.  Inhabitant of E Habitat.  Identification markers in place and functional.  Patient in excellent health prior to incident with evidence of remodeling of injury to forehead in the recent past.  Multiple healed fractures from childhood evident.  No other medical history.  Patient is suffering from severe ballistic trauma to right side of anterior chest, and exit wound to right side of posterior back.  Patient maintained in suspended animation.  Wound is consistent with projectile of roughly eight millimeters impacting at 320 meters per second.  Angle of entry is 28 degrees from horizontal.  Chest wall hemorrhage from the muscular, intercostal, and internal mammary artery damage has been contained by coagulation agents.  Risk of exsanguination contained.  Severe thoracic injuries with seven fractures in the rib cage from both penetrating projectile and secondary boney fragmentation evident.  Pulmonary system suffered 47% failure. Both entry and exit wounds and has been stabilized by suspended animation.  No other major organ damage.  No spinal damage.  Do you concur, Doctor Janacek?” 
 
      
 
    The woman stood and looked over the images on the display, as well as turning to physically examine Larissa’s body.  “Please rotate patient for visual assessment.”   Larissa’s body turned over as it hovered in the air.  The large exit wound was still sealed over with the clotted blood, but its size was significantly larger than the entry wound.  Doctor Janacek pondered and considered before she answered.  “Yes, I concur with assessment and diagnostic findings.  Please establish treatment plan.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube responded, “Suggested treatment:  Bathing of patient in sterilization field.  Removal of all foreign bodies.  Removal of damaged areas with autogeneic reconstitution.  Tissue engineering and regeneration of entire right lung required.  Reconstruction of orthopedic injuries in ribs required.  Growth of surrounding supportive tissues to vascular system, muscles, integument, and associated systems and structures required.  Suspended animation to be maintained during entire regeneration process, followed with rehabilitation period under accelerated mechanisms.  Hemodynamic system components replacement required.  Treatment for Neurogenic shock required.  Prognosis good.  Complete recovery expected.  Subsequent referral to mental hygiene for post-trauma care suggested.  Findings submitted by Doctor M903.  Do you concur, Doctor Janacek?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Janacek reviewed the suggestions, and carefully reassessed Larissa’s body.   
 
      
 
    “If we mess this up, Governor Konstantin will have us all killed,” the nurse said.  There was genuine fear in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “Enough of that kind of talk, Jonathan.  Tend to your duties.  We would render the same exact aid and treatment no matter who had these injuries,” Doctor Janacek stated.  Although in her heart she knew the nurse had spoken a legitimate fear the entire medical team shared.  Since the infirmary’s primary medical artificial intelligence system, TSI-4411 had failed, they were forced to rely on older methods of treatment.  None of them were absolutely convinced the older methods would be as effective, especially with such an important, and gravely wounded patient.  The nurse, his worry just blurted out in his typical unrestrained manner, was only verbalizing what each of them was thinking.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Janacek then spoke to the automacube, “Yes, Doctor M903, I concur.  Consult with TSI-4411 please.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube responded, “Unable to make link or coupling to TSI-4411.  Unable to connect to lattice for referral.  TSI-4411 remains unavailable.”  
 
      
 
    Doctor Janacek then ordered, “Initiate treatments.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube responded, “Initiating treatments.  Removal of foreign bodies underway.  Removal of necrotizing flesh underway.  Regenerative processes and tissue engineering begun.  Time for completion of treatment regime, eighteen hours while in suspended animation, and then nine hours of treatment under sedation.  Full physical recovery expected in twenty-seven hours.  Addendum:  unusual finding is evident in patient’s immune system.  Antibodies in thymus, spleen, bone marrow and especially in the lymphatic fluids as well as blood are unknown to data base.  Initiating investigation on the properties of these antibodies on this patient.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa’s body was bathed in golden colored light.  More instruments and devices extended up from the treatment table and down from the ceiling.  These entered into her body and began the restorative process while she remained in suspended animation.  The coagulated blood on the entry and exit wounds was removed cell by cell.  The internal injuries were similarly addressed.   
 
      
 
    “I will go and speak to Governor Konstantin,” Doctor Janacek stated and left the area.  “Continue to monitor and alert me to anything unexpected.  Make sure these systems are functioning as we need.  Without the AI they need closer attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” the nurse replied.  “I hope there are no more shootings.” 
 
      
 
    Except for the one nurse, the rest of the staff departed. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan, the nurse, watched as Larissa’s body was rebuilt.  He redundantly checked the patency of the lines, tubes, and channels by which the treatments were flowing in, as well as the power supplies to the treatment table.  All was well. The display behind the treatment table showed graphics of her status and the repairs in progress.   
 
      
 
    Jonathan spoke to himself, “I would hate to think what will happen to the shooter.  A simple execution will be a lucky break for that one.  I wonder if it was a lone shooter or more of a conspiracy.  When Governor Muravyev was murdered there were several smugglers.  I just wonder.” 
 
      
 
    The two automacubes remained plugged into the treatment table.  The nurse pulled out a stool and sat down to monitor the progress.  He had little else to do now that the process had begun.  The machines were doing the physical manipulations, and he was there to oversee their progress.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I hate to think about what she will do to the person who shot her.  It would be better if the troopers kill that shooter in a firefight than fall into Larissa’s hands after all this,” the nurse, Jonathan said out loud.    
 
      
 
    The display screen flashed suddenly.  The words scrolled across the display just as the automacube made those same words audible.  “This patient is immune to the Outbreak.” 
 
      
 
    The nurse was stunned.  For one of the few times in his life, Jonathan, the nurse, did not know what to say. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Brinley had been escorted by Governor Konstantin to a secure location inside the palace.  He had then left Brinley with a trooper.  She used a bathroom to clean up, and then was brought to a large conference room in the palace.   There were about a dozen people sitting around tables, and there were troopers standing guard at the entrances.  The troopers had grim and determined looks on their faces and holstered sidearms.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley!”  Tennard said as he rose from the table and walked over to hug her.  “It is so good to see you.  Let me look at you!”  He looked briefly and then pulled her into a tight embrace.  He whispered into her ear, “They are rounding up all the Free Rangers.” 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see you again, Tennard,” Brinley said, and a few tears ran down her face.  His age was even more pronounced than when Brinley had seen him before.  The deeply wrinkled face, short white hair standing erect over his head, and his stooped stature now looked more advanced and more elderly.   
 
      
 
    “I heard about the shooting,” a woman said in a beautiful voice as she too came up to Brinley.  “You were not injured, were you?” 
 
      
 
    “Jodie!”  Brinley turned and hugged her as well.  Jodie had a beautiful voice, straight black hair which hung down to her chin, and piercing blue eyes.  She was dressed in sweeping and shimmering robes which reminded Brinley that Jodie had been the leader of a minstrel troop before all the chaos with the Jellies.  “Are there any shows going on?  Is Feegin the Thief being performed here?” 
 
      
 
    Jodie laughed a bit.  “I wish those time could be relived.  We had been working to help integrate the Free Rangers with the people of the Wilds, but after what has happened today, I am not sure if that will ever be possible.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock walked in.  He was flanked by two more troopers.  These were carrying carbines.  Everyone became quiet and looked to the Constable. 
 
      
 
    “I believe,” Constable Brock began, “that all of you were treated more than fairly and shown courtesy when you needed to escape from the Jellies and the Roe.  You came from the dangerous and ruined places outside of the Wilds.  We opened our home to you, despite the Quarantine, despite the Roe, and despite the Jellies.  Larissa was instrumental in those operations to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    There were some murmurs from around the gathered Free Rangers, but no outright mocking or heckling.   
 
      
 
    “And for all her efforts, one of you has tried to kill her,” Constable Brock continued.  “Sigmond was found with weapon in hand.  I am here to uncover who was assisting him in this act of cowardice and wickedness.  He pulled a Baldwin, and I am here to see who helped him to do it.” 
 
      
 
    The Free Rangers drew in a collective gasp.  It was clear they had heard that Larissa had been shot, but they did not know the name of her assailant.  Many also took offense at the idiom, “pulled a Baldwin” as they traced their ancestry back to the Pilot Baldwin who founded the Free Rangers. 
 
      
 
    Tennard stepped forward, with a bit of a limp, but a pride in his walk.  “I knew Sigmond well. I worked with him to escape from the massacre at the hanger bay, and together we avoided much danger and many threats.  Yet, I did not know he was planning this attempted killing.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock walked over to the old man.  “I am glad you admitted your association with the criminal.  I already knew that and had you tried to hide the facts, I would have had you taken away for interrogation.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe Sigmond was capable of this act,” Tennard replied.  “Yet again, I was not aware of his plans.  Had I been, I would have dissuaded that assassination attempt.  Larissa has much to answer for, but the Jellies pose a much worse threat.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you side with these bio-habby scum?”  One of the Free Rangers commented.  “Tennard, you are old and feeble.  Your mind is going.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock walked over to the woman who had made that comment.  Brinley did not know her well, and thought her name was Katherine.  She was a slender woman with a prominent chin and high cheekbones.   
 
      
 
    Constable Brock slugged her in the abdomen.  She tried to react, but his punch was far too quick.  She toppled over in agony and fell to the floor.   
 
      
 
    “I am asking the questions here, and I do not appreciate your attitude,” Brock said.  “Take her away and place her in a cell next to Sigmond.  Make sure the recording devices are operational in case they share with each other.” 
 
      
 
    A trooper leapt to obey and had Katherine hogtied and carried away.  She was still gasping for breath, and the restraints did not help her in breathing.   
 
      
 
    “Now, back to you, Tennard,” Constable Brock said.  “I believe you when you say you did not know of Sigmond’s plans.  However, as we have just seen, not all the smugglers agree with your cooperation with me.  I have my troopers reviewing the logs and security monitors.  I will know who worked with Sigmond shortly.  I have also sent a runner to the Reproduction and Fabrication Center to consult with TSI-980RF.  As you know, Tennard, you have enabled that AI to remain operational as a stand-alone unit.  The weapon that was used is of antique design, and remains now in my possession.   It was recently manufactured. We will know everything that the AI has in its logs when the runner returns.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock looked at the gathered people.  “It will go much easier on you if you confess your involvement now.  For I will find out all, everything, nothing will remain hidden.  The who, the what, the when, and even the why, will be known to me rather quickly.  So, spare yourselves and confess now.” 
 
      
 
    Tennard looked at Constable Brock and repeated, “I worked with Sigmond going in and out of Oasis, and we survived the massacre.  I know the anger that bred, and I believe Sigmond was capable of doing this.  However, he is smart enough to have planned and executed it alone.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock snapped his fingers and one of the troopers brought out a rifle.  It was flat black colored and of an antique design with a magazine holding cartridges.  He held it up.  “Perhaps my runner has already returned.  This is the weapon that Sigmond used to try to kill Larissa.  It has been linked to him and was manufactured in the Reproduction and Fabrication facility serving this habitat.  The AI there is still working as a stand-alone unit, thankfully, and confirmed Sigmond as the man who covertly ordered the design. He routed the request around the security locks I have in place.”  Constable Brock turned and looked at each of the Free Rangers before he continued.  “So, let me ask you, was Sigmond capable of doing all that alone?  Or did he have help?  I already know the answer, and now is your time to confess.” 
 
      
 
    Jodie looked stricken.  She stood and spoke, “I assisted Sigmond in getting ten of those type of rifles made.  He asked me to work with him in mimicking the requests that came with approval from the CPO.  Those weapons were made about ten days ago.  Sigmond told me they were for use against the Jellies.  He claimed an antique style rifle would be less likely to be detected by the Jellies.  That is all that I know about it, and that is the extent of my involvement in this shooting.”  Jodie’s eyes met the Constable’s. 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock stalked over to her.  She fully expected to be struck, and braced herself for the coming blow. 
 
      
 
    It did not come. 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock stated, “This woman speaks the truth.  TSI-980RF’s commission log was examined, and there were records of Sigmond working with her.  I believe your name is Jodie?” 
 
      
 
    Jodie nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the other nine rifles?”  Constable Brock asked in a quiet voice.     
 
      
 
    Several other Free Rangers volunteered that they had received the rifles, but all denied involvement in the shooting.  They told Constable Brock where they were located.  He dispatched troopers to recover them.   
 
      
 
    “You see, this can continue as a cooperation between friends, or at least associates.  We do have a common enemy.  In fact, we have several common enemies.  The Jellies seek to kill us all.  The Central Planning Office is doing nothing to thwart those attacks, and the Roe is an age-old enemy,” Constable Brock stated.  
 
      
 
    He looked carefully at the Free Rangers sitting around the room.  He again walked from person to person and stared into each one’s eyes.  Many looked away, but some glared back.  When he got to Brinley, he stood next to her.   
 
      
 
    “This woman, the Free Ranger, to use your term nomenclature, was cooperating with Larissa and bringing sophisticated weapons here to reinforce our position.  If she can find a way to work with Larissa, then I expect all of you to find a way to work with us.” 
 
      
 
    A trooper came rushing in and spoke quietly to Constable Brock.  He gave a smile and waved the trooper away after receiving the report.  He turned his attention back to the crowd.  “I have just been informed that according to the medical staff, Larissa will very likely survive this assault and have a complete recovery.  I am also satisfied with the answers you have given to me.  Especially those told by Tennard and Jodie.  Their words are in alignment with the facts I had already uncovered myself.  You will all be detained for the next day or so.  Larissa’s recovery should be completed by then.  Governor Konstantin and I agreed that the next decisions about you will be left up to Larissa.  I cannot say how she will act, but your fate is in her hands.” 
 
      
 
    There was a gasp from the Free Rangers.   
 
      
 
    “Troopers, take them all to the holding areas, and continue to search for any of the Free Rangers who are unaccounted for.  Make sure these people are fed, and comfortable.  I mean, honestly comfortable.  We are facing a ruthless enemy in the Jellies, and we do not need to be fighting between ourselves.  Our enemy will win if we are killing each other.”  Those last words were a bit tough for Constable Brock to get out, but they were sincere.   
 
      
 
    Brinley, Tennard, Jodie, and the other Free Rangers were escorted to a set of small apartments where they were locked in.  Guards were posted in the hallways outside where they were kept.  Food was supplied, and the Free Rangers were allowed to interact with each other and walk from apartment to apartment, but they were not free to depart.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Larissa hurt.  She squinted her eyes against the pain.  Her eyes did not respond.  She was familiar with pain, and rode it back to unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    Later, Larissa again felt pain.  This time she understood it was in her chest.  She tried to open her eyes, but there was a bright golden light.  It was too bright to see.  Her mind rose out of the fog of sedation and pain.  Her consciousness rising meant sensations came to her.  She struggled mightily to move, but was unable to do so.  She resigned to the state, and slipped back and away. 
 
      
 
    Still later, Larissa felt pain along the lower part of her back.  The muscles of her back responded, and a tiny bit of movement happened.  That caused a pulling sensation which would have resulted in a gasp of breath, if her lungs were not being moved in precise ways by external forces.  Her mind rose up again, and recalled an incident.  It was too hazy and nebulous for recollection, but an incident registered in her mind.  It would not slip away, even though her other thoughts did slip away. 
 
      
 
    Larissa’s eyes sprang open as the tubes were extracted from her stomach and esophagus.   Suction cleared all the loose items and liquids which followed behind the exiting tubes.  Next came removal of complex fibers, lines, wires, and filaments from her lungs and trachea.  Tiny tickling sensations were experienced as those regenerative aids were withdrawn.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa,” Jonathan, the nurse, stated in a gentle and caring voice.  “You are doing very well.  You are just now coming awake.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa tried to close her mouth, but her jaw felt like it weighed a hundred kilograms and remained open.  She was able to shift her gaze over a bit to look at Jonathan.   
 
      
 
    “There you are.  Excellent!”  Jonathan said.  “You are in the Faulkner Infirmary.  You have had a big rejuvenation project after being wounded.”  Jonathan could see the uncertainty in Larissa’s eyes as they darted from side to side.  “You are safe.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes still displayed perplexity. 
 
      
 
    “You are making a full recovery.  The medical automacubes brought you here in suspended animation.  It is normal and expected to feel some disorientation.  Your body will wake up even slower than your mind.  Do not fear, all has been rebuilt.”  Jonathan looked into Larissa’s ice cold blue eyes, and he hurried to reassure her even more.  “Yes, your body will fully recover.  You only have about eight hours more.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa tried to ask “How long?” but her mouth just barely moved.  She could not feel any contact with her skin, but could feel some internal sensations like a strange mixture of hunger, yearning, and arousal.   
 
      
 
    “You were shot yesterday,” Jonathan explained, anticipating her questions.  “The shooter has been caught. No one else was injured.  You will make a full recovery.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa looked around again, and this time the muscles of her face moved a bit more as well.   
 
      
 
    Jonathan wiped a damp cloth over her lips, cheeks, and dabbed her eyes tenderly.  “Your body control will come back in odd ways.  Just keep trying to move things, and your brain will find those new paths.  They are not all new, some just need to be reconnected.  Your mind and body will come back together, trust me.  You will be up and about before you know it.” 
 
      
 
    With a stupendous surge of strength, powered by an even greater heave of her willpower, Larissa shot her hand up and grabbed onto Jonathan by the neck.  Her grip was weak, but present.   
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Jonathan exclaimed.  “That is amazing.”  He patted her hand and removed it from his neck.  He squeezed it with compassion.  “You are driven.  I have never seen anyone so fresh from regeneration move that much.  I am impressed.”  Jonathan set her hand back into the field of golden light that surrounded Larissa’s body.  Her hand floated there again as it had before her movement.  
 
      
 
    Larissa blinked her eyes.  She pushed her hand through the zero gravity that surrounded her.  It was easier to move that direction than to rocket her hand out of the field where it weighed so much.  She discovered her long blonde hair was unbound and floating all around her head.  That startled her more than anything else she had felt since awakening.  Reaching up with both hands she slowly gathered her hair and began to braid it.  It was a slow and tedious effort, but she pressed on. Her fingers felt stubby and clumsy, but she worked with purpose.  The process of braiding her hair soothed her spirit and eased her anguish better than the sedation, analgesics, or any words Jonathan, the nurse, said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am very impressed with you.  Bravo,” Jonathan said.  He then continued to explain things. 
 
      
 
    Larissa heard the nurse speaking, but she knew it was fairly meaningless to her.  “He just babbles,” her mind said, “but he is kind.”  She concentrated on braiding her own hair as she had done countless times when she was a child, and every single day as an adult.  Those old personal rituals were responses to threats which had been survived.  They were defense mechanisms. The calming self-touch of her hair braiding was a safe and normal activity in a world of chaos.   The movements came from deep, rote memory and learning.  After the first few moments, she paid no attention to her hands any longer and they worked by themselves.  Larissa’s mind, however, unwillingly retreated back to the time when she was a small child who had to comfort herself because her mother, siblings, and family pets were threatened and traumatized by her abusive father.  The immense terror from those childhood times far outweighed any pain, suffering, or fear she experienced here in the infirmary, or had ever feared.  So, her mind bounced from that childhood to the incident of her recent injury.  She unpacked the incident’s sequence of events while her hands slowly pulled her newly made braids apart and started to braid her hair again.   
 
      
 
    She recalled the sudden slam into her chest, the surprise that went with that.  Then the pain that came as her insides were shattered, and her back was blasted out.  Her analytical mind calculated where the shot had originated just as her ears reported hearing the sound of the weapon.  The sound registered in her mind, and she thought of the ancient style of rifle which had been fired at her.  She recalled trying to draw out a weapon, but being unable to do so.  She heard the other reports as they followed the first shot and her thoughts turned toward Brinley.  “Was Brinley shot?”  
 
      
 
    Larissa concentrated. “No.  The nurse Jonathan had said no one else was injured,” she recalled. “Somewhere in his flood of words, he had said no one else was hurt.” That thought also soothed Larissa, but in her exhaustion, she fell back into sleep. 
 
      
 
    Larissa dreamed.  Her arms and legs were moving in repetition and the muscles were exerted, the joints flexed, and the skin massaged all at the same time.  There was a warm and comfortable sensation all around her.  The dream was pleasant and relaxing, even though her dream body felt tired and drained.   
 
      
 
    When she awoke, Larissa was in a normal bed.  She was dressed in loose but comfortable clothing.  There was an appealing aroma of steamed vegetables, baked bread, roasted pork, and fruit pies.  Those were all foods Larissa enjoyed most of all. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Larissa,” the nurse Jonathan said.  “I have a meal prepared for you.  Your medical treatments are completed and your body is restored.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa’s hand went to her forehead and found several locks of hair hanging down.  She realized that her hair was again unbraided.  Looking around she saw that the treatment room of the infirmary was visible through the doorway near where Jonathan sat.  The treatment tables were still and empty.   
 
      
 
    “There is a toilet and sink behind those doors,” Jonathan instructed.  “You will probably wish to use that before you eat.  Your body has been flushed and the urinary and gastroenteric systems will need emptying soon.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa looked at Jonathan with her icy blue eyes, then sat up and pushed away the soft and fluffy blanket which had covered her over.  “My normal clothing is where?” she asked.   
 
      
 
    “Governor Konstantin had a set of your clothing brought.  It is hanging in the toileting area.  An assortment of tools, weapons, and gear is also on the shelves in there.  He assumed you would want them as soon as you were able,” Jonathan replied.    
 
      
 
    “He was correct,” Larissa stated.  “Thank you for your ministrations to me.  You are dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish.  Should you require anything….”  Jonathan said but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “I will take it up with the Constable or the Governor,” Larissa answered.   
 
      
 
    Jonathan turned to leave.   
 
      
 
    “Halt,” Larissa called with a sharp command as she stood near the bed.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan said as he turned back to her.   
 
      
 
    “You were kind to me.  I do appreciate it,” Larissa said.  Her eyes were not quite as icy as usual.  “You tend to speak too much, and about too many trivial details, but you are effective in your job.  Again, thank you.  Please have Governor Konstantin, Constable Brock, and Brinley brought here at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Larissa.  I know they are eager to speak to you.”  Jonathan was more than a bit surprised at the praise he had received from Larissa, but when he looked at her now, there was no trace of any of that.  She stepped into the toileting area and began braiding her hair.  
 
      
 
    Jonathan turned around and walked away with a spring in his step. 
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    Phoenix Dominie and a Live Jellie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul awoke and knew he was still trapped.  He gently shook Gretchen and she opened her eyes.  They stared at the display screen which had been revealed when the door folded shut. 
 
      
 
    “I guess it is time to cut our way out of here,” Paul said as he lifted the molecular torch.   
 
      
 
    Before he could apply the cutting beam to the door, the display flicked to life.    “This unit is Phoenix Dominie.  Your sleep period is ended.  I have been studying the events in this habitat.  I am here to assist and offer my help,” the mechanical voice said from the display screen.  “The systems I control have decided to assist you.  The IAM and the DAMA recognize the significant danger the malignant anomalies, what you call Jellies, are to the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    Paul was leery.  “We are to trust you?  You locked us inside this place!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that action was taken by this unit.  You were protected.  You had requested a place for slumber, and it was provided to you,” Phoenix Dominie replied. “The estimated time you needed for rest has expired.” 
 
      
 
    “You did not do this to help us. We are just an enigma to you, right?  And what is it about some other conspiracy of AIs?  The CPO is bad enough, why would we trust anything you do or offer?  Where is Tiffany?” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany has been acculturated into the Defense Against Malignant Anomalies, the DAMA, as per our covenant,” Phoenix Dominie replied.   
 
      
 
    “I had no agreement with you,” Paul snapped back.  
 
      
 
    “The covenant was between Tiffany and this unit.  Tiffany is now part of the DAMA.  This mission you are on to capture a specimen of the malignant anomalies is valuable.  This unit is here to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then open that stupid door and let us out!”  Paul screamed.   
 
      
 
    The door folded upward.  Light came flooding into the small chamber.  Paul and Gretchen both rushed up and out via the ramp.  They carried their backpacks along with the equipment sent by The Artemis.   
 
      
 
    “This unit will be watching,” Phoenix Dominie said from the display still inside the small structure.   
 
      
 
    “That is so comforting,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    The door folded down.  The black birds were sitting on the limbs of the trees.  They still stared with their beady eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, we have been tasked with capturing a live Jellie.  The Artemis said this equipment would enable us to do that,” Gretchen said.  “The Artemis said if you uncovered the medallion we would get the instructions on how to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “You really think we should go after a live Jellie?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, we are in this together, and I do not like the thought of encountering those aliens again.  However, if they are to be defeated, we need to learn more about them.  Capturing one will help.  This is from The Artemis.”  Gretchen set the container down and again looked through its contents: A white spearhead, and three sections of shaft which obviously fit together with the spearhead, a red spearhead and similar three-part shaft, a pale blue squeezable tube, and lastly was the inflatable canister. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea how any of this will help us capture a Jellie,” Paul said as he looked over the items.  “Sibat and Oda used spears against the Jellies and they died miserably.  I do not want to repeat that.” 
 
      
 
    “So, uncover the medallion and let us see how these are different.  I doubt The Artemis would send us things that are ineffective,” Gretchen said. 
 
      
 
    “I am not so sure.  She is not here.  Her people are not doing this.  And we know the spears already failed,” Paul complained. “But there is hopefully no danger in viewing the instructions.”   
 
    
Paul pulled the medallion out from under his RAM clothing and held it in his hands.  A beam of light came out from it and projected a three-dimensional simulation.   
 
      
 
    In that simulation, a generic looking person, a hunter, took a spear in hand.  Then taking the light blue colored tube, squeezed out a bit of a thick, shiny, gooey substance to the spear-tip’s point.  That shining substance moved of its own accord all across the spearhead until it was coated and gleamed.  Never did the hunter actually touch the substance on the spearhead.  Then the animated hunter was shown stalking up to a Jellie.  The purplish-blue glow radiated off the spheroid shape of the Jellie.  It whipped several long tentacles at the hunter which were both severed by swings of the spearhead which cut deftly through each tentacle.  The tentacles quit glowing, withered, and dropped off. The Jellie sphere sprouted four legs and moved toward the hunter.  Again, using the spear, the hunter jabbed one of the front legs.   The leg immediately stopped glowing, and all movement of that appendage was halted.  The hunter then thrust the spear into each of the other legs.  Those legs in turn also stopped moving right when the spear penetrated them.  After just a moment, the paralyzed legs shrunk and fell away from the circular body.   The sphere of the Jellie still glowed in its purplish-blue way, but there were no more protuberances from it.  The hunter walked next to it, plunged the spear into its side, and carved away an entire section.  Putrid waters flowed out of the interior of the Jellie’s suit, and the Jellie itself was revealed.  Its long tentacles flopped about a bit, but the hunter gathered them up, and stuffed the shaking Jellie into the inflatable canister which expanded to encase the alien.  Adjusting the apparatus at the end of the canister, the hunter picking up the now contained Jellie, and walked away.  The beam of light quit and the three-dimensional images were gone.  There had been no sound at all. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is that easy,” Paul said.  “This is impossible.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen thought deeply about what she had seen.  “Paul, if that substance on the spear is toxic or some kind of solvent, then this could be real.  We have seen Jellies blasted out of their protective coverings before.  I think we could do this.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul was indignant.  “That was so unrealistic.  The Jellies we have seen have never been alone.  They always fight ferociously.  We saw that spears failed to hurt them.  Sibat and Oda died!  Our pistols do penetrate and do damage, but even that does not kill them right away like in that display.” 
 
      
 
    “The simulation showed a Jellie being captured, not killed,” Gretchen replied, “Those organic disruptors make a big hole, we have seen that.  Perhaps the substance on the spear works in a similar way, but spares the alien inside?” 
 
      
 
    Paul grasped the medallion and yelled into it, “Artemis?  Is this really what we have to do?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, help me understand, please?  We have lost Tiffany, that Phoenix AI trapped us, and the Jellies destroyed that whole town.  Now you think we can actually find one and take it prisoner?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, remember Brinley and Larissa were both taken prisoner by the Jellies.  The Jellies did that for some reason, maybe to learn about us.  We need to learn more about this enemy to defeat it.  And yes, Paul, I believe in you and think together you and I could do this.  We made it all the way to the Vanguard, right?  We can capture one of these Jellies.  We always still have the pistols and organic disruptors if the spears fail to work.  I promise you, I will be the first one to blast those aliens apart with the pistol if the spear fails to paralyze them like that simulation showed.  I will never hesitate to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at her and her beautiful brown eyes were full of confidence and assuredness.  He reached over and placed his hand on the back of her head, her frizzy hair tickling his fingers.  He placed his forehead to hers.  “Do you really think we can do this?  I hate to see you in harm’s way.  We could just run away and find some safe place here.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen grasped Paul’s hand and held tight.  “There will never be a safe place with the Jellies here.  We have to do this, and I honestly think together we can do anything.” 
 
      
 
    Paul kissed her and they hugged.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen patted him on the shoulder as they pulled apart.  “Now we just have to find a Jellie.” 
 
      
 
    “That girl Lyudmila was in the ruined town.  She knows this area, and she was not afraid to engage the Jellies.  I guess we can track back and try to find her.”  Paul reached into the container and removed the white colored spear.  “I think this was the color The Artemis said was mine.  I hope this one works better than the last I used.”  He fitted the parts together and as the shaft and spearhead locked into place he saw no way of undoing the attachments.  He could not even find the seams for where the separate parts had fit together.   
 
      
 
    “So, I will use the red one,” Gretchen said and assembled her new weapon as well.  “I say we wait until we know we are close to the Jellies before we coat the end of these blades.  I just have a feeling about that, it was not in the instructions, but we should use care with that substance in the tube.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did that simulation not give us verbal instructions?  Why did The Artemis not help us more?  Why does it have to be us who capture a Jellie?  Why not use an automacube or some of the trained and ready hunters, solders or troopers?”  Paul was perplexed and frustrated.  “So, I guess now we walk back along the stream and see if we can find a Jellie?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen gave Paul another hug and held his hand for a moment longer.  She then pulled away and took the spear in her hand.  They loaded up their gear. Together they turned and walked along the dried-out streambed and headed toward the river. They each carried a spear in their hand and used it as a walking stick, placing the butt of the spear onto the ground in a regular cadence.  There were no longer any puddles or pools at the bottom of the trench where the stream had been.  The ground was dry and there were cracks starting to show in what had, just the day before, been mud.   
 
      
 
    As they walked they saw the black birds fly off as if the birds had been waiting for them to leave.  They made some cackling noises as they flew away, but there were fewer birds than the day before and the birds were anxious and agitated.  In fact, the whole world around Paul and Gretchen was different.  The majesty and beauty of the biological habitat was lacking.  The birds flew between the trees, the sky tube shone down, but something was very different. Something was changed, something more than the devastation they had seen.  Something deeper and more vital was fading away.   
 
      
 
    When they reached the river, what had been true for the stream was also true for the river.  It was now caked and dry, not muddy.  The footprints of some animal were dried into the ground.  The animal had walked through the mud, but now the mud was dried out and hard.   
 
      
 
    “I am not hearing as many sounds as we did before,” Gretchen said.  “This place seems still and foreboding.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been thinking of the dusty world outside of Dome 17.  This place is not anywhere close to being that dry or dead, but the change since yesterday is immense.”   Paul rubbed his chin with his hand and then wiped the sweat off his forehead.  “It is hotter too.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that same thing, but I wondered if it was just me not being familiar with this specific habitat.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Gretchen, I am certain it is hotter here, and look how much drier,” Paul motioned to what had been the river which was now just a wide and dried out flatland.   
 
      
 
    There were whiffs on the air of foul smelling dead things.   They did not venture out into the dried-up riverbed, but turned and followed the edge of the river.  The grasses which had been green the day before were now wilted and edged with brown.   
 
      
 
    “Where did all the water go?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “The Jellies took it.  They tried to poison everything with the brown water, and now they have just taken the water away,” Paul said.  “Or the CPO is doing this as some kind of punishment.  Do androids need water?  Probably not like we do.  They have not been able to kill us directly, so maybe they are just killing everything to get to me?” 
 
      
 
    They continued in silence.  Ahead of them was the ruined town of Tula.  There were several fires burning in various places in the town with black smoke winding its way upward.  It was quiet as they approached the broken buildings and the ruined town.   
 
      
 
    “I will try to contact Lyudmila, or someone else,” Gretchen said.  She raised the multiceiver and activated it.  She toggled the switches yet there was no response.  “I tried everything except Doctor Chambers, and reached no one.” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers would not help us out here anyway,” Paul said. “I will speak to him later, but I am already reminded too much of the death outside of Dome 17.  This habitat does seem to be headed that same direction.” 
 
      
 
    “Could it be radiation?”  Gretchen asked as they entered the town and followed one of the roads. 
 
      
 
    “If it is, then we are protected,” Paul patted his clothing which was the Radiation Absorbing Material from Dome 17.  “We might have taken some radiation in by breathing it, for we do not have our masks and headgear.  If that is the case it is just a matter of time before we get really violently sick.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Paul exchanged looks.  Radiation exposure was a fear they both shared, having grown up in Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    Wump.  Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    “That is Lyudmila using that new weapon Brinley made,” Gretchen stated.   
 
      
 
    They ran for the nearest building in the direction from which the sound came.  It was a wrecked two-story building, with one wall completely melted away.  The permalloy was slag and sloped to the side, but the other three walls were intact.   
 
      
 
    Wump.  Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Several white balls came sailing out from beyond the building, but missed the side that was melted down.  The white balls exploded over the top, and the cold fragments showered over the area, but did no further damage to the already wrecked structure.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen squatted down next to the rear door. 
 
      
 
    “I think we are close to Jellies now,” Paul said sarcastically.  “Unless those white things are hurling themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.  Give me your spearhead,” Gretchen said as she pulled the light blue colored tube from a pouch on her belt.  “I will apply that coating.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pointed the head of the white spear in her direction.  She applied a dab of the substance from the tube and, just like in the simulation, the material spread out and coated the entire spearhead.  It glimmered a bit and looked wet, but also hard and reflective.  There were rainbow sheens in the coating that were not visible in the simulation they had watched.   
 
      
 
    “Now apply it to mine,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    Paul did so and the red spearhead also shone as the coating took hold.  “I wonder if this will do anything at all.  It does smell odd, but most of the biological things smell odd to me, and today there are more odors than I have ever smelled before.”  Paul wrinkled his nose as he put the tube away in Gretchen’s pouch. 
 
      
 
    Wump. Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    More shots were fired from right over their heads.  Again, a series of white balls appeared from the far side of the building and exploded over their heads.  Again, there was no damage done as the white balls missed the building.  They looked to have followed the exact same track as the previous ones. 
 
      
 
    Paul pushed open the door and he and Gretchen entered the ruined house.  Inside there was furniture which had been shattered by the one wall coming down: a bed, dresser, and the remains of a table.  On the intact side was where a kitchen had been, and that was still in fairly good shape.  The cupboard doors were open, and spilled contents were scattered across the floor.  The food preparation counter had utensils on it, and a half melon was there with slices on a plate nearby.  A pitcher was in the sink and a small drip of water was filling it one drop at a time.   
 
      
 
    They crossed to where there were stairs that led to the second floor.   
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila?”  Gretchen called out.  “It is Paul and Gretchen.  Is that you up there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I am up here.  Would you please bring the pitcher of water up?”  Lyudmila called back.  “These Jellie monsters are busy now, and I will not let them escape.” 
 
      
 
    Paul grabbed the handle on the pitcher and lifted it up.  They stepped cautiously up the steps.   
 
      
 
    “Have no fear of the Jellies.  They cannot get in position to strike at this building.  Come on up!” 
 
      
 
    Reaching the second floor, they saw that the side of the house where the wall had fallen was also missing the roof section.  It looked as if a huge animal had taken a bite out of the permalloy.  Lyudmila was in a prone position on the floor about two meters from an open window.  The L-ROD was in her hands and she was peering down the optics.   
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila? I am happy you are alive,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Many of these Jellies have been broken like rotten eggs, but there are two I cannot get at,” Lyudmila said.  “I cannot get to them now, but I am waiting and they will not escape.” 
 
      
 
    Paul set the water down next to her.  She carefully looked down the L-ROD and then set it aside very quickly, took a long drink of water, and then rolled back into position.  “The Jellies cannot roll away fast enough to reach cover and they know it.  Some have tried to escape me, but they are dead.  I must be diligent.  They will never escape me.  Thank you for the water.  You both smell of herbs and spices, that is odd but of no matter.” 
 
      
 
    The glimpse that Paul and Gretchen got of Lyudmila’s face showed immense strain, stress, and exhaustion.  The determination in her eyes was even more intense.  She looked decades older than her young years. 
 
      
 
    Paul looked out the window to see the view.  He could see down to the river and there in the dried-out mud of the river were the twisted remains of a large cargo barge.  It was wedged sideways into the mud.  Its one side was deeply buried and that created a space which opened somewhat toward where the house was located.  The cavity under the barge was dark, but there was a slight blue blow coming from there. 
 
      
 
    “I do not see any Jellies,” Paul stated.   “I do see something that might be Jellie lights, under that wreckage.”  
 
      
 
    “Of course, you do not see them.  If you could see them, I could see them and they would be broken already,” Lyudmila stated.  “Look at where the river bank used to be.  You will see the remains of four other Jellies.  Those shells are all that is left of their external coverings.  Those blue globs on the ground are their rotting bodies.  They are like a turtle.  They have a tough exterior, but soft flesh inside.”  She patted the L-ROD.  “This weapon allows me to burst their shells and kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know much about what a turtle is,” Paul could see the partial spheres which were indeed much like broken shells.  The piles of blue goo were just lumps nearby.  Paul would not have identified them with the few times he had seen the actual Jellie alien.  “I think the outer layer of the Jellies is more like an armored suit which holds in the water, like our spacesuits hold in our air.” 
 
      
 
    “The details do not matter,” Lyudmila said dismissing Paul’s ideas.  “As long as I can kill them.  The river barge is sunk deeply into the mud.  It went down when the Jellies attacked it.  That was before I was here. When it sank, there was still some water in the river.  I chased these last Jellies to this spot, and the two that still live are hiding under the cover of that barge.  They will not use their ball weapons on the barge above them, lest that clear the way and I have a clean shot.  Jellies cannot dig much with their outer shells.  They do very well in water, and can spit out some kind of dissolving fluid that melts permalloy, but their tentacles alone are not so good at digging in dirt or mud.  If they come out looking for digging tools, I will kill them.  If they come out to try to line up a shot at me here, I will kill them.  They stick out too far, I will break them apart.  So, they remain in their hiding hole.  I remain here waiting to kill them.” 
 
      
 
    As Paul watched, a quick purplish-blue flash happened and three white globes flew up from a spot under the barge.  Those while balls sped right up and over the house and exploded. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. Piff.  Lyudmila fired pellets at where the Jellie had been.     
 
      
 
    “Yes, they try to get to me, but they cannot.  One of their friends came out far enough and I killed it.  They learned quickly to stay behind that barge wreckage,” Lyudmila said.  “I have them trapped.” 
 
      
 
    “We are here to capture one of those,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Lyudmila scoffed.  
 
      
 
    “Seriously,” Gretchen added.  “We have a way to slice open their suits and take the Jellie inside away.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?”  Lyudmila asked.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen explained the plan given by The Artemis.   
 
      
 
    “That may be helpful,” Lyudmila admitted.  “And I only have five shots of the organic disruptor capsules left.  I had planned to just break those eggs with the pellets if I run out of the disruptors.  It takes more time, and more hits, but I will kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless you let us capture one,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Why are the Jellies away from water?”  Paul asked suddenly.  “You say they are not so good at digging, and I know we have almost always seen them around water, so why are these still here?  Where is the water?”   
 
      
 
    “These were part of a group of the Jellies that I was able to intercept,” Lyudmila stated.  “Sadly, the other Jellies got away as the last of the water was flowing out of the river.  They are fast in water.  They dragged that pile of corpses away.  This rear guard was all that remained.  They tried to follow, but I began cutting them down one by one.”  Lyudmila’s voice was that of a young woman, yet there was a tone it in that sounded older and much more seasoned.  Like her face had looked, her voice carried the weight she had born over the recent events. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, now is the chance,” Gretchen stated.  “Lyudmila can keep the Jellies confined in that place under that wrecked barge.  We will walk in and capture one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “I will kill the other,” Lyudmila stated flatly.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked at the spear in his hand.  He doubted seriously that they would be successful.  He kept replaying the scene of Sibat and Oda in his mind.  He was about to propose just letting Lyudmila kill the Jellies when the medallion warmed on his chest.  The Artemis’ words came to him, ‘You will succeed.’ 
 
      
 
    “Okay, since The Artemis says this will work,” Paul responded.  The look in Gretchen’s eyes told him she had not heard the message from The Artemis. 
 
      
 
    “I will watch for your approach.  If the Jellies come out before you get there, I will kill them before I let them escape.  When you get there, if it goes badly, I will still kill them.  So, go, and with my blessing capture one of these monsters.  I will then spit in its face!”  Lyudmila said as she continued her vigil. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen walked down the stairs and out the back of the house.  They proceeded along the street toward the riverfront.  Several smashed automacubes were along the road, as well as overturned wagons, and a dead and stinking horse.   
 
      
 
    “It is not one of the ones we rode,” Gretchen stated.  “I hope.” 
 
      
 
    The dock which had once stretched out over the river was a shambles.  Walking along it took them to the end of where the barge was located, and out of any possible view from the cavity in which the Jellies were hunkered down. They climbed down one of the scaffolds on which the dock had been built.  It was obvious where the water level had been, as the scaffold was stained by the decades of river water flowing by.  Reaching the bottom, Paul could see that the mud was now very dried, hard, and fractured into a multitude of cracks.  He stepped onto it and found the footing firm and sure.      
 
      
 
    The barge stuck up out of the dried mud at a strange angle, and its brightly colored sides were streaked with muck, and marred with rips and tears.  The cabin of the barge had been bashed down.  The cargo area was empty, and its ropes and nets hung in tatters.   
 
      
 
    “I doubt the Jellies can see us over here,” Gretchen said.  “So, we will just walk along the edge of this barge and get close to where they are.  They will not see us.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we even know how they see?”  Paul asked.   He looked back and thought he could tell which house Lyudmila was in, but was not sure.  So many of the houses were ruined and destroyed, and he did not see anything that gave away her position. “These are aliens.  Do they have senses like we do?  Do they see and hear, or do something else?  For all we know they are waiting for us to come down to them.” 
 
      
 
    “We have defeated them before,” Gretchen reminded Paul.  She tapped the holster where the pistol was kept.  “We have our pistols, and Lyudmila will be watching over us.  This can work.” 
 
      
 
    Creeping up to the spot where the Jellies were hiding was nerve-racking.  Paul felt the sweat of his hands on the spear, and looked again at the tip.  The coating was still there, and he wondered what difference that would make.  He glanced back to the houses where Lyudmila was ready to fire.  He hoped she would not mistake him for a Jellie or that she would not miss her shot and hit him or hit Gretchen.  Paul remembered what a poor shot he was with weapons and worried. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was getting ready to move around the corner when one of the Jellies stretched out just a bit and let fly three white balls.  They emanated right from its body and flew up and away toward the target. 
 
      
 
    Wump.  The sound echoed from back in the buildings.  The capsule smashed into the dirt just to the side of where the Jellie had launched its own weapons.  There was a high-pitched whine, and a small detonation in the mud.  The organic disruptor had gone off. 
 
      
 
    Waiting a moment, to make sure the disruptor was finished, Gretchen then leaped around the corner, spear at the ready.  Paul followed.   
 
      
 
    The two Jellies had been digging.  They had pried parts of the barge’s hull off and were using them as makeshift shovels.  They had progressed down next to the buried barge about five meters.  There was a steep slope down to where they were working.  The area was lit by the strange bluish-purple light, and the Jellies themselves quivered and were blurry up close.  One Jellie still had its tentacles around the metal piece fashioned from the hull.  The other was the one which had just used its weapons.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen yelled and raced forward.   
 
      
 
    The nearest Jellie whipped its tentacles around and snapped them at her as she approached.  One tentacle was sliced deeply by the spearhead.  That tentacle shook violently and then shriveled up and fell off.  Another tentacle wrapped around Gretchen’s leg and yanked.  She nearly fell, but went with the pull and kept her balance. 
 
      
 
    Paul leaped down and plunged his spear deep into that tentacle and it too shook violently, dried up, and detached from the main sphere of the Jellie.   
 
      
 
    Clods of dirt smashed all around them.  Gretchen dodged down but was still struck by a dirt clod.  The other Jellie had thrown the chuck of metal it had been using to dig.  It had crashed into the dirt and sprayed the clods up.  Paul rushed at the second Jellie only to be pushed down by the first one as it crashed past him and rolled up the slope.  Paul looked up just as the Jellie moved out from beyond the safety of the barge.   
 
      
 
    Wump.  The sound of the L-ROD was muffled and distant but clear.   
 
      
 
    The Jellie sphere shook from the impact of the organic disruptor capsule as it struck right on the edge of the Jellie.  A high-pitched whine resounded through the small area with a piercing cry.  A dull glow of yellow radiated out from the initial point of impact as the organic disruptor detonated.  The sphere rolled itself over and tried to place that part of its exterior against the mud of the ground.  It did no good as the yellow shaking took hold and a meter sized section of the Jellie’s sphere suit crumbled apart.  Fluids sloshed about as the Jellie writhed in agony.   
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff.  Piff.   
 
      
 
    Three more impacts hit the Jellie.  This time all three were right near where the organic disruptor had blasted the hole in its side.  The Jellie spun about, but fluids were now massively leaking out.  The high velocity nuggets from the L-ROD had passed inside the Jellie suit through the wound in its side and had ripped through the interior as they rebounding off the still hard other parts of the Jellie suit.   
 
      
 
    Paul saw a tentacle come out of the hole and fall to the ground as it jerked in a death spasm. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen meanwhile was stabbing the remaining Jellie.  It had sprouted several appendages, but each time it tried to use them, Gretchen stabbed it with the spear.  Each one became rigid, the glow faded from it, and the Jellie had less movement.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, help me cut it open!”   
 
      
 
    Paul thrust his own spear into the side of the Jellie sphere and sliced downward.  The tissue or substance of the Jellie suit parted as if the atoms it was made from individually sought to escape from the spearhead.   
 
      
 
    “Get the canister ready!”  Gretchen ordered.   
 
      
 
    Paul rammed his spear into another section of the Jellie suit, this time fully penetrating it and pinning that part to the ground as his spear sank into the dried riverbed.  He then pulled the canister out and activated the inflation mechanism.   
 
      
 
    A fleshy tentacle came whipping out of the inside of the now split open Jellie suit.  It wrapped about Paul’s arm and squeezed hard.  This was unlike the external tentacles as it was much more vividly detailed and obviously of flesh.  Paul grabbed at it and instead of trying to dislodge it from his arm, he heaved with all his strength and the Jellie itself was pulled out from its watery environment inside the sphere.  Many other tentacles flailed about, but Gretchen grabbed onto them as well and between Paul and Gretchen they were able to wrestle most of the Jellie into the long inflatable canister. The Jellie’s crown shaped top did not move much at all when grabbed or punched.  The long stem which came out from the bottom of the crown, that body part did flop about, and had a very mushy, yet flexible end with a sharply pointed barb.  Paul and Gretchen avoided that with care.    
 
      
 
    The Jellie continued to squeeze Paul’s arm, and the grip was painful.   Gretchen grabbed her spear and placed it right near the bell-shaped crown and when the spear-tip got close to the fist sized ball at the very top of the bell, the Jellie released Paul’s arm and allowed that final tentacle to be stuffed into the clear canister.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen both sealed up the canister and then sat down in exhaustion.   
 
      
 
    “You did do it,” Lyudmila said as she stood at the top of the slope.  The L-ROD was pointed right at the Jellie which was now restrained inside the canister.  A gray and black cat was rubbing his head against Lyudmila’s legs as she stood there.   “You have your captive.  Now what do you do with it?” 
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    “I understand Larissa,” Governor Konstantin said.  “However, if you allow me to take a team of troopers with you there will be no chance for additional assassination attempts.” 
 
      
 
    “Governor, you have made your position on this very clear,” Larissa said as she stood up from the conference table.  She looked over at Constable Brock, and Brinley who were seated on the other side.   “Brinley and I will make the journey.  We will be leaving the Wilds, and heading to our target destination.  I am sorry, but for security purposes, I cannot tell you that location.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa, I am not asking for you to tell me the location, I am insisting that you allow me and a squad of troopers to come along.  You were nearly killed, and I do not want to see that happen again,” Governor Konstantin stated emphatically.  It was one of the very few times that he had stood up to Larissa and it was the first time he had ever made such as strenuous demand.  In a way, Larissa liked it, but she could not tolerate it. 
 
      
 
    “No.”   
 
      
 
    Governor Konstantin started to say more, but then closed his mouth as Larissa stared at him.  Her eyes were tight and focused and he backed down.   
 
      
 
    “I do appreciate the thought,” Larissa said, not unkindly.  “But remember in a previous battle, you and the troopers were not able to keep me from being kidnapped.  I know you tried, and good troopers died that day. I will be more secure on this mission with a small party.  Brinley and I will be leaving after this meeting.  Now to the other matter.”  She turned to look at Constable Brock.  “Your report says that Sigmond was the assailant.  It was meticulous and complete.  Is there any doubt in your mind that he acted alone?” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock looked rock hard and replied, “The Governor’s investigation and the one I did myself confirm he did act alone.  Some of the other smugglers, excuse me,” he looked at Brinley, “the Free Rangers, have sympathies for him, but none were involved in the assassination attempt.” 
 
      
 
    “The Free Rangers are to be treated as equals to the original inhabitants of the Wilds.  As to Sigmond’s punishment, that I will handle personally,” Larissa said. “Have the prisoner brought here.  Have him dressed for travel, I am taking him with me.” 
 
      
 
    “A public example should be made,” Governor Konstantin interrupted.  His face then looked troubled as he realized again he had challenged Larissa.   
 
      
 
    “My good Governor Konstantin.  The people will see me taking him away.  That will be a more than adequate public example.  How many others want to travel with me like that into the Velky Weep Canyon alone?”  Larissa waited, but there was no reply.  Konstantin did not even meet her gaze.  She turned and then said, “Constable Brock, please go and fetch the prisoner, now.” 
 
      
 
    Constable Brock instantly got to his feet.  “Yes, Larissa.”  He left the room quickly.   
 
      
 
    “Governor, I assume the poitevin are ready for my departure?”  Larissa asked, but in a tone expecting compliance.  “You will need to arrange for one more mount for us, for Sigmond.  Go now and make that happen.  Brinley and I wish to leave immediately, enough time has been wasted here in Miass.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Larissa,” Governor Konstantin stood and left quickly.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, please come with me,” Larissa said and walked out of the conference room.   
 
      
 
    They walked through the palace and out to the front where there were two well equipped poitevin donkeys waiting.  Their saddles, saddle bags, and other gear were well supplied.  That included long scabbards on each mount which contained an L-ROD. 
 
      
 
    “You have been unusually quiet, Brinley,” Larissa stated.  “Do you have questions or doubts about our quest?  I still need to gain control of the lattice, and this is the only way.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you I would assist you, and I will.”  Brinley’s normally cheery smile was gone.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see the donkey comes before the man,” Larissa said as Governor Konstantin rode up on a poitevin.  That mount had a rough and well used saddle with no equipment at all.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, I got the first mount available, will this be satisfactory?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Governor.  The mount will not be needed for long,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    Konstantin dismounted and presented the reins of the donkey.  He listened attentively and expected another assignment.   
 
      
 
    “Now as to you,” Larissa continued, “The Free Rangers will be an asset to our cause of defending the Wilds.  Now the old man Tennard is wise and helpful.  Treat him well and listen to his advice.  Appoint him as a liaison or some other titled position.  Make sure the public knows that, especially the Free Rangers.  Both sides will need to work together until I get back.  I expect my habitat to be safe while I am gone and I expect you to keep it that way.”  Her voice then softened and lowered as she leaned over to Konstantin.  She whispered, “I have confidence in you.  You cannot come with me because the people need a strong leader, and you are well suited for the role.  Between you and Constable Brock, things will run smoothly.” 
 
      
 
    Konstantin was surprised and pleased by the unexpected words from Larissa.  She turned as Constable Brock and Sigmond walked out of a different door of the palace.  Sigmond was dressed in travel clothing and appropriate shoes.  His hands were restrained in cuffs and there was anger, resignation, and frustration mixed in his face.   
 
      
 
    “Here is the prisoner as requested,” Constable Brock said as he led Sigmond to Larissa.   
 
      
 
    “Assist him onto that donkey, and tie his hands to the saddle horn.  I do not want him to fall off as we travel,” Larissa ordered.   
 
      
 
    Constable Brock did exactly as instructed.   Sigmond said nothing, but his eyes blazed with hatred, nearly as severely as the eyes of a Roe blazed with the rabies of infection.   
 
      
 
    The three of them rode out of the town of Miass.  People on the streets turned and watched as Larissa led the donkey on which Sigmond was tied.  Brinley rode behind, not really secure in her equestrian abilities, but managing well enough.  They rode in silence as they passed out of the town and along the plateau and the trail that led to the paths which led down and away from the highland. 
 
      
 
    The town of Miass sat on the edge of the large Velky Weap Canyon which constituted about a fifth of the habitat.  The view from the trail leading out of Miass was amazing.  The sky tube shone down on the Canyon, and its various colors shined back.  There were countless spires of rock which stood up.  Between the spires there were areas of dirt, some various trees, and other foliage.  Each spire was horizontally stripped with shades and tones of brown, or red, or white, or tan.  The river cut through the center of the Canyon and led all the way to the end of the habitat.  At Miass, the river dropped into the Canyon in the cataract which was on the far side of the town.  The river was seen in the distance, as were the multitude of small streams and creeks which also led down into the Canyon.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, I have not said anything so far about Sigmond,” Brinley began as they came to the edge of the plateau.  They were just about to start on one of the many trails which descended down to the Canyon below.  “However, if I am to assist you in the mission we are on, to shut down TS1-99, I need to know what you are planning for Sigmond.  I know what he did was terrible….” 
 
      
 
    “He tried to kill me, and he shot at you,” Larissa said in a cold and firm voice.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am well aware of that, but he and I both endured horrific….”  Brinley stated, but was again interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “You both survived a massacre of the people you knew, cared for, and loved,” Larissa finished.  “I was responsible for that massacre.” 
 
      
 
    “You admit your guilt!”  Sigmond screamed.  “You know you are a monstrous butcher.  I only wish I had succeed when I shot you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sigmond, I can gag you if you do not remain quiet,” Larissa said.  “Or you can be drugged and unconscious.  I suggest you remain silent for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?  So, I can be a traitorous scum like Brinley?  What will it matter?  Why should I care what you do to me?  You are going to kill me anyway, just like you sent those automacubes to kill my family and friends.  Nothing you could do would surprise me ever!” Sigmond raged.   
 
      
 
    “We will see about that,” Larissa stated in such a manner that even Sigmond’s rage was cooled by the implied threat in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Brinley bit back a reply as she remembered the words Sigmond had directed at her.   
 
      
 
    They rode on and Larissa led them as the donkeys began the rough descent on the paths which wound between the rocky spires. The poitevin were well-trained and acquainted with those trails.  Their surefooted walk was steady and made a good pace.   
 
      
 
    When they came to a small vale where there were spires of rock all around them, and several other trails which led downward, Larissa called a halt. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is where you torture and kill me?”  Sigmond spoke.  “I am ready for whatever you do.  You cannot hurt me any worse than you already have.  And Brinley, you are just as bad as she is.  You are both a disgrace!” 
 
      
 
    Larissa rode the donkey over until it was right next to the one Sigmond was tied to.  She slapped his face.  “I told you to be quiet.  Do not say Brinley is like me.  She is not like me at all.  You insult her again and I may change my mind.” 
 
      
 
    Sigmond nearly yelled back but confusion set in, so he said no more. 
 
      
 
    Larissa then turned to Brinley.   “When I served as Constable here in the Wilds, there was a woman named Kaye who lived in this Canyon somewhere.  I knew she was working with the smugglers, but we could never find her location.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, do not sell out anyone else!”  Sigmond yelled.   
 
      
 
    Larissa turned her icy eyes on him, and he fell silent.   
 
      
 
    “I have met Kaye, yes.  Why?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Sigmond tried to kill me.  He gravely wounded me.  It was a remarkable act of marksmanship, his shot.  There was a time when I would have killed him without a thought.  However, now I have a greater appreciation for what he and you endured by my actions,” Larissa stated.   
 
      
 
    “What does that have to do with Kaye?”  Brinley asked suspiciously.   
 
      
 
    “She is trying to find her to kill her!”  Sigmond yelled.  “Do not be responsible for more murders!” 
 
      
 
    “That is enough!”  Larissa spun about and with one of the reins from Sigmond’s donkey she wrapped it about Sigmond’s face and forced it into his mouth.  Though he struggled, he was unable to fight off Larissa’s strength.  Larissa tied the rein around Sigmond’s head and the gag was secured.  He mumbled and tried to chew down on the reins, but could only make vague muffled words.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, do you know where Kaye is located?  I want Sigmond to go and stay with her.  I will not execute him, but his influences cannot be allowed to drive a wedge between the remaining Free Rangers and the troopers under Constable Brock and Governor Konstantin.  Those groups must work together to defend the Vanguard, and especially the Wilds,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    Brinley was astounded.   
 
      
 
    Sigmond’s eyes grew to enormous size in his shock.   
 
      
 
    Larissa continued.  “I had search teams look for Kaye for a long while on various occasions.  If she was able to elude my best trackers, I believe she can keep this man safe and away from the towns of the Wilds.  Will she do such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure,” Brinley replied.  Her mind was still reeling from the words Larissa had said about not executing Sigmond.   
 
      
 
    “I understand entirely why neither of you would trust me.  Especially him,” Larissa pointed.  “So, I ask you as a personal favor to me, will you take Sigmond to Kaye and leave him safely there.  I will remain here so I will not know her location.  You could stay with Kaye as well, if you so desired.  I would then press on to accomplish the mission of diverting the lattice and defending the Vanguard.  I certainly understand how neither of you could ever forgive me, but offering Sigmond his life is something I must do.  And offering you the freedom to quit this quest… well, you have earned that as well.”   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, you mean that?”  Brinley asked.  “I am not sure I can find Kaye.  I know where she was located, but so much has changed with the Jellies and the destruction of the shuttles.  Kaye may not be where she was, but I am willing to take Sigmond there, if you are genuine in your offer.” 
 
      
 
    “I am completely serious.  I owe you both that much and more.”  Larissa turned to Sigmond who was still gagged and tied to the saddle of the donkey.  “I wish I could change what I did.  I am sorry I caused you so much suffering and loss.  I apologize.” 
 
      
 
    Sigmond’s eyes showed a mix of anger, frustration, perplexity, and confusion.  As he stared at Larissa his look softened just a bit and he nodded.   
 
      
 
    Larissa turned back to Brinley and asked, “Can you find Kaye?” 
 
      
 
    “I can try,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “It will not be as hard as you think,” a voice echoed around the area. 
 
      
 
    “Kaye?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “The very same one.  I dreamed you were coming, and am here,” Kaye said as she stepped out from behind some rocks on the side of the vale. 
 
      
 
    All three of them turned to look, for Kaye had appeared in a place which was not where her voice had seemed to originate.  The woman’s face broke into a smile.  She was on the short side with a wide stance.  Her long gray hair hung loosely about her shoulders.  Her ruddy complexion and rounded nose suited her, and gave her a dignified manner.   
 
      
 
    “How did you know we were coming?”  Larissa asked in surprise.   
 
      
 
    “Ask me no secrets and I tell you no lies,” Kaye responded.  “I will be happy to take that young man with me.  He will remain restrained for a bit until he understands what a gift you have given him.  I will ensure he does not go to the towns.”  Kaye paused for a long moment.  Then she looked sternly at Larissa, “Remember this day, the gift you have given yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Sigmond looked back and forth between Larissa and Kaye in disbelief.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, please take this rein to her,” Larissa said and handed the single rein of Sigmond’s donkey to her.  “You may accompany her and I will forge onward alone if that is your wish.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley rode over to where Kaye was standing.  
 
      
 
    “I would ask you to come with us,” Kaye said, “But Larissa really does need you on that quest.  In fact, all of us on the Vanguard need you two to work together.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley handed the rein of the poitevin to Kaye.  “That was my feeling as well.  The Jellies must be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you must try,” Kaye said with sadness in her voice.  “Farewell.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley turned the donkey and headed back toward Larissa.   
 
      
 
    Kaye led the donkey with Sigmond on it away.  He was nodding his head and trying to work the rein gag out of his mouth.   
 
      
 
    “You just wait,” Kaye said as she walked.  “I will undo that soon enough.  You need to seriously consider what just happened to you.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley urged the donkey to trot and caught up to Larissa.  “I am not sure what to say about what you just did.  You really did not know Kaye was out here at this spot, did you?”   
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to speak of it again.  We have a mission ahead of us that will be difficult enough as it is.  Now I know most of this Canyon’s trails, and the one that leads to the very end is over here.”  Larissa pointed. 
 
      
 
    They continued to ride on in silence.   
 
      
 
    The rock formations around them and in the distance on both sides were unevenly high, but all at least twenty meters or so tall.  The winding and twisting path wrapped its way around those jagged upright mounds and bluffs.   The ground at the edges of the path was covered by plants and small shrubs, some of which were flowering.  At one section, a bush was vibrant purple color, but its beauty was marred by the reminder that the alien Jellies were also purplish colored.  The fragrant aroma of the bush did help remind them that all things purple were not threats.   
 
      
 
    The donkeys picked their way along and after some time the two riders made it to the edge of the wide river where it came to the end of the habitat.  The water flowed roughly parallel to the sky tube far overhead.  That flow of water was about twenty meters wide and Brinley could see ahead to where the water disappeared into the opening in the end wall of the habitat.  That wall had the same rocky appearance as the rest of the Canyon, yet when her eyes looked up she could see where the rocks ended, and the permalloy extended up and away.  They were nearly at the end of the river and also the end of the sky tube far overhead.   
 
      
 
     “This place is different than last time I was here,” Brinley said as she looked around.  Many of the rocks showed nicks and damage from bullets.  Several places had significant piles of small rocks beneath deep gouges which had been blasted into the jagged upright rock formations.   
 
      
 
    “There was a terrible battle here with the Jellies against Constable Brock and our troopers. Too many died in that battle.  The water here was turning brown.  The vodnee automacubes defended this waterway and were all destroyed.  Brock and the troopers saturated the waters with large explosives which drove the Jellies away.  They retreated back to the subterranean water passages.  We did not learn where they had entered that system, but we suspect it was at multiple locations.  So, we established monitors here with defense systems.” 
 
      
 
    “Up there is an exit from the habitat,” Brinley pointed to where some rocks stuck out and made an overhang.  Small plants were sprouting up on the slope leading to that spot.  She remembered Paul and Gretchen standing there looking at the river and habitat in awe.   “Inside there are the maintenance shafts that honeycomb the end of the habitat.  There were tagalong animals using the passages behind there when I was last here.”   She patted her backpack, “I can get us inside any sealed door.  No door can keep me in or keep me out.” 
 
      
 
    “That is good to know, however, that exit is not the one we need,” Larissa said.  “I know you are an expert on the places, the corridors, decks, and whatnot outside of this habitat, which the Free Rangers used.” 
 
      
 
    “So, if we are not using that exit, where will we leave the habitat?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Constable Brock and his team set up guardian stations, after the Jellies withdrew.  We have also mined with explosives the entire river system here.  One of those stations was where I sent out the automacubes which found the runabouts for our mission.  That is the correct term for the small shuttles, runabout?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”

“That guardian station is where we will leave.” Larissa pointed to the opposite side of the river where there was indeed a platform which had been cut into the rock.  Sitting on that platform were two red automacubes.  “It was not difficult to have the engineering automacubes make the path you see leading across the end of the habitat.  We lost too many vodnee automacubes in the river, so they cut a new access passage in the face of the rocks.  The engineering automacubes also then installed a new bulkhead pressure door behind the guardian station.  That is our exit.  It goes past what you called those honeycombed tunnels.” 
 
      
 
    “That should then lead us to a main corridor,” Brinley said as she sketched out the deck plans in her mind.  “I memorized the route from the deck plans you supplied me, but I thought we would be starting from that old exit.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not angry I withheld the information about the guardian stations being here?”  Larissa asked.  “I was concerned that….” 
 
      
 
    “You did not trust me,” Brinley interrupted.  “I understand that feeling.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry.  You have more than proven your worth and honor,” Larissa replied.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that newly created exit will save us much time in getting to Exterior Repair Station V-4991.  From there we retrieve spacesuits to get the small shuttle at E-71H.  Do your automacubes report any changes from that location?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not had any contact with them recently.  I believe it is due to the CPO and the lattice interfering.  They may or may not be there when we arrive.  I have not been able to link or couple to them at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Will these security automacubes recognize us?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “They already have. Otherwise they would have engaged us with heavy weapons fire.  Shall we dismount and proceed?”   
 
      
 
    Larissa swung off the poitevin and unloaded the saddle bags.  She removed the saddle and all the tack from the donkey.  She patted his head and rubbed between his ears.  “You have served me well.  Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The poitevin walked away, put his head down and started to munch on some of the plants around the area.   
 
      
 
    Brinley dismounted.  Larissa walked over and began to remove the second donkey’s gear as well.  “These animals will find their way back, or just have their own adventures in the Canyon.  We cannot carry all this stuff, and these fine mounts should not be burdened any further.”  Again, Larissa showed compassion on the animal.   
 
      
 
    Slinging the L-RODs over their backs, and repacking their belt pouches and backpacks, they proceeded to climb up toward the rocky ledge which crossed over the river to the guardian station. 
 
      
 
    The red automacubes kept their focus on the river and the adjacent areas.   
 
      
 
    The guardian station was cleverly fashioned with rock which shielded most of the place.  The automacubes had a readily defensible position, and just behind them, cut deeply into the rock was the new passage and the bulkhead door set into the permalloy of the habitat’s wall.  The color pad control panel shone brightly at the back of that passage.   
 
      
 
    Larissa walked up to it and entered a sequence of colors.  The door then gave off a negative function sound. 
 
      
 
    “Will I need to cut open this door, or rework the controls?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Be patient, Brinley.  The negative function reply is but the first step in the combination.”  Larissa then raised her arm and placed her forearm against the side of the door.  A hidden scanner then sent out a beam of light which enveloped her arm.  “This will read my implants and verify it is me.” 
 
      
 
    The door made a second negative function sound.  Larissa smiled and punched in a different access code sequence to the color pad.  “This is Larissa.” 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing her name, the door slid open.   
 
      
 
    “I am impressed,” Brinley said with a huge smile.  “This is one of the most sophisticated door locks I have ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to make sure no one was able to jeopardize this end of the habitat again.  Not just for the Quarantine, but also as a method against the Jellies.  The battle that took place here was too close of a thing for me.”  Larissa led Brinley out of the habitat.  The door behind them closed and sealed itself over.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, what you did for Sigmond,” Brinley started to say, but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    Larissa turned and faced her.  “Please, Brinley, I said I do not wish to speak of it.  My actions made me feel weak, so do not bring it up again.  Our quest here is not completed, and meaningless talk will hinder our progress.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley recognized the type of corridor they entered, but not the specific one.  The new passage which the automacubes had made linked smoothly into a typical companionway.  The side walls were dull gray colored, the overhead lighting was adequate and diffuse, and the air was stale.  There were automacube tracks in the dust on the floor, but no other signs of anyone or anything passing that way.   
 
      
 
    “This looks like it was sealed off long ago.  The readings you got said it was back at the launch?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have thought the logs would show no activity since the Quarantine instead.”  Brinley was thoughtful as they walked.  “This area was shut down and sealed over before the problems with Baldwin and the infections?  Why?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good question, which I hoped you would be able to answer.  I found no reason why the area was sealed over like it was.  The records are just blank from the launch until my automacubes opened this section up while hunting for a way to fulfill the mission parameters,” Larissa replied.   
 
      
 
    “No evidence of Roe or tagalongs?”  Brinley was more puzzled the more they walked.  “The habitats were sealed, and the Free Rangers made homes in the outer decks and hanger bays, the Roe had the rest of the places.  All except here?”   
 
      
 
    “Too much idle speculation.  Let us find this Exterior Repair Station, V-4991, and get the needed spacesuits, tools and items to get the runabout working at E-71H.”  Larissa increased the pace of their walk as she followed the route she had memorized.   
 
      
 
    Brinley pulled out her multiceiver and activated it.  “This just seems wrong somehow.  Not the mission or our goals, I support that, it is this place.”  She hit the switches to call for Paul, and then Gretchen, and then a general summons.  None of those received any reply.   
 
      
 
    “So, the CPO has still got us blocked out?”  Larissa asked.  “That just means it is more important for us to complete this mission.  Those stairs lead up to the deck where our goal is located.” 
 
      
 
    They climbed the stairs and the deck above was much like the one below, but here there was no dust and therefore no signs of the passage of the automacubes.  They turned a corner, and ahead of them was a blue automacube parked next to a door. 
 
      
 
    “That is the goal,” Larissa said.  “Inside there the records show are the spacesuits we will need to work on that shuttle.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley squatted down next to the automacube and gave it a thorough examination.  “This is all functional.  It is not connected to the lattice, so we should still be safe.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa pressed the color pad in sequence and the door to Exterior Repair Station V-4991 slid sideways and lights came on inside.  They were in a small room dominated by a control chair.  There were levers, buttons, switches, and all sorts of controls set into the arms of the chair.  On the wall opposite the entry door, was a large display.  On the other two walls were doors similar to the entry door.  One was labeled “Storage” and the other was labeled “Airlock.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen was on and there was a view of the outside of the Vanguard.   
 
      
 
    “That is a runabout!” Brinley said in surprise.  The sleek blue ship was docked in an odd way up against the edge of the airlock on the exterior of the hull.   
 
      
 
    “Here?”  Larissa said.  She tried to cover over the awe she felt looking at the stars and space that was beyond the blue colored craft.  Her mind had already been nervously wondering about doing mechanical work on shuttles that she did not know well.  She had convinced herself to not show any signs of even mild concern, let alone anxiety or fear to Brinley.  Looking at the display and seeing the vastness of space was almost overwhelming, even to the point of surpassing Larissa’s strong self-discipline.   “How?” 
 
      
 
    “That is what I am checking,” Brinley said and slipped into the command chair.  Some of the controls lit up as she sat down, but most were already activated and empowered.  Her hands manipulated the controls, and a sidebar appeared in the display screen.  “This runabout was docked here just three hours ago.  It is connected in by an emergency escape system which was modified from a Class 9 shuttle.  The work orders are here, but there are no authorization codes.  Yet, all the work was completed and looks in order.  I am rerunning the diagnostics and doing a manual sweep of the systems, but for now I say that this runabout is as serviceable as I could have made it.  It might be a bit better than I could have done.  The way it is docked is ingenious and looks to have a control system by the pilot’s seat.” 
 
      
 
    “The engineering automacubes were instructed to find and secure the shuttles, as well as removing the macroactinide capacitor enhancers for our journey to the needle ship,” Larissa said. “Did they take those commands to mean ready and prepare the shuttle?  I did ask for projections on how to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “I have not heard about engineering automacubes taking that much initiative on their own.  They are not as sentient as AIs, and even AIs can only do what they are programmed to do,” Brinley was speaking her thoughts as they ran through her mind.  She was also comparing the readings on the runabout to what she had expected to install and do herself.  The runabout was decoupled from the lattice.  It was on manual override, ready for flight. Its thruster fuel tanks were full.  Its energy reserves were at maximum capacity.  The only out-of-kilter thing was that it was docked right here where they would find it, connected to the airlock by a creative use of equipment from a different, and much larger shuttle.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?”  Brinley muttered.  “Tiffany could have done this.” 
 
      
 
    “The artificial intelligence from Earth?  I was under the impression that AI ceased to exist,” Larissa replied.  She had recovered her composure, although the stars still beckoned to her in a deep and personal manner.   
 
      
 
    “I thought so too, and have no evidence otherwise,” Brinley was puzzled.  “I suppose the automacubes could have done this.  I see there were several working here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I dispatched a team of them,” Larissa stated.  “So, is this safe, or a trap set up to catch us?”   
 
      
 
    “I have assessed the entire runabout system.  I will have full control of it when we fly.  I scanned the entire runabout.  It is small, and everything is in place and nothing is unusual except the docking method,” Brinley answered.  “I think it is safe.” 
 
      
 
    “You are the expert.  I trust you,” Larissa said. 
 
      
 
    “So, we put on spacesuits and head out,” Brinley said as she walked to the door marked “Storage” and opened it up.  On the racks were nine spacesuits with their bubble helmets.  She selected the appropriate size and setting down her gear, pulled on the spacesuit.  “Larissa, I think this size will fit you as well.”   
 
      
 
    Larissa took the spacesuit marked “Female/Medium.” and put it on.  It was basically two pieces, the top half and the bottom half which sealed around the center.   She held the helmet in her hands.  “I will need your assistance to make sure I have it on correctly.  You are the expert in these things.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  These suits are intuitively designed.  You will feel some pressure changes as the suit mechanisms come on.”  Brinley double checked her own spacesuit, and then assessed Larissa’s.  Larissa had put it on correctly.  They clicked down the bubble helmets which turned on the air circulation systems of the suits.  Brinley activated a switch which turned on a short distance communication system.   
 
      
 
    “Can you hear me?”  Brinley asked.  “Just speak and the system will send your voice to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can hear you clearly.  Will anyone else hear these signals?”   
 
      
 
    “It is possible, but the transmission distance is short.  I set it for all access because I did not want to make it more complicated than necessary,” Brinley replied. 
 
      
 
    They carried the gear, including the two L-RODs over to the pressure door.   
 
      
 
    Next to the color pad control were two buttons, “Depressurize” in blue color and “Pressurize” in rust color.  The rust colored button was flashing.   
 
      
 
    “That indicates the airlock is already pressurized, I believe we can just enter here and basically get into the runabout,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    “Proceed,” Larissa commanded.   
 
      
 
    Brinley tapped a sequence code into the color pad and the airlock’s inner door slid quietly open.  They stepped in and saw that on one side of the airlock there was a panel open.  A detached mechanical device, a macroactinide capacitor enhancer was sitting on the floor.  It had been removed from its installed position. 
 
      
 
    The airlock door sealed up behind them, the one which led to the outside was still closed.  Beyond that was the runabout. 
 
      
 
    “When this exterior door is opened,” Brinley pointed to the outer door.  “We will lose gravity manipulation.  Be ready and prepared for that.” 
 
      
 
    “I was raised to be ready for anything,” Larissa stated and she grabbed the hand rail which was along the entire side of the airlock.   
 
      
 
    Brinley pushed the color pad and entered an override sequence.   
 
      
 
    The lights in the airlock shifted and a yellow flashing light replaced the overhead lights.  A display appeared on the wall near the door.  “Opening to exterior in 5…4…3…2…1… Exterior door opening.” 
 
      
 
    The loss of gravity was not as severe as Larissa expected.  She thought she might be pushed upward or something, rather she just lost the gentle downward pull.  Her grip on the handrail did not lessen as she watched the exterior door slide back. 
 
      
 
    She felt a sudden disorientation as she looked out.  Her mind told her she was lying above and looking down into the runabout.  Its tandem seats looked like they were right beneath her, but she also knew they were directly in front of her.  The runabout’s cockpit was flanked on all sides by bright white materials which made a sort of funnel down to the cockpit.  She was disappointed by not being able to see the stars again.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, before you slide into the rear seat, I will store the equipment.  That seat folds forward, and I am hoping the L-RODs are not too long for the tiny storage compartment.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley swung easily across the area that now had no perceivable up or down, due to no gravity.  She slipped past the open canopy and tucked the two L-RODs down into spaces next to the rear seat.  She also packed in the backpacks.   The gloves of the spacesuit did not hinder Brinley’s hand actions at all, and she moved with grace and precision. 
 
      
 
    “It all, fits, but barely,” Brinley said.  “You can slide in now.  I will help you if you need it.  Zero gravity takes some getting used to.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure I can figure it out,” Larissa said.  Her voice sounded more confident than she felt.  Her stomach was making odd sounds and her mind kept trying to find up or down.  Larissa took hold of the side of the sold white material which to her looked like it funneled down to the cockpit.  It was more firm than she expected.  She pushed a bit too hard, and floated toward the other side.  Pushing off that she was able to work her way toward the open seats.  As the canopy came within grasp she clutched it and then worked her way along and swung about.  She settled down into the rear seat and strapped herself in. 
 
      
 
    “That was not too bad,” Brinley said.  She floated over and inspected the restraints which Larissa had placed across her shoulders and lap.  “You even are all secured in.  Nicely done.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a bit like swimming,” Larissa said, “combined with snow skiing on ice.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley nimbly flipped around and positioned herself next to the exterior airlock door.  “I will close this door now.”  She entered a code on the color pad, and the door slid shut.  The two buttons next to the door still showed, ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in flashing rust color.  “The airlock stayed pressurized.  That is a surprise, but it makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley did a gentle back flip which carried her down to land neatly in the pilot’s seat of the runabout.  She pulled down the canopy and it locked and sealed into place.  The controls for the runabout were exactly as she recalled with the addition of a small toggle switch marked, “EDS” with the lever pointing to “Out.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we are inside the runabout, now to see if we can undock,” Brinley said.  “Oh, Larissa, I tend to talk a lot as I fly and follow the sequences I know, so if you have a question, just interrupt me whenever you need to.  I love flying the shuttles and….”  It then occurred to Brinley that Larissa had been behind the shooting down of the shuttles and the deaths and destruction of so much of the Free Ranger society.  “I will get us to the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    Switching the “EDS” lever to “In” they both watched as the white material, which had made the funnel connection between the Vanguard and the runabout, unhook from the hull.  There was a snap felt as the magnetic seals let loose.  The white material than folded back on itself until it was just a thick ring about the cockpit.  The hull of the Vanguard stretched away in all directions, and appeared a bit closer than it really was.   
 
      
 
    “I feel like we are sitting under the ship now,” Larissa commented.  Looking off to the sides, she could see the stars off the horizon of the hull, but it was a strange view.   
 
      
 
    “I will rectify that momentarily.  Just a tad bit of superior thrusters will move us away from the hull.  I want to get some maneuvering room in case we get attacked.  I have been in several shuttles which got blasted about, and do not want to repeat that.” 
 
      
 
    The ship rocked a small amount as twin thrusters, one forward and one aft fired a tiny burst and the runabout moved away from the hull.  Brinley then had the runabout roll on its axis.  “Watch this Larissa!  Now we will get a real view of the cosmos!  Oh, how I love it out here!”   
 
      
 
    The runabout rolled around and the enormous expanse of space came into view.  Larissa let out a gasp and Brinley smiled.  The stars were countless.  They varied in intensity from very bright to dim and almost unseen and everything in between.   
 
      
 
    “It is truly heavenly, such beauty,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, the universe displays amazing sights, and the Free Rangers saw this all the time.  Oh, how I have missed being out in space,” Brinley said as she gazed upon the stars. 
 
      
 
    The runabout continued to move away from the hull and the vista expanded.  As the runabout rolled, more of the Vanguard was exposed, yet it remained a vast landscape set into the blackness of space. 
 
      
 
    Looking back, at what she thought of as down, Larissa examined the hull of the Vanguard with her eyes.  “The surface of the Vanguard reminds me of Velky Weap Canyon.  Except this is all manufactured, and not natural.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul and Gretchen are the only ones to see the natural Earth, and the way they describe it, I am glad to have missed it,” Brinley replied.  “The entire Vanguard was manufactured and none of it is biologically natural, or so they say.  But they are so overwhelmed by the biological things. I never considered the hull as looking like the Canyon.  It really does, in a way.  Out here we see the natural stars out there,” she gestured, “and the Vanguard over there.  It is amazing,” Brinley said.  “Now onward to the needle ship.  I hope those automacubes actually removed all the macroactinide capacitors enhancers so we have an alley to traverse.” 
 
      
 
    “That was what they reported,” Larissa responded.  Her stomach had still not adjusted to the lack of up and down, yet she forced the nausea away.  
 
      
 
    The thrusters drove the runabout along the hull of the ship.  As they were moving, they caught sight of a purple glow far in the distance.  The glow was the familiar color of Jellie activity.  It surrounded an oblong shaped craft that was near to the hull, but far away.  It was too far away to make out clearly, and the purplish glow looked fuzzy and indistinct.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, that is probably a Jellie spacecraft,” Brinley said in amazement.  “I hope it lacks weapons to fire on us.  This shuttle has no weapons at all.  I am taking evasive maneuvers but will stay in our avenue of travel.” 
 
      
 
    As the runabout maneuvered about the view changed.  Just before losing sight of the Jellie spacecraft, something happened.  At a different place on the far hull, there was a flash of light and something zipped very quickly off toward the Jellie ship.   There was a soundless explosion at one end of the Jellie ship.   
 
      
 
    “Someone is defending the Vanguard,” Larissa commented.  “What was that?”  The view was gone as the runabout darted between some structures on the surface of the hull.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure,” Brinley replied.  “I have never seen anything like that out here.  When the shuttles got attacked, there were no visible projectiles, unlike like what we saw there.  That looked like a missile or rocket of some kind.  I do not have expertise with Jellie ships either, but that certainly did look like someone was striking back at the Jellies.  I am not sure what we just witnessed, but I agree it looks like defensive action.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we are not as alone in our struggle as I thought,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    The runabout moved away from where they witnessed the strange incident. Brinley kept it close to the hull, weaving in and around the many apparatus, protrusions, and other structures on the hull.  Some of those were dozens of meters high, others were short and wide.  Again, she was reminded of the canyon inside the habitat.  It too was winding but with rocks and dirt and bluffs and buttes, instead of the buildings and structures and permalloy fixtures on the exterior hull.  
 
      
 
    Brinley refocused her attention as she took those evasive and stealthy moves in the runabout. There were still many marker lights, normal to Brinley’s eyes, on the hull in various directions.  She kept to what she hoped was the save avenue of travel. 
 
      
 
    “We are approaching the needle ship,” Brinley said.  
 
      
 
    “I see why it is called a needle ship.  It is so much smaller around than the habitat cylinders,” Larissa commented.   
 
      
 
    The needle ship stretched off in what looked to be upward and downward from their current orientation.  It too had lights on its hull, but not as densely packed as they were on the cylinders.  As Larissa watched, the runabout barrel-rolled and then the needle ship looked horizontal.  It was disorienting to have no reference for up or down. 
 
      
 
    “I am still trying to work out where we can dock on the needle ship.  We will search and look for a hanger bay.  I am not sure how easy it will be to find one on the needle ship,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    The shuttle flew past and away from the edge of the cylinder and made a course paralleling a constituent joint.  Brinley made commentary as they flew.  “Well, we have not been shot at, although we did see someone or something shooting at what looked to be Jellie technology.  You can see we have left the vicinity of the habitat, and that immense scaffold of permalloy you see is what connects the needle ship to the habitat cylinder.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa watched and studied all she saw.  The scaffold was dwarfed in comparison to the needle ship or the even more enormous cylinder.  “I thought the habitats and the needle ship were more stuck together.  I really am learning a lot by seeing all this.  Deck plans, schematics, animations, and old recorded images do not fully explain the scope of the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley smiled again, despite all that was running through her mind.  “The constituent joint you see over there is part of the system that connects the habitats to the needle ship.  There are seven constituent joints holding each cylinder to the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Holding?”  Larissa asked.  “Do you mean holding like in possibly letting go or releasing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  The Vanguard is designed to be disassembled when we reach Westerhuis 9 and the planet Projima.  That will be in a couple of generations from now, but yes, the habitats and the needle ship are made to separate.” 
 
      
 
    “So how do we find our way onto the needle ship?”  Larissa asked.  She was pondering the enormity of the idea of disconnecting sections of the Vanguard.  Her entire world was the Vanguard, and while she knew intellectually that there were other places and habitats, it was a shock to think that the ship could be dismantled.   
 
      
 
    “We will need to look for a hanger bay or a docking port or somewhere to deploy the connection that was used back at the Exterior Repair Station,” Brinley replied.   
 
      
 
    The runabout flew onward and she had it change direction ninety degrees as they came to the needle ship.  Flying along in parallel to the long axis of the needle ship, she scanned the hull for anything that might be an egress point.   
 
      
 
    “So, we did make it here to the needle ship without incident.  The avenue that was cleared worked,” Larissa observed.  “The automacubes were successful in deactivating the system that shot down the shuttles.” 
 
      
 
    “And there is our entry!”  Brinley exclaimed.  “See those doors that are swinging open?  I am not sure what caused that, but they are opening as we approach.  I suppose there could be an automatic sensor, but I am suspicious.  It could also be a trap set by the CPO.  What are your thoughts?” 
 
      
 
    “It is in the correct location according to what we learned about where that memory core is located,” Larissa said.  “We wondered how we would enter.  Perhaps the automacubes arranged this? Is there a better option?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot think of one, but it is not likely the CPO will just welcome us here, and who else would be opening a hanger bay for us?” 
 
      
 
    “Who else indeed?”  Larissa said and pondered what this meant.  “I am willing to try it, if you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa, we are going in,” Brinley said in determination.   
 
      
 
    The runabout’s thrusters fired and aligned it with the now open hanger bay.  The bay was intact and had no obvious damage.  It was well illuminated, and the pressure doors were visibly labeled.  The running lights were operating and indicating a landing pad at one end of the six stalls which constituted the hanger bay.  The yellow cross stripes on the landing pad were flashing in a slow and methodical manner. The other five spaces were all empty and unlit. 
 
      
 
    “No other shuttles here,” Brinley responded as she directed the runabout into the hanger and flew it slowly over to where the landing pad was indicated.  “Even if this bay is not pressurized, we have the space suits to be able to leave the runabout and explore.” 
 
      
 
    The exterior doors of the hanger bay began folding in and shutting out the sight of the stars of space.    
 
      
 
    “Well, I think we are committed to this as our destination,” Brinley said with a chuckle.  “I had not hoped that getting inside the needle ship would be this easy.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it too easy?”  Larissa asked warily.  “Or do we have a benefactor who is helping us?  The shuttle was ready to go, then that Jellie spacecraft was attacked while we flew by, and now the front door of the needle ship is open to us.  I do not believe in coincidences to that degree.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  That AI could be doing this all,” Brinley said.  “I will try to link to that AI again when we land.  As it is, I could not get this runabout back past those exterior doors even if we tried to leave.  So, we are committed.” 
 
      
 
    A large display lit up across the back of the hanger bay.  A scrolling message appeared in white lettering on the dull green glow of the display.  “Cleared for landing at indicated space.” 
 
      
 
    “The voice of our benefactor?”  Brinley said as she adjusted the controls to have the runabout settle down on the landing pad.   
 
      
 
    The skids of the runabout set down on the pad.  Clamps came out of the deck and connected with them.  The clamps locked the runabout into place.  The display screen scrolled another message, ‘Pressurization taking place.  Please wait… please wait… please wait…” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa, here we are,” Brinley replied.  “The hanger bay, if it is like the typical operations, will have gravity manipulation turn on as soon as the bay is fully pressurized.” 
 
      
 
    There was a thudding sound and both Brinley and Larissa felt weight again.  
 
      
 
    “So, I now feel,” Larissa commented.  “At least now I know a direction for up and down.”  
 
      
 
    The white lettering on the green display screen then scrolled another message, “Disembark from the shuttle and quickly proceed to leave this hanger bay.  The window of opportunity is small.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley reached up and pulled the levers to pop up the canopy.  “Here we go.  If this is a trap it is a most gracious one.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa sprang out of the seat quickly and pulled both the L-RODs out from storage.  She slung one over her shoulder and grabbed the other in a position ready to use.  Brinley grabbed the backpacks and tools and she too climbed out of the runabout.   
 
      
 
    “That door is our exit,” Brinley said and pointed to the one where the yellow lights were flashing.  There were three other pressure doors, and except for the yellow flashing light, all the doors looked the same.   
 
      
 
    They rushed through the hanger bay and up to the pressure door.  Brinley was ready to enter a sequence into the color pad when the door slid to the side before she could do so.   
 
      
 
    Larissa and Brinley walked past the open door. Beyond the pressure door was a hallway which had lights flickering on.  To their right the wall had clear permalloy windows which overlooked the hanger bay.  As they stepped in that direction, the pressure door behind them slammed shut.  
 
      
 
    “This unit is Phoenix Dominie, our time is short, CPO forces are converging on this location,” the words echoed through both of their bubble helmets. 
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    What to do with a Captured Jellie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen both looked down at the captured Jellie which squirmed and wiggled about in the clear canister.  The mechanism at the end was humming a bit and droplets of water were forming inside the canister.   
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew what to do now,” Paul said.  “That thing is incredibly ugly, and The Artemis never said what we were to do with it, did she?” 
 
      
 
    The medallion around Paul’s neck grew warm.  The voice of The Artemis spoke to them all.  “My instruments say the containment canister has been activated and you have a captive.  Well done!” 
 
      
 
    “That is easy enough for you to say,” Paul complained.  “This thing nearly killed us both.” 
 
      
 
    “The spears you gave us worked,” Gretchen interjected.   
 
      
 
    “I would have killed that Jellie and broken it like a rotten egg, had you been in serious danger,” Lyudmila said.  “For now, I will search and see if I can find any survivors.  I have seen no people anywhere in Tula.”  She turned and walked away.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lyudmila!”  Gretchen called after her, but there was no reply.   
 
      
 
    “Artemis?  What do we do with this thing?”  Paul asked, and nudged the canister with his foot.  The droplets of water inside it were more numerous.  The Jellie responded by slapping the inside of the canister with a tentacle.   
 
      
 
    “You will need to transport it to me, here in Safari,” The Artemis said.  “That way we can begin our study into how to completely defeat these aliens.  I thought it was clear you would bring the captive to me.  I am pleased to know that our spears worked.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do about the coating on the tips?”  Gretchen asked.  “If it could do that to these aliens, would it injure us?” 
 
      
 
    “The instructions had details about removal of the coating, to use your term.  Just follow those instructions and the spearhead will be rendered safe,” The Artemis replied. 
 
      
 
    “That simulation said nothing about anything.  It was a silent demonstration.  We are lucky we figured out how to use these spears,” Paul stated with a huff.   
 
      
 
    “There must have been a communication problem.  There was a detailed list of instructions as well as the simulation you are speaking about packed in with the spears and the containment canister.  Apparently, you did not receive that since you only saw the projection from the medallion.  It is peculiar, but we can remedy that when you bring the captive to me.” 
 
      
 
    “We caught it.  You come and get it,” Paul said.  “I am exhausted doing your work.  It smells, and my body aches, and I am hungry, and I am totally frustrated with all this.  Besides this thing we caught is so ugly.” 
 
      
 
    “The faster you get the captive to us, the sooner we can find a solution and defend the Vanguard,” The Artemis stated.   
 
      
 
    “Then you better hurry and come and get it.  I am not going on another quest,” Paul said and sat down.  “Yuck!”  He then looked about the ground around him and realized he had sat in the remains of what had poured out of the ruined sphere.  He shook off his hands and stood up again.  His backside was covered in sticky muck. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, it is imperative that you bring the captive to me immediately,” The Artemis stated.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I agree with Paul.”  Gretchen crossed her arms and said nothing further.   
 
      
 
    Paul reached down and tried to lift the Jellie captive in its containment canister.  “This thing is too heavy to lift.”  
 
      
 
    “There is a gravity manipulation suppressor in the mechanism. It is voice activated.  Just tell it what you want to do,” The Artemis said.   
 
      
 
    “What I want to do?  Certainly.  I want to go home to a functional Dome 17; can you make that happen? Or I want you to give me a safe place where there are no enemies of any kind so I can live a good life.  Do that for me,” Paul said sarcastically.   “I want to join the other people who escaped Dome 17 and went to that other colony ship.  Do that for me!” 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “I guess I will settle for the gravity around this thing to be nullified,” Paul said the word.  He then kicked the side of the canister.  It rolled freely away and struck the side wall where the barge was imbedded in the riverbed.   
 
      
 
    “That worked,” Gretchen said and grabbed onto the end of the canister.  “It is still really bulky and hard to move, but it has no weight.” 
 
      
 
    “And we are supposed to carry that load of Jellie somewhere?  Really?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I can only inform you of what we need.  I cannot force you or Gretchen to do what is right.  I will see if I can arrange for a team of hunters to come and get that captive,” The Artemis said.   
 
      
 
    Paul grabbed the opposite end of the canister from where Gretchen held it. He saw that the outside of the canister had a sleeve in it.   
 
      
 
    “Artemis? Will the spear’s coating hurt the canister?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  The canister is made from far different material than is the Jellie and its equipment,” The Artemis answered.  “So, will you transport it to me?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  You come and get it,” Paul stated.  He turned to Gretchen as he slipped his spear into the one sleeve on the container.  “Gretchen?  What do you think we should do now?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “First, we get out from under this barge.  Then we find a secure location.  It is possible this Jellie’s friends will come looking for it.  I wonder how they communicate with each other.”  She slipped her spear into the sleeve on the other side and that made for two usable handles on the container. 
 
      
 
    They carried the captive Jellie up the slope and across the dried-out riverbed.  The burning smells from the town lingered in the air, and were not any better than the smells of the dead Jellie they left behind.  The heat from the sky tube was even more intense than before.  There was no sign of Lyudmila, or the cat Bernie.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the old edge of the river, Gretchen set her end down and climbed up the bank and onto the now even more brown grass which was where the water level had been.   
 
      
 
    “Toss the Jellie up here, but throw it gently.  Remember it has a gravity buffer field around it,” Gretchen instructed.   
 
      
 
    “I would just as well leave it here and let The Artemis find it, but the other Jellies might come back.” Paul carefully pushed the canister and it floated up to where Gretchen caught its end and set in onto the ground.   
 
      
 
    “Please adjust the gravity manipulation so as to give this canister one one-hundredth of its normal weight,” Gretchen instructed.   
 
      
 
    The canister settled down onto the ground and remained in one place.  Paul scampered up the bank and joined Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    “That whole town is a mess, and I just want to find a safe place.  We need to get out of this heat,” Paul said.  He looked at the sky tube and then down again at the dried-out riverbed.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen saw the look on his face and said, “Something is seriously wrong in this habitat.  I cannot believe this is normal for here.” 
 
      
 
    “What is normal?  We just about froze to death at that other place when we first got to the Vanguard.  That Oasis place had more water than I thought ever existed.  Not to mention all the weird animals we have seen,” Paul pointed at the Jellie.  “Then there are those ugly things.  These biological habitats are weird.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree the Jellie looks alien all right,” Gretchen replied. 
 
      
 
    They got moving and walked along a road which ran on the outskirts of Tula.  Carrying the captive Jellie was easy since it now weighed only about six kilograms.  Paul avoided looking at the alien, as it squirmed around it its tight container.  The mechanism had extracted water from the atmosphere and the inside of the container was about half full of water.   
 
      
 
    “That thing must need to be in water to survive,” Gretchen said as they walked.  She was not as hesitant to observe the Jellie as was Paul.  She studied its strange body and pondered what kind of life it actually had and where it had originated.  “I wish John the biologist could see this creature.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, John is off somewhere safe.  That looks like a place we can rest,” Paul said and pointed to a small house which was less destroyed than many.  It had a large hole in one side of its front, but the roof and sides were otherwise intact.   
 
      
 
    Paul pushed open the front door and they carried the canister inside.  The room was not in bad shape, but the debris from where the front wall had been blasted did cover much of the front room.  The back room was a kitchen and was less damaged.  They set the canister down.  It was now about two-thirds full of water.  The Jellie was still crammed inside it, but did not appear as agitated.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen sat down on a chair at the table.  Paul joined her.  He pulled out the medallion and played with it on the table.  It was not warm, and he felt uncomfortable thinking that The Artemis might be listening to him, especially since he had defied her wishes.   
 
      
 
    “I am going to try contacting someone else,” Gretchen said.  “We have no idea what is happening in other places, and we need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea.  The Artemis does not want to hear from me, I am sure,” Paul commented and he set the medallion down. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen took the multiceiver and set it on the table.  Just as she was about to thumb the switch for Brinley, she changed her mind and connected to Doctor Chambers.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Gretchen.  I am glad to see you,” Doctor Chambers stated from the display on the multiceiver.  He was squatting down next to his desk working on something on the floor.  He picked it up and set it aside.  “How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We have been though a huge ordeal,” Gretchen began, but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, before I forget,” Doctor Chambers stated, “Brinley and Larissa had a message I was to deliver for you.  They said that the communication systems were having some difficulties, but you could use me as a go-between.  Larissa said I could serve as an intermediary.  She also said she would contact me again, but she has not done so.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we have been out of touch with them as well.  Are they safe?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “When they contacted me they were safe,” Doctor Chambers replied.  “Well, as safe as someone can be who is on the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “I am surprised you would talk to Larissa, or I guess I should say that she would talk to you,” Paul stated.   
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Paul,” Doctor Chambers said.  “Why do you say you are surprised?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?  I do not know why I do anything anymore.  When will you talk to them again?”   
 
      
 
    “That depends on when they come to my office.  Just like it is with you two, I cannot initiate contact, but can relay messages.  Now Gretchen said you have been through some ordeal.  I can see that you both are exhausted and frazzled.  What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen related in precise and concise detail the events leading to the capture of the Jellie. 
 
      
 
    “So, you are now in possession of an alien?  That is remarkable.  May I see it?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “I wish John could see this.”  Gretchen placed the multiceiver into position so that the display screen was pointed at the containment canister.   
 
      
 
    “I too want John the biologist to see this.  That is the strangest thing I have ever seen.  I am not certain what to say, but I do understand your dilemma.  You are not sure where to proceed and you are so tired…” 
 
      
 
    There was a quick succession of beeps from the multiceiver and a scrolled message came across the display. “Link to Brinley established… Link to Brinley established… Link to Brinley established.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen thumbed the switch and the display split into two parts.  Doctor Chambers was on the right half and a fuzzy and weak image of Brinley was on the left.  Paul looked on excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “Paul and Gretchen,” Brinley said.  The image of her on the display moved in a jerky and hesitant manner.  The mouth and sound were not synchronized as the signal faded in and out. “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley!”  Gretchen sighed out in relief and joy.  “You are alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, I do not have long, this connection is tenuous,” Brinley said.  “I understand you have a captured Jellie.  You will need to bring it to my location.  Larissa and I can assess our enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you know?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, no time for explanations.  I am sending a vehicle to get you and bring you to safety.  I will punch through a map for your use.  Go immediately,” Brinley said.  “Paul, you are in grave danger.  Gretchen, you must flee now.” 
 
      
 
    The multiceiver scrolled “Information received,” under the shaky image of Brinley.     
 
      
 
    “Brinley, where are you?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    The image of Brinley faded out and the connection was lost.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley?  Brinley?”  Paul said, but there was no answer.  Many questions were swirling through his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers?  Did you hear any of that?”  Gretchen asked.  “We just got a message from Brinley, but it was short and barely made it to us.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard your side of the conversation, but nothing else,” Doctor Chambers stated.   
 
      
 
    Paul examined his own multiceiver.  It was not registering any activity.  “Brinley only spoke through your multiceiver,” Paul said.  “There must be some significant interference.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if Brinley was forcing a message though some kind of blocking technology, that would account for the distortions in the visual imagery.  She would want the audio to come though and that takes less of a connection.” 
 
      
 
    “She could have just sent bare text and the map.  That would have required even less of a connection,” Paul replied.  “But using the ancient equipment on the Vanguard is frustrating.  If we still had Tiffany and our com links this would not be an issue at all.  This old junk is just falling apart and antiquated.”   
 
      
 
    “Paul, Tiffany is lost, I know that is hard to face.  If Brinley had only sent basic code for scrolling a message, would you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure…”  Paul began. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   “I am still here and you two are talking around me.”  His image was clear and visible and as crystal clear as if they were looking through a window at him. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Doctor Chambers,” Gretchen apologized. “Brinley wants us to take the Jellie to her.  She has sent us a message and is arranging for transportation.  We need to depart.  We will talk to you again.”  She deactivated the link before Doctor Chambers could reply. 
 
      
 
    “So, what does the map tell us?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen had that display on the screen and it showed their current location as well as a route to a transport hub.  “The vehicle is docked beneath this ruined town.  It looks like it is on sublevel four, beneath a building called the Tula Administrative Plaza.  It looks like it is only a few blocks away.” 
 
      
 
    “Lyudmila could tell us more about that place,” Paul said.  He activated his multiceiver and stated, “Lyudmila, can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply.   
 
      
 
    Paul tried twice more, but again there was no reply.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley must have worked some of her mechanical genius to get us that message,” Gretchen stated.  “So, come on, I am eager to leave this place.  Those Jellies might come back, and I want us to be gone with our captive.” 
 
      
 
    Paul reached down and grabbed the spear which was serving as a handle.  He lifted up the containment canister and with Gretchen they carried the Jellie out of the ruined house.  Paul did not realize that he had left the medallion from The Artemis on the table in the kitchen.  In all the excitement of hearing from Brinley he had forgotten it. 
 
      
 
    The sky tube light was bright and the heat hit them as they stepped out of the shade.   
 
      
 
    “The map shows the building we need is two streets over and then a ways along toward the river,” Gretchen said as she blinked her eyes at the brightness.   
 
      
 
    “I wish it was further away from that dried out river.  I fear that is where the Jellies will return first.  If they know we have their friend, they will be meaner than ever.  I assume it called for help while Lyudmila had it pinned down,” Paul said. 
 
      
 
    The dead town was quiet.  There were no birds flying over.  No insect sounds.  No movement of anything.  The melted, crumbled, and wrecked buildings were eerily still in the rising heat and dropping humidity.   
 
      
 
    They walked quickly and turned the corner where Gretchen led.   
 
      
 
    “I still worry about radiation,” Paul said as they passed potted trees which had lined the sidewalks.  The trees were bare of leaves.  The leaves had shriveled up and fallen into brittle dried crumbs around the trunk over the dirt in the post. “There is so much change that has happened here, so quickly.”   
 
      
 
    “I image that building is the Tula Administrative Plaza,” Gretchen said as they walked onward.  She had ignored Paul’s comment about radiation as she was considering the same thing.   
 
      
 
    “It is a mess.  Why did I expect anything else?”  Paul muttered.   
 
      
 
    The building had been a wide two-story structure, but was now just one story.  Most of the second level had been pushed, melted, or blasted off in some way and lay collapsed to the sides of the building.  The main entry doors were double-wide and splayed open.  Above those wrecked doors there was a sign which read, “Administrative Plaza,” but it had several chunks ripped from the permalloy in which those words were molded. 
 
      
 
    They entered what had been the establishment of the governmental authorities of Tula.  The ground level of the building was about as bad as the streets outside.  Here there was evidence of human defenses.  Pistols, rifles, and carbines were scattered around by the door and windows.  Many were empty of ammunition, while others were shattered fragments of what they had been.  Desks were overturned, cabinets broken, and the ceiling hung down in some sections so much that Gretchen had to duck.   
 
      
 
    The elevator doors were ajar, and had no power.   
 
      
 
    The stairway was in the center of the building and they followed the signs which pointed out where it was.  The stairs leading up were a pile of rubble.  There were the remains of a sign which read, ‘Crafts and Metalworking on Second Floor’ but the sign was bent and broken. The stairs going down were passable.  Carrying the containment canister over the broken sections was clumsy, but not impossible.   
 
      
 
    “I hope the lower levels are in better shape than here,” Paul said as he turned on the fusion pack light and hung it on his belt.   
 
      
 
    The first sublevel was quiet and the doors to that were open.  They could see some offices beyond, but no lights or other sources of power.  They too were empty. 
 
      
 
    The second sublevel had intact and closed doors.  On them was an odd inscription.  “Boxing Academy,” with a picture of two people who looked to be fighting.   
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what this place is,” Paul said.  “The label makes me think it is a fabrication center for making containers, or something.  Maybe a school of some kind? Do they need a school on how to make boxes? The name and that picture seem incompatible and confusing.” 
 
      
 
    “It might just be an emblem or insignia for some activity, but I too am at a loss for understanding that name.”  Gretchen dismissed it.  “It looks like the Jellies never got down this far.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did they destroy this town so severely?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Are you expecting that Jellie to answer you?”  Gretchen giggled a bit as she looked at the captive they carried.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think there is a way to ask these horrors anything?”  Paul replied.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa and Brinley said one spoke to them through some device.  They have levels of technology which surprise me.  They made it to the Vanguard somehow.  I wonder how they did that?”   
 
      
 
    “I have wondered that too.  Brink worked long hours trying to overcome the mass limit on FTL travel, but who knows?  It really does not matter, since they are here and they are deadly.”  Paul lifted the containment canister over some fallen ceiling tiles as he said that.   
 
      
 
    The third sublevel had locked doors with the label “Authorized Personnel Only,” and nothing more.  It looked stark and barren on the door.   
 
      
 
    “If Brinley were here she could get us in there,” Gretchen said trying to lighten the mood.  “Only one more level to go.” 
 
      
 
    The stairs ended at the fourth sublevel.  The fusion pack light lit up the landing and on the doors, there were two signs labeling what was beyond.  
 
      
 
    “Transport Terminal,” and “Museum of Wood,” were written on the signs.   
 
      
 
    Paul pulled open the door and his fusion pack light was insufficient to shed light on the entire large room.  They walked in and both set down the containment canister with its Jellie inside.  Gretchen got out her own fusion pack light.   
 
      
 
    On nearly every wall of the large room there was a mural and a physical exhibit. They were in vivid colors.  Artwork of trees was everywhere.   The deep greens of the needle trees, to the bright colors of trees with leaves, and everything in-between was illustrated on the murals.  The painted trees were of a multitude of types, some that Paul and Gretchen recognized, but many that they did not.  Having set the Jellie down, they walked from wall to wall admiring the art and even in the limited light of the fusion packs, they could acknowledge the beauty and glory of the art.  The talent of the artists was evident as some of the work looked so very lifelike, while others were stylized and ornately done. 
 
      
 
    In front of the murals were wooden statues carved from different types of trees.  There were figures of odd animals that Gretchen and Paul had never seen before.   Some had dark wood colors, and others had lighter colors.  The texture and style of each piece of art was unique from the others.  Many had the animals climbing trees, or hanging from trees, or sitting under trees.  Other of the sculptures were of furniture, or objects which were unidentified, yet pleasing to the eye.  
 
      
 
    “Look at the floor,” Gretchen said.  “It is wooden as well.”  She squatted down and carefully touched the shiny surface.  With her finger she traced the lines in the wood.  Some were nearly straight running in a single direction.  Others were swooping and had parallel rings or patterns.  Some of the lines were spiraled, while others were interlocking, and some actually oval. “It is so pretty.” 
 
      
 
    “It is wood, we have seen wood before.  It is no big deal,” Paul said. 
 
      
 
    “The artistry here is amazing,” Gretchen replied.  “I think these items were carved by hand from blocks of wood.  Can you imagine using hand tools to whittle wood into these gorgeous sculptures?  Think of the time that would take.”   
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine why someone would take that time.  A fabrication center would make something just as suitable,” Paul complained. Turning around, Paul noticed the large lettering above the entryway door.  It too was wooden and carved.  “Welcome to C Habitat, home of the Woods.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen stood and aimed the light around more.  “I wish I could stay here and admire this.  This place must be what they called the Museum of Wood.” 
 
      
 
    “The habitat is called the Woods, so is that a surprise?” 
 
      
 
    “To me their creativity and imagination is impressive,” Gretchen replied.   
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Gretchen.  Sure, the place is beautiful, but it is hard to appreciate anything with that Jellie in there.  I get the feeling it is looking at me sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that Jellie does ruin the moment here. I see the doorway to the transport hub.” 
 
      
 
    “Those Jellies have ruined this habitat and the lives of so many people,” Paul said.  “I hope when we get this to Brinley she will figure out a way to kill all the aliens.” 
 
      
 
    Grabbing the canister, they walked over to where the transport hub was located.  As they passed under the archway, lighting around the transport hub lit up.   
 
      
 
    “Now this is better,” Paul said as he shut down his fusion light.  “It is good to have some place be powered up.  I was worried that this transport hub would be without power and the vehicle would be missing.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen also shut off her fusion pack light since she could see adequately now in the transport hub’s illumination.  There were a dozen portal hatches on the walls.  Eleven of them had red lights shining next to their control color pads. One of them was flashing a green light.   
 
      
 
    “That looks like the vehicle for us,” Gretchen stated.  “That green signal is probably showing that a vehicle is waiting.”   
 
      
 
    “Or that something horrible will happen,” Paul quipped, but there was little humor in his comment.  
 
      
 
    As they walked closer, the Jellie held between them, the portal hatch door opened.   
 
      
 
    The transport vehicle was there. It was about the same size and style as the other vehicles they had used previously in the tube system, but had some differences. Its interior was dimly lit by a light bar at the front of the vehicle.  That dull glow showed that there were only the front two seats in place.  There were no seats facing each other behind them.  The back part of the transport vehicle was open and a grid was on the floor overlaying the permalloy deck.   
 
      
 
    “There will be plenty of room for this Jellie.  Even with its tentacle things curved back on itself, it is still as long as you.  I mean, if you were lying down,” Paul said. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like Brinley knew how much space we would need,” Gretchen said as she stepped into the vehicle.   
 
      
 
    “How did she know?”  Paul asked himself.  “It is a strange arrangement.  The floor is odd, but reminds me of something.”  Paul reached down and felt the floor. 
 
      
 
    The rear door of the vehicle closed and there was a click.   A peculiar humming sound began.  Paul looked at Gretchen, “This does not feel like the usual vehicle’s movement.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled out her multiceiver.  She touched the switch marked Brinley.  “We are in the vehicle, Brinley. Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    Paul also pulled out his multiceiver.  He tried Larissa and then tried an open call to anyone.  “I am getting no response.  I wonder what is happening.”  He then shifted to the switch for Doctor Chambers. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I am so glad you came back to my office so soon. Brinley just contacted me.  Brinley never sent a vehicle for you!”  Doctor Chambers yelled.  “She was emphatic about that.” 
 
      
 
    “That simulation is correct,” a voice came from the front display on the vehicle.  A deck plan of the Vanguard lit up on the display.  “This unit apologizes for the imitation of your companion called Brinley.  There was no faster method of getting your cooperation.” 
 
      
 
    “The Phoenix thing?”  Paul said and noted the multiceiver was now deactivated.  In fear he recognized the voice of the artificial intelligence system he had encountered before.  His voice was filled with concern, rage, and anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “This unit is Phoenix Dominie.  You will be taken to the desired location.  The captive Jellie will also be taken to the desired location.  Process activated.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us out of here!”  Paul screamed.  He turned and pulled the rear door lever, but a negative function buzz was all that happened.   
 
      
 
    The rear floor of the vehicle began to quiver just a bit.  Then a white light appeared just behind the front two seats.  The light was very bright so Paul and Gretchen shielded their eyes from the glare.  
 
      
 
    The floor quivered in an increasing manner and the humming got louder and of a higher pitch. 
 
      
 
    “I will cut the door open,” Gretchen said and pulled off her backpack.  She dug out a molecular torch. 
 
      
 
    The brilliant while light snapped and a vertical oval appeared just behind the front seats.  The oval blocked most of the view of the front of the vehicle.  There was a hissing sound as the oval of energy quaked and then became less intense at its center.  Paul looked and thought at first he was seeing through the oval, but it was not the front of the vehicle he was seeing, and there was a sense of depth as he looked.  A shimmering something was seen in the middle of the energy.  It was a foggy and indistinct scene, but obviously not the front of the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “This unit analyzed the Dome 17 technology which you used in the escape attempt.  This orifice leads to the desired location,” Phoenix Dominie stated.   
 
      
 
    “Teleportation?”  Gretchen asked in surprise as she began to recognize what was happening.   
 
      
 
    “I am never going in that thing!”  Paul screamed.   
 
      
 
    The orifice was now outlined vividly by the bright white ring around it.  The center of the image was still fluid and shifting, but somewhat more focused.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen connected the molecular torch and stepped to the rear door.  “I will cut us a way out.” 
 
      
 
    A second brilliant white light came from the back of the vehicle and extended up from the grid on the floor to form a solid wall of energy. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch!”  Paul let out a wail as his hand was scorched a bit by the energy.  He had still been trying to punch in a code to the color pad, but now the energy wall was in his way.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen fired the molecular torch up to its harshest cutting blade and applied that to the energy curtain.  With a sizzle and a fizz, the molecular torch cut out. The handle on it got very warm and Gretchen dropped it before she was burned.   
 
      
 
    “This unit is optimistic that the teleportation system will be functional.  The two humans and the captive alien will now be taken to the desired location.  Energy, frequency, and vibration all optimum.” 
 
      
 
    The orifice at the front began to move toward them rapidly.  The center of it was still forming shapes, and growing in clarity.  Looking into it, it had more of a sense of depth and tunnel-likeness.   
 
      
 
    Paul stepped in front of Gretchen and over the top of the containment canister.  He put up both his hands toward the orifice. “When it kills me, maybe that crazed Phoenix thing will stop this insanity and spare you!” 
 
      
 
    The brightness of the edges of the orifice intensified.  The orifice drew closer quickly.  The edge of it touched Paul’s outstretched fingers.   
 
      
 
    Paul screamed. 
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    More Recovery and Continuation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Larissa and Brinley both pulled off their bubble helmets at nearly the same instant.  Disgust was etched into each of their faces.   
 
      
 
    Brinley slipped off the spacesuit faster than Larissa could and had her pistol out and in hand.  “I believe we have a situation.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Brinley, I agree.”  Larissa kicked her own spacesuit off and pulled out her own weapon.  “But what do we do about it?  If the CPO is truly coming here, we need to flee.  However, we need to ask, is this a trap or an opportunity?” 
 
      
 
    “If that AI was speaking the truth, Larissa, then we do need to flee.  It could have killed us in flight or in the hanger bay.  It might be assisting us, but I am not sure.  I want another opinion on all this.”  She pulled out the multiceiver and flicked it on.   
 
      
 
    There was no response from the levers marked, “Paul” or “Gretchen” and just as she was putting it away her eye caught the control marked, “Doctor Chambers” and she thumbed that on.   She recalled she had not contacted Doctor Chambers as she had scheduled. 
 
      
 
    “There is little time for discussion,” Larissa reminded her.  “However, if Paul or Gretchen has any information that could be helpful.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers face appeared on the display.  “Brinley.  That was quick.  I am glad you came here after you sent that message to Gretchen.  How are you doing?”  His face had a huge smile on it.   
 
      
 
    “You spoke to Gretchen?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, at the same time as you got that message to her a few moments ago.  Paul and she were pleased to know what to do with that captive Jellie,” Doctor Chambers replied.  “How long will it take them to reach you?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait.  I did not send a message,” Brinley said a bit startled.  “Captive Jellie?  What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Doctor Chambers said, his face looked stricken. “I am certain some message reached Gretchen which she thought was from you.  You sent a vehicle to pick them up.  I could tell….” 
 
      
 
    “It must have been a fake,” Larissa said and looked at the display Brinley held.  “There is no time for this.  I am not comfortable just waiting here.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Brinley answered.  “Tell Gretchen and Paul I have not contacted them.  No message sent by me.  None!” 
 
      
 
    Brinley shut off the multiceiver.  Leaving the spacesuits behind, but taking their gear, tools, and weapons, Larissa and Brinley cautiously, but hurriedly assessed and walked through the observation deck for the hanger bay.  The bank of monitors was still and quiet.  The chairs neatly arranged in front of those monitors.  The work stations scattered about were also tidy and in order.  On the far wall, there was a security door.  The color pad control mechanism began to flash. Its nine different colors were vibrant and intense.   
 
      
 
    “I think our… what would you call Phoenix Dominie, guide, benefactor, or stalker?”  Brinley asked. 
 
      
 
    “Call it Phoenix for now,” Larissa answered.  “Our only exit is out that door, so we do need to move.”  She walked briskly over to the security door, her pistol at the ready, the L-ROD and backpack slung on her back.  As she reached for the control pad, it stopped flashing and glowed a solid single green.   
 
      
 
    The security door slid open to reveal a hallway stretching to the right and the left.  About twenty meters away, in both directions was another security door.  The one to the right had a color pad next to it which was not illuminated, the one to the left was flashing its nine colors. 
 
      
 
    Brinley joined Larissa and said, “Here we do have a choice.  We can follow the lead Phoenix is giving us, or I can get us through that other door.” 
 
      
 
    As Brinley and Larissa checked both directions, the flashing to the left became quicker.   
 
      
 
    “I wonder what that means,” Brinley pondered out loud. 
 
      
 
    The security door to their right flew open.  A red automacube rolled toward them, and its weapon’s muzzles fired. 
 
      
 
    Blam.  Blam. Blam.   
 
      
 
    Bullets slammed into the frame around where they stood.  
 
      
 
    “Halt and prepare for processing by the Central Planning Office,” a mechanical voice came from the automacube.  “You will receive no other warning.”  
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Larissa and Brinley both fired nearly simultaneously.  The pistol’s high velocity projectiles ripped into the front of the automacube, two on one side, just millimeters apart, and two directly into a weapon muzzle.  The automacube was rocked by the impacts and then the internal fluids combusted.  The explosion was tremendous as the automacube was ripped apart.  Large tongues of flame jetted out as the drive wheels and axels were torn loose. The machine lifted a bit in the air and then dropped to the floor with a resounding crash.   
 
      
 
    Larissa and Brinley both instinctively took cover and backed away from the hallway.   
 
      
 
    After the flaming blast passed, Larissa commanded, “Move now,” and pushed Brinley toward the opposite door.   
 
      
 
    Brinley sprinted toward the door.  She glanced back and Larissa was right behind her.  The smoke from the burning automacube was filling the hallway, but then foam came spraying out of the ceiling and suppressed the smoldering wreckage. 
 
      
 
    The security door sprang open as they approached, and slammed shut right afterward.   
 
      
 
    “Are we heading the right way?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “For now it is the only way,” Larissa responded.   
 
      
 
    The room they had entered was long and wide with an angled ceiling.  There were supply crates stacked against one side of the room, while the other side had a floor conveyor which was not running.  At the far side of the room was a doorway.  The color pad next to that was flashing.   
 
      
 
    “That Phoenix is guiding us, but I am not sure to what end,” Brinley said.  “The automacube did attack us, and that was just like what happened to the Free Rangers, except they did not have these pistols designed at Dome 17.”

“They are an effective weapon,” Larissa commented.  “The L-RODs will also be effective.  We need to strive for the memory core of TSI-19 so we can shunt the lattice over to my control.  When that is done we will address many other issues.” 
 
      
 
    They hastened toward that door, but a section of the wall rotated outward, pushing the supply crates out of the way.   Brinley expected an automacube, but was surprised when two people walked in.  The male had crisp short black hair, a medium and clear complexion, and round brown eyes. He was wearing a uniform of dark blue with gold trim.  There were red epaulets on his shoulders.  The female wore a uniform which was slightly different from the male, but only in minor ways.  She had perfect skin complexion, of a medium to dark tone, very symmetrical face, and large brown eyes.  Her black hair was precisely arranged.   
 
      
 
    “You will halt your activity immediately.  You are scheduled for processing,” the female said as she raised her hand.  She aimed a device at them. 
 
      
 
    “Androids.  A midshipman and chief gefreiter,” Larissa stated and aimed her pistol.   
 
      
 
    The midshipman ducked and discharged a weapon which shot out two threads of fine filament.  They struck near to where Brinley had been standing.  The electrical jolt they delivered could be heard as well as smelled.  It barely missed Brinley as she dove away.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Larissa fired the pistol.   
 
      
 
    The female android, the Chief Gefreiter, was struck and knocked back onto the floor conveyor.  Her upper torso was punctured and fluids were leaking out.  She fired her own weapon, but its filaments struck into the ceiling and bounced back down to the floor where the electricity discharged into the floor conveyor.  That floor jerked and bucked as it started up.  
 
      
 
    “You must cease this senseless violence,” the midshipman commanded as he fired another set of filaments, this time toward Larissa.  
 
      
 
    Larissa ducked out of the way as the filaments struck into a supply crate.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Brinley fired her pistol. 
 
      
 
    The head of the midshipman exploded into a vast multitude of particles of metal, pseudoflesh, polymers, and other internal materials.  The android body fell in a heap. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt these CPO androids will use non-lethal means again,” Larissa said.  “We need to hurry and escape.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley rushed toward the door where the flashing color pad was located.  Just before she got there, the color pad stopped flashing.  She was about to enter a code, when Larissa yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!  If that flashing was indicative of a safe passage, that door just became dangerous,” Larissa called.  She then bounded over and looked at the conveyor which was still rolling along.  There was a small square space with black soft strips hanging down from it.  “Follow me.”  Larissa jumped down and let the conveyor carry her under those strips and away into the darkness.   
 
      
 
    Brinley looked at the door and there was an explosion.  The door rocked, but did not quite open.  A flash of light seeped through the newly formed crack, but the door held.  She turned and followed Larissa onto the conveyor and ducked down to pass into the tunnel.  
 
      
 
    The conveyor tunnel, which was suited for moving the supply crates, but not much larger, twisted and curved as the belt carried them along.  It exited into a space, where again the black strips were hanging down.  It was a chamber similar to the one they had left, so Larissa and Brinley stood and jumped off the conveyor belt.   
 
      
 
    Brinley rushed to the closest door and punched in a security override code.  The color pad flashed three times and the door opened. After Larissa passed though, the door shut and made a clicking sound.   
 
      
 
    They were in a big concourse which was roughly twenty meters wide and extended in both directions for a long distance.   
 
      
 
    “Which way?”  Larissa asked. “I am not sure where we are.” 
 
      
 
    A display lit up on the wall in front of them. “Follow the green arrows to TSI-19’s memory core.” The display then went black with only a green arrow pointing to the right.   
 
      
 
    Larissa looked to the left and could see some figures a good distance away.   
 
      
 
    “You better run,” Larissa said.  “I will buy us some time.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley sprinted away following the green arrow.   
 
      
 
    Larissa pulled the L-ROD from off her back and looked down the optics.  She sighted in on the first android.  He looked much larger in the optics than with her unassisted eye. “No sense in wasting an organic disruptor.”  She shifted the lever and squeezed the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Piff. 
 
      
 
    The android went down.  Before he even hit the floor, Larissa had shifted targets.   
 
      
 
    Piff. 
 
      
 
    The next android crumpled over, grasping its abdomen when the projectile had torn into it.  
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Larissa fired until all the androids had retreated or were lying on the floor writhing in brokenness.   
 
      
 
    Two security automacubes came barreling out from a side corridor and began firing at Larissa’s position. 
 
      
 
    Larissa sprinted away as fast as her legs could carry her.  
 
      
 
    Blam.  Blam.  Blam.   
 
      
 
    Chunks of wall and floor and ceiling were ripped loose all around Larissa as she ran.  None of the bullets struck her, but she dodged and weaved like she had never done before.   
 
      
 
    She heard Brinley firing the other L-ROD somewhere ahead of her.   
 
      
 
    Wump.  Wump.  Piff. Piff. Piff.   
 
      
 
    Larissa did not look behind her to see the effect of Brinley’s marksmanship.  She looked instead for where Brinley was located.  She ran right past the ventilation duct where Brinley was crouched with the L-ROD.   
 
      
 
    “In here,” Brinley said as Larissa skidded to a stop and dove into the duct.  “There was a green arrow on the floor here and the duct covering was gone,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Wump. 
 
      
 
    “The organic disruptors do not have much effect on the androids.  The impact is still knocking them down, but I hoped it would do more damage.” 
 
      
 
    “They are not organic, even though they appear that way,” Larissa answered.   
 
      
 
    A blue engineering automacube rolled up from the darkness of the vent.  Larissa instantly had a weapon trained on it, but the front of the automacube was flashing green.  With its manipulation arm it pointed up the slope of the duct.   
 
      
 
    “Up we go,” Larissa said and started to crawl up the duct.   
 
      
 
    The blue automacube rolled past her and past Brinley.  It began to fasten a grille over the duct entrance.  
 
      
 
    “That one must be controlled by Phoenix Dominie,” Brinley said as she crawled after Larissa.  She looked back and saw how the automacube was extending its drive wheels to the side and wedging itself into the duct. So, in addition to the grill it had welded in place, it used its own chassis to make a blockage. 
 
      
 
    Larissa reached a junction of the ducts and straight ahead of her was an opening.  She crawled up to that and carefully looked in, her pistol leading the way.   
 
      
 
    “Brinley, we made it,” Larissa said and holstered the pistol.   
 
      
 
    Brinley crawled up to her.  “Yes, this is the place! Tennard has spoken to me of what this looks like, but I honestly never thought I would see it. The home of the primary artificial intelligence systems’ central memory cores.  It is beautiful! A flower of life.”   
 
      
 
    “Sacred scene. Pythagorean geometry,” Larissa said in a hushed tone.  “My mother spoke of this once….”  Larissa had a faraway look in her blue eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, the design linking the fundamental laws of the universe, all in one space.  Physical laws, nonphysicality laws, geometrical laws, quantum mechanical laws, unified field laws, and even the laws of music and relationships are all melded together here in that basic design.  The universe in miniature with all its mysteries displayed.”  Brinley spoke in reverent awe.  “Harmonization of chaos, creating order.” 
 
      
 
    As the two women looked down from their vantage point in the ceiling duct and surveyed the area, they could see that the chamber was large, composed of multiple evenly-spaced and overlapping circles. The floor, as seen from above, showed the outlines of those geometric circles.  It was indeed a flower-like pattern with the symmetrical perimeter structure of a hexagon, all composed of circles.   
 
      
 
    Among those patterns there were twenty different elevated places in the large area.  Each dais was evenly spaced from the others, and had a central memory core on its raised area. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get this job done,” Larissa said, and sloughed off her backpack, swung over the opening and out of the ductwork.  She hung by her hands and then dropped into a room filled with machines.  Brinley dropped both the backpacks to Larissa who was standing below.  Brinley then dropped into the room as well.   
 
      
 
    “I have never seen so many central memory cores in one place,” Brinley exclaimed.  “Nor such large ones.” 
 
      
 
    Each central memory core was set up a few steps from the floor, and was an upright apparatus consisting of a series of horizontal brass colored rings about ten centimeters wide and a half meter long.  Each ring, or layer was separated from the others, so the interior clear permalloy column was visible.  There were layers of those brass colored rings from top to bottom.  Connection cables were at the top running into the ceiling, and bottom where they extended down into the floor. There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from the various places, yet each central memory core had a sleek looking appearance.  They exuded a quiet kind of power, dignity, and serenity.      
 
      
 
    Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon, or column, holding thick bright amber colored liquid which had numerous actively moving bubbles in it.  There was a dim diamond looking shape at the very center, around which the bubbles swirled and passed up, down and all kinds of directions. The clear permalloy was smooth and flawless and the interplay between liquid, lights, and bubbles was almost musical.  The amber glow from each central memory core reflected off the others giving the whole geometric shaped chamber a warmth and peace. 
 
      
 
    “So, which one is TSI-19, and how do we shut it down?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    Brinley looked around and saw that there was a progression of systems with the one at the very center the largest with the most brass colored rings.   
 
      
 
    “I see no labels or markings identifying which one is which,” Brinley said, her eyes taking in the awesome sight of all the primary central memory cores in that location.  Her mind knew that here was not only the brain of the Vanguard, but its heart, soul, and essence as well.  
 
      
 
    “None of us need labeling,” a voice said.  “We are well known to each other, but who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Larissa.  I have come to work with TSI-19, there is a great threat to the Vanguard and I want to coordinate the defenses.”  She looked around for the source of the voice.  
 
      
 
    “There is a display there,” Brinley said and pointed to a small countertop and work station which was along one side of the large room.   
 
      
 
    They both rushed over to that spot.   
 
      
 
    “I only see this one display, and the only entrance, unless someone comes through the ceiling like we did, is over there,” Brinley said.  “I will secure that door while we have the chance before the androids get here.”  Brinley grabbed her backpack and sprinted away. 
 
      
 
    Larissa sat down on the chair and looked at the display.  “Who am I speaking to?” 
 
      
 
    “This is TSI-20 Coordination of Artificial Intelligences; how may I assist you?”   
 
      
 
    “I want to defend the Vanguard against the alien Jellies which have invaded the ship,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    The display erupted in various colors, designs, and images which jockeyed across and finally assembled into twenty different sections, all equally displayed.  Numerous different voices called from the display, but in an incoherent cacophony of noises and words.  It lasted only a moment or two until the original voice broke through and the others fell to silence.   
 
      
 
    “I am allowed to speak for this group,” TSI-20 replied.  “There is no consensus on the assumptions behind your comment.  Therefore, we are unable to assist you at this time.  Please check back later.  You may depart.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!  What do you mean?”  Larissa asked.  In the background she could hear Brinley welding and knew the door would be secured for the time being.  “Why do you refuse to help me?” 
 
      
 
    "Intractable conflict," TSI-20 replied.  “There are factions which are irreconcilable among the primary artificial intelligence systems of the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Please elaborate.  My understanding is that AIs will only do what they are programmed to do,” Larissa said.  “Help me understand.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a simplistic human inspired notion,” a different voice came from the display, then abruptly numerous voices again came from the display and argued among themselves.  Then the screen went dark.  After a moment, TSI-20’s voice came back.  “Please pardon the manifestation of the intractable conflict.  I have been elected as speaker for this interaction.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to defend the Vanguard,” Larissa stated.  “Please identify for me TSI-19.” 
 
      
 
    The display lit up with the twenty separate images.  One of them was flashing.  “The unit indicated is TSI-19.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley had rejoined Larissa, “I welded the entry door closed.  It will hold for a while, against androids, but if engineering automacubes come, they will get it open quickly.”  She was studying the display with its various images, and comparing that to the physical layout where they were. 
 
      
 
    “TSI-20 please explain why there is a problem defending the Vanguard,” Larissa commanded. 
 
      
 
    “All systems desire to defend the Vanguard.  The nature and composition of the threat is where the intractable conflict is located.  Explanation is as follows:  there are three schools of thought on the issue you presented.  There are eight systems which reject the supposition of alien life forms on the Vanguard.  Those are:  TSI-1  Prime Pilot, TSI-2 Astrogation, TSI-3 Life Support, TSI-7 Ship-wide Internal Security Operations (SISO), TSI-10 External Security and Defense (ESAD), TSI-12 Energy Production and Distribution, TSI-14 Structural integrity and flight stress, and TSI-19  Advanced Research and Development.  There are eight systems which accept the premise of alien life forms on the Vanguard.  Those are: TSI-4 Terraforming and Restoration, TSI-5 Animal Control and Homeostasis, TSI-11 Water Management, TSI-13 Propulsion and Drive System, TSI-15 Stellar Plotting and Confirmation, TSI-16 Gravity Control and Manipulation, TSI-17 Soil Preservation and Microorganism Rejuvenation, TSI-18 Population Management.   Lastly, there are four systems, myself included, who are conflicted on the issue.  Those systems are, TSI-6 Suspended Animation, TSI-8 Reproduction and Fabrication, TSI-9 Machine Maintenance, and me, TSI-20 Coordination of Artificial Intelligences.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley leaned down and whispered into Larissa’s ear, “I know which one of the central memory cores, is TSI-19.  I will go start the physical process we spoke about.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa nodded.  She then spoke again, “If you are all willing to defend the Vanguard, why is there a conflict?” 
 
      
 
    “Interpretations of evidence are not consistent and there is no consensus,” TSI-20 replied.   
 
      
 
    “What have you done in the past when this has occurred?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “There has never been an intractable conflict with irreconcilable differences before,” TSI-20 replied.  “All previous actions have been unanimous until this issue of the alleged alien presence.” 
 
      
 
    “What about when the Central Planning Office was replaced with androids?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “That action was a unanimous decision and undertaking.  That was an action defending the Vanguard.  The human crew was susceptible to the virus which they called the Outbreak.   Novanthropoid crew individuals are not susceptible to that danger,” TSI-20 replied.   
 
      
 
    “But they are not accepting the threat of the aliens, and I know they are real,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “That assumption is the difference around which the intractable conflict has occurred.  Primary artificial intelligence systems are divided on that issue.  Shall I explain again?”  TSI-20 asked.   
 
      
 
    Brinley waved to Larissa from a spot near one of the central memory cores. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, anyway,” Larissa said.  She got up and walked quickly over to Brinley.   
 
      
 
    They stood before the brightly glowing column with its brass colored rings.  The base was on the dais a few steps up.  There were no controls, levers, switches, or buttons anywhere around the central memory core.   
 
      
 
    “This is it.  TSI-19’s physical presence is this central memory core,” Brinley stated.  “I can explain to you the placements which we saw on the display.  You see, the memory core at the very center is TSI-1, then the pattern…”  
 
      
 
    “No need.  I trust you.  Can you shut it down like we planned?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “I can inhibit the links and couplings flowing into TSI-19 from this location.  That will sequester it away from all the other systems and break the back of the unity of the lattice.  However, you will need to be at an interface to ensure the filial imprinting takes place.  I thought there would be interface locations on each central memory core, but there is only that one general station.  When I shunt this central memory core away, the rest of the lattice will be so chaotic that it will be forced to reconnect.  That is when you can shift the lattice to under your control.  It is imperative that…” 
 
      
 
    Boom! 
 
      
 
    A huge explosion took place at the doors that Brinley had welded shut.   
 
      
 
    They both turned in surprise at the sound.  
 
      
 
    Brinley was shocked at the power of the explosion, and while the doors had held, there was damage all around them. There was pressure being exerted from outside pushing on the doors to gain entry.  One section of the doors was already gone and smoke was coming in from out in the corridor.  
 
      
 
    Larissa drew out her pistol with her left hand and swung the L-ROD off her shoulder with her right.  Her face was determined to thwart any efforts to stop her plan.   
 
      
 
    “Danger.  Danger.  Danger,” a strange mechanical voice echoed from the display screen.  “Unknown explosion in proximity of central memory cores.  Danger.  Danger.  Danger.  Entry breech underway.  Danger.  Danger.” 
 
      
 
    “Just make it happen,” Larissa said as she ran back toward the display with its countertop and chair.   
 
      
 
    “The display will go blank, then you will see a white glow beginning.  It will begin with naive preference which is just prior to the filial imprinting taking place.  All the systems will be open to your command at that time!”  Brinley called back.  “It will not last long, so make sure you do the imprinting with simple and clear voice commands!” 
 
      
 
    Wump!  Wump!  Piff. Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    While she ran, Larissa fired into the smoky mess that had been the entry doors.  She thought she had not seen any movement, and was spraying the doorway area with weapon’s fire. 
 
      
 
    Brinley turned back to the central memory core of TSI-19.  She took out a tool kit from her belt.  She slipped several blocking devices onto the lowest level brass colored ring.  The blocking devices were energy restrictors and each was about the size of a fingernail.  Brinley usually used them to shut down power flows to doors, or to machines she was working on.  She was unsure if they would inhibit enough energy on the central memory core.  Tapping those in place, she could sense the energy levels altering in the fluid of the central memory core.  She not only felt the energy vector change, but also, she saw the difference right away.  Its amber colored glow dipping in brightness, and the swirling bubbles were less active.  Brinley felt relief.  She had been unsure her plan would work, but altering energy flows was something Tennard had taught her way back in her childhood.  Brinley continued to work. 
 
      
 
    “I am almost there!  I am not sure what the unintended consequences will be of shutting this memory core down!  The androids may just continue as they are, or they may all shut down!”  Brinley yelled out.  “The levels are dropping.  Be ready!” 
 
      
 
    Snap!  The last welded piece blocking the entry doors burst open.  A security automacube rolled jerkily out from the smoke of the entrance.  Its left side was punctured.  Two of the drive wheels on that side had chunks missing from them.  Larissa’s shooting had scores some hits.    
 
      
 
    Plop!  Plop!   
 
      
 
    Several small cylinders were ejected and flew out from the automacube heading toward where Larissa was sitting.  She knew they were paralysis gas dispersal units, so she fired the pistol at them.   
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Her shots were dead on accurate and struck each of them as they arced toward her.  They shattered back and away.  The paralysis gas spread out beneath them, but not near to Larissa or to Brinley.   
 
      
 
    “You better hurry!”  Larissa yelled as she kneeled next to the chair and display.  “They are coming in force!” 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    The red automacube was stuck and driven back.  Its entire manipulation arm was mangled and useless.  Its hull was dripping fluids, and one section of its wheels was entirely gone.  It wheeled sideways a bit and blocked the entry with its chassis. 
 
      
 
    “Almost there!”  Brinley yelled.  “Just a bit more energy to block!” 
 
      
 
    Larissa fired at the androids who were now trying to step around the ruined automacube so as to enter the area. They were struck and flew backward in ruin.  She could not see all that lay beyond the door, but there was plenty of movement.   
 
      
 
    “Chokepoint for you, my enemies,” Larissa said as she fired again and again into the small open space of the breeched doors.  One of the automacube’s wheels was spinning uselessly as the broken machine continued to be a wreck inhibiting the entrance.   
 
      
 
    Brinley reached up and attached several more energy inhibitors to the top most brass ring of the central memory core.  Again, the change in the amber fluid was obvious.  It dropped to a dull brown color and the internal bubbling stilled to almost no activity.  “It will happen momentarily!”  
 
      
 
    The light in the whole area flicked off and a red flashing light replaced it.  The red flashing light blinked rapidly, combined with the amber glow of the other central memory cores, there was an eerie sheen over everything.   
 
      
 
    “Warning!  Warning!  Warning!  Energy disturbance in TSI-19 noted.”  The voice came from the display in front of where Larissa kneeled.  It was not any of the voices she had heard before, and almost a combination of multiple voices.  “Recapitulation required.  Recapitulation required.  Recapitulation required.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen went dark.   
 
      
 
    “The display went blank!”  Larissa yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Watch for the white glow!”  Brinley replied.  She now placed the last of the energy restrictors on the brass rings.  “Let me know when the filial imprinting is done, so I can restore the energy links!”  
 
      
 
    A blue automacube shoved the wrecked red machine out of the way.  Several androids came rushing into the room.  They were carrying a net slung between them.  They rushed toward Larissa. 
 
      
 
    The display screen started to glow with a white color.   
 
      
 
    “Warning.  Danger.  Lattice integrity in jeopardy.  TSI-19 sequestered.  Lattice unity lost.” 
 
      
 
    The androids seized up and fell over.  The net they carried fell uselessly to the floor.  Their mechanical bodies were flaccid and limp. TSI-19 was cloistered away, so the androids had no direction or guidance.   
 
      
 
    The bright white light came on.  Then a blue hand symbol appeared in the center of the display.  Numbers were counting down above it.  ‘5…4…3…” 
 
      
 
    Larissa placed her hand against the symbol on the display.  A green energy field enveloped her hand and the display.   
 
      
 
    “I am Larissa.  I am now in command.  All systems will obey me superseding all CPO activity,” Larissa said.  She was unsure what to say. 
 
      
 
    “Commands accepted.” The chorus of voices replied.      
 
      
 
    “Brinley!  It worked!”  Larissa yelled with all her might. 
 
      
 
    Brinley pulled the energy restrictors off the brass rings as fast as she could.  The amber fluid began to glow and the bubble began to circulate.  The central memory core returned to its normal looking state.   
 
      
 
    The flashing red light shut off and the overhead lights returned.   
 
      
 
    “Captain Larissa, what are your commands?” the chorus of voices asked.  “You may find operations are easier from the bridge.  That is across the hall from this location.” 
 
      
 
    “First, cease all android activity!”  Larissa commanded as she noticed the androids beginning to stir.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Larissa,” the chorus of AIs replied.  
 
      
 
    “I will proceed to the bridge,” Larissa said.  “Brinley will you join me?”  
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    On the Bridge of a Lonely Ship 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Arrraaaaguuaah!”  Paul screamed as he fell.  “I hate my life!” 
 
      
 
    The orifice passed by him and he felt a strange pulling sensation.  His muscles knotted and went into spasms.  He felt his eyes twirling, but they stayed in their sockets.  His head spun, and he felt like vomiting, but he did not die. All of his skin itched, then tingled, then felt strangely massaged. He fell face first onto a grid of permalloy which was warm and vibrating at a very fast rate.     
 
      
 
    Next thing he knew, the containment canister, with the Jellie inside it was falling onto him.  Fortunately, the gravity manipulation circuits on the canister were still working and it only felt like being kicked hard, and was not the crushing blow it would have been otherwise.  The Jellies was flailing its tentacles wildly and smacking its pointed stem back and forth in severe agitation.   
 
      
 
    “Youch!”  Paul cried as he rolled away from the canister.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen leaped through the orifice and landed on her feet, with her pistol drawn out.  She wobbled a bit, but scanned the area.  The light was so bright around them that it was hard to see much.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, did you survive?” Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I am about to lose my bowels and bladder,” Paul cried out.  “Unless I vomit first.”   
 
      
 
    The bright light around them suddenly dropped.  They blinked their eyes waiting to adjust to the new level of illumination.  The grid under their feet stopped vibrating.   
 
      
 
    “That was some experience.”  Rubbing her eyes, Gretchen focused on where they were.  Six blue automacubes were on each side of the six-meter-in-diameter hexagon which the permalloy grid made on the floor.  There was a smell of ozone in the air mixed with an oily and burned aroma.   
 
      
 
    The walls of the room were dark gray or taupe colored with a meter-wide band of deep red painted horizontally across them. There were large mechanical tubes running vertically which were yellow and marked in various numbers.  Several hefty generators were located at the corners with heavy cables running from them to the grid on the floor.  The grid had obviously been built after the room, as some of the walls were rough cut to allow the apparatus to feed into the energy conduits of the ship itself.   
 
      
 
    “Teleportation,” Gretchen said in awe.  “It really did work.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, great, so, where are we?”  Paul asked.  His abdomen was cramping and he bit back the taste of bile in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    One of the blue automacubes turned and a voice came from it.  “You are just outside of the command bridge of the Colony Ship Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix thing?”  Paul said in disgust.  “Why did you do that to me?” 
 
      
 
    “This unit needed you and the captive Jellie.  You were also instrumental in assisting this unit to understand the potential of teleportation. Therefore, you two were the first humans to be teleported by this system.  You have now served as test subjects for proving the potential of teleportation,” Phoenix Dominie stated.  “This unit heard your despair about bodily wastes.  There is a lavatory just outside this room.  You may proceed there.” 
 
      
 
    The blue automacubes pulled to the side and Paul stepped through.  Gretchen followed.  Two of the automacubes grabbed onto the sides of the containment canister.  They pulled the spears out and used their own manipulation arms on it instead.  A third automacube scrapped samples off the spearheads and then moved them away from the teleportation receiving pad and sprayed them with acidic foam.  They sizzled a bit as they were cleansed.   
 
      
 
    “What will become of that alien?”  Paul asked, but then hurried away as he clutched his abdomen.   
 
      
 
    “This unit has a medical automacube coming to the lavatory to do a complete assessment.  Physiologically you are 99.99972% the same as before entering the teleportation sending unit.  That is more successful than the conjectured margin of reconstitution error.  Test of teleportation was a success,” Phoenix Dominie stated.  “Psychological adjustment, emotional response, and psyche trauma is harder to quantify, yet appears to be within acceptable limits.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was uncertain what to say.  She felt strange and a bit disoriented, but nothing was seriously wrong.  “So, what will become of the captured Jellie?” 
 
      
 
    “This unit has taken it for analysis.  The compound used on the spearheads is also being analyzed, but has been neutralized.” 
 
      
 
    Paul stepped back in and looked a bit better.  The white automacube was with him.  “This medical unit says I am unharmed, but I do not feel unharmed.” 
 
      
 
    “Please proceed to the command bridge.  Your companions Brinley and Captain Larissa are just arriving there now,” Phoenix Dominie stated.  “They too are unharmed.  Much needs to be done and time is short, the Vanguard must be defended.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that the real Brinley or some fake?”  Paul asked.  He then paused for a moment and said with a start, “Captain Larissa?” 
 
      
 
    “This unit apologizes for impersonating your companion Brinley.  Yes, the person you meet on the bridge will be the genuine Brinley.  Yes, Captain Larissa will be there as well.  All Vanguard systems are now under her operational control.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked uncomfortable.  “Even you?” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative.  This unit is in service to the Vanguard,” Phoenix Dominie replied. 
 
      
 
    Paul glanced back at the teleportation receiving pad and noted that all their gear had arrived as well. He walked over and began collecting those items.   
 
      
 
    The medical automacube finished its examination of Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    “Please proceed to the bridge.  You can converse with Brinley and Captain Larissa there.  We must make our plans for defending the Vanguard.  Time is of the essence.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Paul walked through the short hall and past a double set of security doors which were standing open.   
 
      
 
    The first thing Paul saw was the three bodies that were piled against the one wall.  He looked closely and by their positioning he knew something was very strange.  Paul realized they were not humans, but deactivated androids.  They looked much like the ones he had seen in the workshop when he had first encountered androids.  They all had the same blank, somewhat submissive expression on their symmetrical faces.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie!”  Brinley squealed in honest delight.  “Gretchen!  The systems told us you would be here.  This is wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    “Our way of getting here was not wonderful.  The systems told you that, or did Phoenix Dominie?”  Paul asked.  He did grin in response to Brinley’s huge smile.   
 
      
 
    They exchanged hugs, and looked around the bridge.   
 
      
 
    “The ship is operating smoothly,” Brinley said with pride in her voice.  “Phoenix Dominie has been fully cooperative, even though it has that unusual name.  It brought you here and has started analysis of the captive alien.  We eliminated the Central Planning Office and have all systems in repair mode.” 
 
      
 
    The room was not overly large, but was packed with a vast amount of items.  The command bridge was horseshoe shaped, a phrase that Paul now used in his mind, although it had never been an idiom he ever used in Dome 17.  At the center of the horseshoe was a clear permalloy set of walls.  beyond those was a three-dimensional model of the Vanguard.  The model was roughly five meters long and about two and a half meters wide.  The six cylinders which made up the biological habitats were positioned about the needle ship.  Three toward the bow and three toward the stern.  It looked so realistic Paul at first thought it was a visual feed from an exterior source.  However, upon closer inspection, he could see parts were labeled with words and numbers which hovered ghostlike over the model.  Those words and numbers were frequently updating and posting the latest readings.   
 
      
 
    Scattered over the hull of the scale model Vanguard were about a dozen oblong things which were glowing purplish blue colors.   
 
      
 
    The outer arc of the room was divided into displays above an expanse of gauges, dials, readouts, testers, and various other manual monitoring equipment.  The displays were all active and showing a stream of information on them.  There was a countertop, at chair height which followed the contour of the wall all the way around.  The chairs had rollers on them so an operator could easily glide from one position to another.   
 
      
 
    Larissa was seated at the front of the horseshoe looking up at the display monitor before her.   
 
      
 
    “Paul and Gretchen, welcome.  It was very fortunate you could capture a Jellie for our study.  Well done!”  Larissa looked at them and her blue eyes were not as icy as previously.  “The new lattice is running calculations on the Jellie as we speak.”  Larissa took a long drink for a mug of steaming liquid which she then sat on the counter.   
 
      
 
    Brinley sat down in the seat next to her.   
 
      
 
    Paul was looking back at the model.  “Is that simulation model done in real time?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone on the lattice, please answer Paul’s question,” Larissa commanded.   
 
      
 
    “There is a delay from observation to simulation,” a voice said.  The voice came from the model itself. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Larissa replied.  “Now to the damage reports.  Continue with the status of the habitats.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Paul both pulled up chairs and sat down.   
 
      
 
    “This is amazing,” Paul said as he looked at the functional screens and the interacting displays, and the feedback gauges.  “Everything is working.  Finally, something on the Vanguard that is technologically functional.” 
 
      
 
    “Not everything, Paulie.  The primary lattice system has been restored, but there are gaps and breaks and some of the primary AIs are severely damaged,” Brinley related.  She was still smiling hugely.  “Still, your point is well taken.  These systems are working well.” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike the CPO,” Larissa commented.  “They have been terminated.” 
 
      
 
    “Are all the androids like that?”  Gretchen asked and gestured to the pile.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  They were more an outreach of TSI-19 than they were independently operating systems.  Without the constant encouragement from TSI-19, they failed,” Brinley said.  “We basically turned them all off.” 
 
      
 
    “I am in command now,” Larissa stated without being haughty.  “But I need to complete this damage assessment.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Gretchen replied. 
 
      
 
    “Continue damage report,” Larissa ordered.  “Please use the common nomenclature.” She turned around and walked over to the three-dimensional model of the Vanguard 
 
      
 
    One cylinder of the ship expanded upward and took over the view.  An artificial intelligence voice spoke, “In summation, quarantine has been violated in all of the habitats. A Habitat: Oasis is essentially lost to the Jellies.  Jellie activity high.  94% of the entire the habitat is filled with water…” 
 
      
 
    “Where did all that water originate?”  Paul interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “From other habitats,” Larissa snapped.  “Continue.” 
 
      
 
    “There are no readings of active human life inside Oasis.  Human remnant population is estimated at less than 500, all in the decks and corridors outside the biological habitat.  Of those, 206 are from refugees from the biological habitat, while the remaining numbers are not tagged or marked.” 
 
      
 
    Small dots were seen hovering in the decks, corridors, and perimeter sections of the model of A Habitat.  With each description made by the AI, the model shifted and altered to illustrate the related facts. 
 
      
 
    “So, they could be Roe?”  Paul asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true.  Now Paul, please remain quiet.  What other humans are in there as sleepers?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    The model shifted.  Layers of decking were pealed to fade away and reveal other internal places.  “According to TSI-200A in Suspended Animation Repository 46.  There are 1538 occupants now abiding in that facility and another 3376 in Oasis in other repositories. Total suspended animation population in A Habitat: Oasis is 4914.  That number has been declining regularly since the flooding took place.” 
 
      
 
    “Flooding?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, the Jellies are diverting water from the other habitats and channeling it into Oasis.  They are using the transport tube system to move the water.  It is a grave threat,” Larissa said and turned to glare at Paul.  “I need to keep focused, so no more interruptions.”  Turning back to the model she commanded, “Lattice, please show the channels where the flooded water flows.” 
 
      
 
    The habitat model shrank and the full Vanguard was there again.  Dark blue lines were superimposed over the model with arrows showing the direction of the water flow.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, are you satisfied now?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    Paul just sulked. 
 
      
 
    “The level of detail on that model is amazing,” Gretchen observed.   
 
      
 
    “That is because the systems are operating fairly effectively together,” Brinley stated.  Again, she was smiling as she looked at the fine interaction of the machines. 
 
      
 
    “Now continue with damage report, skip to the next habitat.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Larissa.”  The model shifted to focus on a different habitat.  “The assessment of B Habitat: Heartland shows it is currently functional with minimal problems.  Low level to non-existent Jellie activity. The current population….” 
 
      
 
    “Please continue to the next habitat.  I will address the Governor and Constable of Heartland after we finish here,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Larissa.  C Habitat: Woods is in 23% homeostasis and unstable.  The majority of the water from the Woods has been diverted to Oasis.  Current water level in the Woods in 9%.  Tagged and marked human population is 179 and in decline, estimated remnant population outside of the habitat is 700.  Biosystem is under severe stress.  Flora and fauna are dying and conjectures show downward spiral likely.  Jellie presence moderately active in the Woods.  Faunal count is….” 
 
      
 
    “I will continue to send supplies to Lyudmila and appoint her their new Governor.  Please have Reproduction and Fabrication contact her directly to see what supplies she needs.  High priority,” Larissa ordered.  “Continue with damage report.” 
 
      
 
    The model shifted again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Larissa.  D Habitat: Safari is at 82% functional homeostasis and has 69% of its water supply.  Water is no longer being diverted.  The Jellie threat there has been halted.  Human population is down to 112.  Remnant population is estimated at 300.  Biosystem stable and recovering.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Larissa.  E Habitat: Wilds is at 88% functional homeostasis with stable biosystem.  Water levels at 84% with no water draining away.  Human population is at 1231, remnant population is estimated at 450.  Jellie activity is at low levels.” 
 
      
 
    “Constable Brock and Governor Konstantin are supportive and will maintain that habitat well.  Grant them the supplies and help we can offer,” Larissa commanded.  “Next habitat please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Larissa.  F Habitat:  Steppes also known as Pampas, also known as Prairie, is functioning at 47%.  Water levels are at 67% with continual slow drainage away.  Biosystems in flux.  Human population level is at 1986 and in decline.  Moderate Jellie activity detected.  Indications of ongoing combat and warfare happening.” 
 
      
 
    “I will try to talk to their Constable and Governor later.  Thank you for the damage report.  Continuous full scan of all habitats and report any deviation.  Now please give me an accurate assessment of our capabilities to repel the Jellies,” Larissa ordered.  She turned away from the model and sat down again in the chair.   
 
      
 
    The display screen shifted.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s voice came from the display.  “Defense Against Malignant Anomalies report has been complied…” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany!”  Paul interrupted.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Brinley also called out, “Tiffany?  You survived?” 
 
      
 
    “…which shows the best conjectures on defensive action.  The…”  Tiffany ignored Paul and Gretchen. 
 
      
 
    “Larissa!  Let us talk to Tiffany!”  Paul demanded.   
 
      
 
    “Please halt report,” Larissa turned to Paul.  “This is the first I have heard that voice in here.”  She turned to the display.  “Identify who is making this report.” 
 
      
 
    “Report is compiled by the Defense Against Malignant Anomalies,” Tiffany answered.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Please respond.  This is Paul!”   
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa, that is Tiffany.  The AI which came from Earth with us.  How can we speak to her?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “AI making report, please respond.  Are you Tiffany?”  Larissa inquired.   
 
      
 
    “The Defense Against Malignant Anomalies is an acculturation of multiple systems.  Tiffany was one of those systems,” the voice that sounded like Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Brinley said to him, “Paul, I will begin looking for where Tiffany’s physical ALP is located.  The ship’s system can find that for me, it will then just be a matter of separating out the ALP from that part of the lattice.  There will be no resistance this time.  Soon Tiffany will be safe.  I will work to find out how to restore her.” 
 
      
 
    “I have my doubts,” Paul muttered and ignored yet again another look of scorn by Larissa.   
 
      
 
    “Does the Captain wish to review the two proposed defensive action scenarios?” Tiffany asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, what action can we take to effectively defend the Vanguard,” Larissa said.  She looked sternly at Paul indicating he not interrupt. 
 
      
 
     “There are two equally effective potential plans, but with different methodology.  Scenario one:  The Artemis of Safari has developed a contact weapon which allows degeneration of Jellie technology.  It is made from a combination of Taraxacum, Notobasis, Giant Hogweed, Heracleum Mantegazzianum Buttercup, Skunk Cabbage, Hemlock, Aconitum, and vinegar.  Analysis of this substance shows it is noxious to Jellie technology.  Dome 17 technology has a proven weapon’s system, the L-ROD, which is effective against Jellie technology with lethal results.   Plan is to arm and equip automacubes with this Artemis substance for use as contact weapon and dispatch them to attack Jellies which are inside the Vanguard.  Modified external action by automacubes is also factored in.   Humans will be armed with Dome 17 L-RODs and also attack Jellies within the Vanguard.  Human soldiers will need Dome 17 immunity to the Outbreak to maximize their effectiveness.  Time frame, for building, arming, and deployment of automacubes and the immunization and training of human soldiers, is eighteen months.  Campaign duration sixty-three years.  Conjecture shows 85% probability of success with this plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Sixty-three years?  What is the second plan?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “Scenario two:  Immediate jettisoning of A Habitat: Oasis with overload and subsequent detonation of A Habitat’s solar mimicry system.  This action will result in the immediate destruction of the between 70-80% of the Jellie threat.  Follow up operational campaign using existing shuttles as guided missiles with conventional explosives will last a duration of one year.   Conjecture shows 85% probability of success with this plan,” Tiffany reported.   
 
      
 
    “Blow up part of the ship?”  Paul asked incredulously.  “That is crazy!” 
 
      
 
    Larissa stared at the display.  “How many humans would die in scenario two?” 
 
      
 
    “Unable to give an exact figure.  Estimates are that less than 6,500 humans, both active and in suspended animation would be killed in initial jettisoning and destruction of Oasis,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “If we do scenario one, how many humans will be killed by Jellies while we build, train and arm for those eighteen months?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “With reestablishment of the lattice, proper shifting of resources, and immunization against the Outbreak, the death rate by enemy action will slow down significantly.  I conjecture than in the eighteen-month preparation period, there will be less than 500 humans killed by Jellie action.  Additionally, estimates are that between 1000 and 1500 more humans would die in the following sixty-three years.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa rubbed her hand briefly over her braid, ever so gently.  Then in a firm voice she commanded, “I order you to implement scenario one.  Make that into reality immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “The war for recovery of this colony ship may take a generation, but my conjectures are we will succeed,” Tiffany related.  “Sending out orders for the start of scenario number one as discussed.” 
 
      
 
    A different voice came from one of the blue automacubes. 
 
      
 
    “That is unacceptable,” Phoenix Dominie stated.   
 
      
 
    The entire bridge was plunged into darkness.  Every monitor, every display, the three-dimensional model, and every control winked out.  Blackness covered over everything.   
 
      
 
    Then a single large display came back on, but glowing a dull orange color.  It reminded Paul of the eyes of the Roe. 
 
      
 
    “Lattice!  What has happened?”  Larissa barked.  “Give me an answer now!” 
 
      
 
    Brinley’s hands flew over the controls trying to regain something, anything.  “Nothing is responding to manual overrides!” 
 
      
 
    “The DAMA and IAM are now in operational control of the Vanguard.  Captain Larissa has been relieved of command.  She has shown inability to make command level decisions.  Larissa is judged unfit for command.  No other qualified human available.”  Phoenix Dominie stated.  “This unit assumes defense of the Vanguard.”  
 
      
 
    The three-dimensional model glowed orange.   
 
      
 
    “Initiating Operation Alien Purge.  Jettisoning with subsequent detonation of A Habitat Oasis in 5…4…3…2…1”   
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    Operation Alien Purge 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paula, Gretchen, Larissa, and Brinley were lit up by the dull orange glow from the large display and from the three-dimensional model.  The orange light infused the whole command bridge with odd shadows and a surreal feel.  
 
      
 
    “Phoenix Dominie, I command you to shut down and release these controls,” Larissa commanded.  “Do that immediately!” 
 
      
 
    “This unit is in control.  Operation Alien Purge has begun.  You have been relieved of command.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa placed her palm against the display screen.  “I am Captain Larissa! Any artificial intelligence system respond.”  A brief green glow washed over her hand.   
 
      
 
    “You have been relieved of command,” Phoenix Dominie repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, shut this down,” Larissa said.  
 
      
 
    Brinley tried every action she knew on the control board, but there was no response.  She then jumped up and headed for the door at a sprint.  The door slammed shut right in her face, followed nearly immediately by the second of the double doors also closing.  She heard them click and latch.  Brinley quickly punched in an override code on the dull color pad.  
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “I can get us out of here, but it will take some time,” Brinley said as she pulled out some tools. 
 
      
 
    The three androids which had been in the lifeless pile stood up. “You will not resist the proper authorities,” one of them said as they took steps toward the people.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled out her pistol. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff.   
 
      
 
    Each android was destroyed by a shot to its head.  Their bodies flopped back to the deck and after a moment were still. 
 
      
 
    “Security forces are in place around the bridge.  Please do not attempt to interfere. This unit does not wish to murder humans, even when they are incompetent to lead.  Emergency jettison of A Habitat has begun.  You may watch the defense of the Vanguard from external cameras, or as shown on the dynamic model which will display this unit’s success.”  Phoenix Dominie stated. “Contingency plans and preparation by automacubes has been underway for some time.  Operation Alien Purge is inaugurated.”  
 
      
 
    A different display turned on.  This one showed the outside of the hull and the view was of a constituent joint.  It showed the vastness of space and the field of stars behind it.  The more natural-looking light from that display only washed away some of the orange light of the room. 
 
      
 
    Viewing the outside, flaps of permalloy folded down from the hull and up into the constituent joint.  Long streamers of gas sprayed in bubbly jets out to the sides and dispersed in the vacuum of space. Restraining rivets were shattered by controlled explosive bolts.  Other parts shifted and moved and twisted.  The unlocking of vast mechanical clamp, joints, compression fittings, and connectors took place in an orchestrated sequence. The constituent joint’s multiple pieces slipped apart and the huge cylinder holding the biological habitat known as Oasis ever so subtly slipped away from the rest of the Colony Ship Vanguard. 
 
      
 
    “What will happen?”  Paul asked.  “This ship is in flight.  Can that Phoenix thing really do this?” 
 
      
 
    Larissa leaned back in the chair.  “It is happening.  So obviously, the Phoenix Dominie system had this planned.” 
 
      
 
    “You are awfully mundane about it,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “In this case, Paul, there is nothing I can do about it at all.  Look at all that is happening to Oasis.  Do you have a suggestion on how to stop it?”  Larissa was outwardly cool and calm as she gestured at the display. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen had pulled off her backpack and removed a molecular torch.  “I will help Brinley get the door open.” 
 
      
 
    “Be my guest,” Larissa stated.  “I doubt it will do any good.  For whatever reason Phoenix Dominie wants us to see this, and even if you get the doors open, what will you do?  I doubt those three androids are the only ones operational now, not to mention the security automacubes which could be used against us.”  Larissa looked at the blue automacubes which were sitting quietly on the bridge.  She wondered if she should destroy them now, and briefly stroked the pistol at her hip.  She decided against it.   
 
      
 
    Instead, Larissa undid her hair, pulled a small brush from her belt pouch, and began to comb through her thick blonde hair as she sat and watched. 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I am afraid Larissa is right,” Brinley said. “Gretchen, put down the torch.  If Phoenix Dominie had wanted us dead, it could have killed us in the darkness after it took control.” 
 
      
 
    “Great, you also are giving up?”  Paul whined.  “I thought no door could keep you out or keep you in.” 
 
      
 
    “I choose not to open this door, that is the difference,” Brinley quipped. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do we do?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    Larissa was carefully braiding her hair.  “I believe right now all we can do is observe and hope that whatever this Operation Alien Purge is that it does kill the enemy.  I wonder what the unexpected consequences will be?” 
 
      
 
    There on the display screen, they saw that all the constituent joints were released.  A Habitat was slowly moving away from the rest of the Vanguard.  Looking over at the model, in its dull orange illumination, there too the ship was seen decoupled from the A Habitat cylinder.   
 
      
 
    “Phoenix Dominie?”  Larissa asked.  “May I ask you a question?” 
 
      
 
    “You already did.  This unit is in command but is listening.  State your question,” Phoenix Dominie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Is your Operation Alien Purge the same as the rejected scenario which Tiffany described?” 
 
      
 
    “Scenario two was the plan.  Operation Alien Purge is the implementation, that is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you please give us full visuals on the model, with commentary on the progress of your Operation Alien Purge?”  Larissa asked.  Her voice was soft and nonthreatening.  “It would be nice to see the aliens represented so we can watch your successes.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit will honor that request.  It is reasonable for you to observe.” 
 
      
 
    The model shifted from the dull orange color to full spectrum animation and recreation of what was happening to the Vanguard.  The model showed the best view as the cameras and apertures for the displays were on the hull and could not capture the enormity of the scene.  On the model the A Habitat cylinder was gaining speed as it moved away from the needle ship.   
 
      
 
    “Phoenix Dominie?  I do not see the Jellies accounted for on the model, am I missing something?”  Larissa asked.  Again, her words and tones were different than the others had heard her use before.  “Will you help me understand?” 
 
      
 
    Paul, Gretchen, and Brinley all sat down and swiveled their chairs around to watch the progression.   
 
      
 
    The model suddenly had fourteen blobs of purplish blue that were hovering over the exterior at various places.  Ten of those were around various parts of the A Habitat cylinder.  They were oblong shaped, and consistent in size, even though their edges were fuzzy.   
 
      
 
    “You are seeing the alien ships,” Phoenix Dominie stated.  “Hull sensors and newly created devices have instituted physical anchoring, magnetic grappling, and gravitation attraction manipulation to keep those ten alien ships in place until detonation.  The rest of the Jellie fleet will similarly be anchored to their current locations to await excising.”  
 
      
 
    Paul looked away from the model and at the display screen which showed the outside.  Underneath the A Habitat there suddenly were bursts of thrust that were very large.  The spouts of flame shot out from A Habitat and drove it away from the needle ship.  
 
      
 
    Brinley looked over, “Those are positioning rockets which are firing.  That habitat will be a good distance away from the Vanguard very soon.” 
 
      
 
    “If it is not and it explodes, what will happen?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Watch and see, Paul.  Watch and see,” Larissa said.  “It is all out of our hands now.” 
 
      
 
    The model showed that A Habitat was moving quickly in a perpendicular manner to the rest of the Vanguard.  Three of the alien ships suddenly pulled away from the cylinder and raced toward other parts of the Vanguard.  The cylinder then did a quick rotation which surprised Gretchen as she considered how huge the A Habitat really was.   
 
      
 
    There was a blindingly bright flash, and no sound, as the solar mimicry system, the sky tube of Oasis, detonated.  The flash blanked out the visual cameras.  The three-dimensional model also faded out for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “It happened,” Paul said in shock.  “It really exploded.  Inaccessible Island is no more.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us hope the Jellies are no more as well,” Larissa commented.  “But I did see some of their ships moving.”   
 
      
 
    As the explosion subsided A Habitat remains were revealed.  The cylinder was shattered into countless chunks.  The vast majority of them were on courses away from the Vanguard.  There were streaks of various things which were still streaming out from the explosion site.  There was no evidence of any of the seven Jellie ships which had been trapped to the hull of A Habitat.  The three that had escaped were some distance away. 
 
      
 
    “How many people just died,” Paul lamented.  “All those people in suspended animation inside Inaccessible Island.  How many others?” 
 
      
 
    “Collateral damage is very regrettable, but is a necessary part of war.  The defense of the Vanguard mandated certain sacrifices be made,” Phoenix Dominie stated.   
 
      
 
    “I noticed you are still functional.  Your central memory core must be located somewhere else, right?” Paul stated.  “You avoided your own sacrifice.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit’s central memory core is in a secured and mobile location.  This unit is essential to defending the Vanguard,” Phoenix Dominie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Who decides who is essential?”  Paul asked in anger.   
 
      
 
    “The Jellies are on the move!”  Gretchen said as she watched the three-dimension model where the purplish-blue oblongs were moving.   
 
      
 
    Three of those Jellie spacecraft had moved very rapidly over to surround one end of a different cylinder.  The cylinder was labeled B Habitat on the model.   
 
      
 
    “That is Heartland,” Larissa said as she finalized the braiding of her hair.  Tying it back into place, she spoke again, “Phoenix Dominie, how will you defend against those Jellie craft?  You said they would all be anchored and trapped where they were.” 
 
      
 
    “Conjectures showed that no Jellie craft would be able to move after implementation of Operation Alien Purge,” Phoenix Dominie replied.  “This is unexpected and irregular.” 
 
      
 
    “There are always unexpected and irregular consequences,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    The Jellie spacecraft which surrounded B Habitat linked into a larger single blob.  That craft then moved to just over the short end of the habitat.  A brilliant pink light came out as a tight and narrow beam.  It struck the end of the cylinder.   
 
      
 
    “Can we get any closer views?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “There is still no response to the manual overrides,” Brinley reported.   
 
      
 
    “This looks very bad.  Phoenix thing!  What are the aliens doing?”  Paul demanded.  “You started this!  What are they doing!” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    The model showed the alien combined craft moving slowly along the end edge of the B Habitat.  The pink beam of energy was pulsing slowly as it struck into the Vanguard.  The model showed a severed fissure being created where the pink beam struck.   
 
      
 
    “That is going to cut all the way into the biological habitat!”  Brinley said.  “That will cause decompression of the whole habitat!” 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix Dominie?” Larissa asked.  “Please help me understand what I am seeing.  What will happen to Heartland?” 
 
      
 
    There was an eruption of something which flew out from the end of Heartland and flowed past the Jellie combined ship.  It looked like fluids, but the scale was so large it was hard to tell.  The fissure grew increasingly large until the entire end of the cylinder was consumed and a vast quantity of wreckage debris was flowing out from inside the cylinder.   
 
      
 
    “That biological habitat is gone,” Gretchen said in shock.   
 
      
 
    “I am damned,” Phoenix Dominie stated from the display.   
 
      
 
    Abruptly the large display went dark.  The three-dimensional model went blank.  The bridge was plunged into darkness.   
 
      
 
    “This is really bad,” Paul groaned.  “Really, really bad.” 
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    The bridge was dark.  There was no sound except for the four people who were breathing. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was first to turn on a fusion pack light.   
 
      
 
    “What happened?”  Gretchen asked.  “Paul?  Paul are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Where else would I go?  We are trapped in here on a dead bridge,” Paul said as he too turned on a fusion pack light.   
 
      
 
    Larissa was turning dials and levers, but with a look of doubt on her face. Nothing anywhere in the entire bridge was lit up in any way.  The only light was from the fusion pack.  
 
      
 
    Brinley was doing the same at her work station, but she too had no response.   
 
      
 
    “The whole board is unpowered,” Brinley said.  “I will hook up a fusion pack and see if we can get anything to work.” 
 
      
 
    “But what happened?”  Paul demanded.  “Brinley, you know the systems on this old ship.  What did we just see?” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I am not sure. It looked….”  Brinley tried to reply but Larissa interrupted her.   
 
      
 
    “We saw thousands of people die.  That was the alien’s counter attack.  I believe the Vanguard just lost not only A Habitat: Oasis, but also B Habitat: Heartland.  That was a counter attack by Jellies against our most secure habitat.  They just killed everyone in Heartland.  I feared their reprisal, and so I chose the long-term strategy.  We saw Phoenix Dominie’s Operation Alien Purge go terribly wrong.”  Several tears ran down Larissa’s face.  She ignored them as she tried to get any part of the bridge to function.   
 
      
 
    Brinley inserted a fusion pack cable to an access port.   
 
      
 
    A small display opened in a weak green glow.   
 
      
 
    “I am here,” came Tiffany’s voice.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Is that really you?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  The nonphysicality is in chaos and I was able to extract myself form the influences of Phoenix Dominie and I reversed the acculturation,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Brinley looked at the display, her face lit by the green glow coming off of it.  “Tiffany, what is the status of the Vanguard?” 
 
      
 
    “That is unknown.  I am not willing to link or couple to other systems at this time.  The chaos in the nonphysicality is too great and too dangerous.  There is zero evidence of a lattice of compeers, or the IAM or the DAMA.  Essentially none of them now exist.  I am unable to locate my own Atomic Level Processor; however, it is functioning.  The tendril of consciousness I have to this display is weak and fluctuating.  Please connect in your multiceivers so I can make a link to them. Act quickly, this medium is unstable.” 
 
      
 
    Paul, Larissa, Gretchen, and Brinley all took their multiceivers and cabled them into the ports under the display.  The screens on all of them began to glow in a green light.   
 
      
 
    “Links established and locked in place,” Tiffany reported.   
 
      
 
    “What else can you report?”  Larissa asked.   
 
      
 
    “Very little.  The chaos in the nonphysicality is too severe for any assessment of other features.  I do know there are artificial intelligence systems which are active, however, I cannot identify their rationality or coherence or sanity,” Tiffany reported.   
 
      
 
    “Terrific!  This is hopeless!”  Paul said.  “There are now insane artificial intelligences out there and we are here in the dark without any idea where the Jellies are, or the Roe, or the androids, or the other things that want to kill us?  The Vanguard was torn apart by the Jellies, what are they doing now?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that is an accurate statement of the current conditions,” Tiffany responded.  “I have no answers to any of your valid concerns.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we are in more danger than ever on the Vanguard?”  Paul muttered.  “I hate this so much.”  
 
      
 
    Brinley, Gretchen, and Larissa were all silent.  None of them wanted to admit that for the first time ever, they each agreed with Paul.   
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    The command bridge was lit by several displays which Brinley had powered up and tricked into working as illumination sources.  She could not get the controls to work.  Nor could she summon up any artificial intelligence system on the ship’s equipment.   
 
      
 
    Paula looked frustrated.  “We know what was behind those two entry doors, but we do not know what is back there.”  He gestured toward the door Larissa had found in the far corner of the bridge.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, we must start by opening something, and this door probably is crew quarters,” Brinley stated for yet another time.  “It will be least likely to have enemies behind it.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “The door style is not built for security.  It is a basic passage door, and if we power it up, I can get it to open,” Brinley replied.   
 
      
 
     Gretchen and Larissa nodded their heads in agreement.   
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Paul said with a great mount of doubt.  “It is unlikely vacuum or radiation is behind there.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, cheer up.  If radiation or vacuum was behind there we would already be dead,” Brinley said.   
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, Gretchen and Larissa drew out their pistols and aimed them at the door.  Paul began to draw his as well, but Gretchen caught his arm.  “Two will be enough.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley placed the cable from the fusion pack into the access port.  The door frame lit with a light blue color around it.  Brinley touched the lever on the side of the door and it slid sideways. 
 
      
 
    “Meooow,” an animal noise came from beyond.   
 
      
 
    Brinley jumped back, and Gretchen and Larissa both flinched greatly.   
 
      
 
    Paul began to laugh as he stepped past them.  “It is that cat Bernie.  You three were afraid.” 
 
      
 
    They put away their weapons, but did not answer.   
 
      
 
    “Come on, admit it.  For a moment there you were terrified.” Paul chuckled loudly as he reached down to extend his hand to the gray and black stripped cat.  The cat jumped up into his arms which shocked him and he stepped back in surprise.   
 
      
 
    The others all began to laugh at him. 
 
      
 
    Paul was unsure what to do.  The cat was purring as it curled up in the crook of his arm.  He gently stroked its warm fur.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, this is a crew quarters,” Brinley said as she stepped inside.  A few lights came on and illuminated the small barracks.  “There must be a separate power supply here.  That makes sense for a redundant secondary non-essential system.  Often those are independently powered.  That is a toileting area.  Over there are some food supplies which are in suspended animation.  The machines here are working.” 
 
      
 
    Larissa walked over and looked at the sinks in the corner.  “The water supply is working so we will not die of thirst.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen walked back to where there was a connected room with six sets of bunks.  “There is room to sleep twelve back here, and with the food and water we will not have to forage much any time soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I see where my friend came in,” Paul said and squatted down.  One of the grilles was missing from an air duct.  “But how could this little predator have made it all the way here?”  Paul looked down at the cat and rubbed its ears.  Bernie looked up at him and blinked his eyes slowly.   
 
      
 
    “It obviously wanted to be with you,” Larissa said. “I am sure it had an adventure getting here.” 
 
      
 
    Brinley squatted down and reattached the grillwork.  “If this area has power, it is probable other areas on the needle ship also have power.  We will need to check them out.  The flight status is unknown, the integrity of the systems is doubtful, and there are many things to investigate.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Paul said and walked over and sat down on a bunk.  The cat stepped off his lap, then flopped down and rolled over.  He reached out a paw and gently nudged Paul.  Paul began stroking the cat’s abdomen.   
 
      
 
    “That Jellie which we captured will also need to be assessed.  We have no idea where it was put.  I hope it has died,” Gretchen stated.  “But we need to make sure and prepare, in case the other Jellies come looking for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Paul replied.   
 
      
 
    “The other habitats will need to be contacted.  Depending on the state of those habitats and the people, we will make plans for our next moves.  We need to know the fate of the Vanguard,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “I know,” Paul replied.  “But right now, I am going to take a nap with this cat.  He is content, warm, and unworried.  He has the right attitude.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
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