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     Fishes here, fishes there, fishes fishes everywhere 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know, my dear friend,” Abigail said to John as he sat holding his cane pole.  “I believe you would give personal names to each of the fish in these waters.” She smiled at him as she sat down in the grass near the stream.  High overhead was the sky light tube which ran all the way across the sky.  Abigail knew of it as the sun.  Her dark brown hair was curled a bit as it tumbled down around her shoulders.  There were some streaks of gray in that brown, but she took no real notice of that.  She gently rubbed her hands, which were calloused and rough from a life of being a fish farmer.    
 
      
 
    “Abigail, I never grow tired of this.” John was afraid to admit that he had in fact named many of his favorite fish in the streams, pools, and tanks around Abigail’s fish farm.  John’s light blue eyes twinkled as he looked at his friend.  His thin grey hair was receded, but his face showed a huge smile as she sat near him.  He was older than she was, by a number of years, but they had become almost instant friends when they first met. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, to you John, fishing is never work,” she laughed as his smile grew even broader.  “One would think, by your age, fishing would have gotten old.  But I still have troubles understanding the world you came from.  Fish farming is all I have ever known, as my parents were fish farmers, and theirs were as well.  All the way back to the OCMs, my family has been fishing.” 
 
      
 
    “And I have only seen real fish for a few weeks now,” John replied.  “And they are more amazing than I ever expected.  Sure, the data stick projections showed me videos and photos and information about fish, but seeing them for real and watching their habits and how they live.  It is just fascinating.” 
 
      
 
    “So that Dome 17 place really had no fish? None at all? Yet, you do seem to know about fish.  You slice them up for cooking and tell me names for all the bones, and you have good knowledge about the grasses and trees as well.  But it all seems brand new to you? You are a confusing man, my friend.” She nuzzled up close to John.  It had been a while since she had felt the desire to be close to a man.  Once, Abigail had been set to marry a man from the town of Antioch, but he had died in a hunting accident with the bison.  Since then she had continued working the fish farm, and all seemed placid, if not thrilling.  But then the strangers came and later, John.  Her heart finally told her mind that she had been waiting for a new man in her life.  When John came walking to her home with his stories of other worlds and his RC like wonder at the simplest things in the world, she was enamored.      
 
      
 
    “Not only did Dome 17 have no fish, there were not even large collections of water.” John gestured toward the stream.  “Nothing like this in Dome 17.  Water was used only for human consumption and for essential food production.  But here, water is everywhere.  And there were no fish or animals, in Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “And this was all inside some building?” Abigail asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, a large dome and we all lived there.” John paid close attention to his pole and line. 
 
      
 
    “And you never went outside of that dome building?”   
 
      
 
    “I never did.  Only a few people did.  Michael and Jamie for example.  We called those people adventurers.  They had to wear special clothing made from radiation absorption materials.   Outside the dome everything was dead.  There were poisons everywhere,” John said.  He had caught himself so he rephrased and used the term poison, rather than radiation, because Abigail’s vocabulary was somewhat limited on scientific terms.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have seen some of the RAM clothing.   It is strong and yet light weight and flexible.   You have told me before, so let me see if I understand.  Outside of that dome building, it was all dried up.  You said once it was like when we fry an egg on the stove, and it gets all burned and crisp and shriveled.” Abigail had picked up some dirt and run it through her hands.  “Just a dry dusty nothing, right?” The dryness of what John described was hard for her to grasp. 
 
      
 
    “It was like that, but far worse.  Many died there at the end.   It was horrible.” John’s sorrow spread across his face, but quickly passed as it usually did when they spoke about where he had been before he came to the world.   
 
      
 
    Abigail slipped an arm around him and held him for a while.  The silence and just being together comforted for both of them.    
 
      
 
    John looked down the straight edges of the stream he was sitting near.  The water flowed gently by, and his line was just wavering ever so slightly in the water.  This was his favorite place to fish, even though he did do it in other locations.  Something about this one spot, just a few paces away from the growth tanks, the spawning pools, and the hatchery made him content.  It was good to escape the memories of the end of Dome 17.  He sometimes feared sharing too much with Abigail.  The hopelessness that came when the launch of the last faster-than-light scout ship had had a major malfunction.  John was there and saw adventurers Hobart and Gwen climb into the FTL scout ship and enter the sling.  Hobart’s hearty laugh echoed through the place as Gwen doubled checked everything.  John would never forget those last images.  Gwen’s hair pulled into tight cornrows.  John always thought the term cornrow for hair was amusing, as none of them had ever seen a real cornrow, but Gwen kept her hair in that style, even though the term was antiquated.  Gwen’s large brown eyes with their soft warmth were hard to forget. 
 
      
 
    Those two adventurers were filled with joy to be on a mission which could bring them all another chance.  They were two intelligent and daring people, willing to attempt a one-way mission to save everyone.  Sure, they knew there was huge risk, it was a last desperate attempt, but never had anyone expected failure during the actual launch.  After all, they had already slung six other FTL scout ships out into space seeking to recover one of the seven lost colony ships.  How would anyone have guessed what was coming as they closed the scout ship’s hatch and then the ship slid into sling launching position?  
 
      
 
    When the sling failed at high acceleration, a spectacular explosion had happened.  It was so powerful it ripped the reinforced permalloy walls of the sling tubes as well as the central bracing of Dome 17.  At least the end came quickly for Hobart and Gwen.  They probably never knew what happened.  But the people in the dome did.  The exterior seals were cracked, and the deadly radiation, which had been kept out for so long, entered the dome.  The tan, dusty, dry death rushed into Dome 17. The horrors which followed as people tried to escape the radiation, heat, and poisons of the dying earth were myriad.  All the children had died.  All the medical staff had been washed over in death.  Emergency doors slamming closed, despite people being in the way or trapped behind.  The cafetorium was sealed as a sanctuary for some survivors.  Nearly half the population of the dome perished, along with two of the three committee members who were the leaders of Dome 17.  Jubal Morris and Murial Hodgesyn were longtime friends of John, and they died miserable deaths.  If only they... 
 
      
 
    “John, you have caught another one,” Abigail brought him out of his memories and back to the art of fishing.  Indeed, his line was taunt, and a good-sized fish was on the line.  John pulled his cane pole’s line back in, and the bright yellow sunfish jerked and tried to escape.  “See, you provide supper right here.  Fresh fish.  Shall I prepare it, or do you want to do so?”   
 
      
 
    “I will do it,” John replied.  He was glad for the distraction.  He added the latest sunfish to the others he had caught for them and carried it toward their home.  He reached down and punched several small buttons on the side of the door.  It swung upward to reveal a staircase that led down.  There was dim light at the bottom of the stairs.    
 
      
 
    He walked down the stairs, carrying the basket of fish.  The bottom of the stairs opened into a large room.  There were areas of light shining down from the ceiling in the light tubes with mirrored insides.  Those were also ventilation conduits which led to the surface.  They provided both light and air.  In one corner stood a large tank filled with water.  A long table sat against one wall, with benches on either side.  A workstation for food preparation and other work was supplemented by the counter tops and cabinets.  Abigail had things well organized, and John liked that very much. 
 
      
 
    John went to the small counter next to the tank.  In a smooth motion, he drew out a knife from under the counter and decapitated the fish.  He then sliced, scrubbed and prepared the fish, just as Abigail had taught him.  John still marveled at the food.  In Dome 17, they had food: ration bars that were nutritious, filling and fed everyone.  But here, the food had flavor, texture and variety.  He really was astounded, but also missed the rations. 
 
      
 
    “Well, do you have a preference for which vegetables we have with the fish? I already have some bread prepared.” Abigail had joined him in her underground home.  She had lived there with her family for generations.    
 
      
 
    “Anything will be fine,” John replied.    
 
      
 
    “We should take a load of fish into Antioch tomorrow, and you need to see your friends,” Abigail told John.  She was well aware of his need to keep in contact with the other people who had come with him to the world.  Especially after what had recently happened.    
 
      
 
    “Did you hear me? We should go to Antioch and see your friends, and I can deliver a load of fish.”  Abigail saw that John was distracted.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would be fine.  I was just thinking, but never mind.” 
 
      
 
    “You were thinking about Jamie and Michael, and you still feel guilty about what happened.  I keep telling you; it was not your fault,” Abigail said in a firm voice. 
 
      
 
    “But people were murdered, and I was sitting here fishing.  Those bandits killed my people, and we still are not sure who they all were, or who died at their hands,” John said.  “Maybe when we came here, I should have taken a census and listed everyone who arrived.”  
 
      
 
    “John, it was all a shock.  And those bandits, well, they killed our people.  We are one people now.  The legionnaires are looking into it, and they will handle it.  John, you cannot do anything more." Abigail knew he blamed himself, and she recalled it had not been so very long ago when the Domers had appeared in the town square through a machine, the name escaped her, and that was a shock to everyone.  Some of the people in Antioch still wondered and questioned how people could just appear out of a ball of light.  There were rumors of black magic and sorcery, but she knew it was just machines.  After all, Abigail had also met Jamie and Michael, who were the first two Domers to ever come to the world.  They had stopped at her home before they went to Antioch.  They had come to the world in some kind of ship, but the way John explained it did not make sense.  No one could get outside the world.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are correct.  Shall we go in the morning?” 
 
      
 
    John and Abigail enjoyed their meal, and everything seemed calm and contented in their part of Habitat One, Coastal Plains aboard the colony ship Eschaton. 
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     Incoming 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you agree that the mathematics are correct for the basis of teleportation; the quantum mechanics and hyperisomorphism are fundamental, and the physics are applied properly?” Brink was tired and becoming frustrated.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, those seem to be in order,” replied the artificial voice of Theta Four.  The display screen from which the voice emanated was gray colored showing numerous mathematical formulas.  “However, I am not programmed for theoretic systems analysis, my purpose is overseeing my section of the transport system.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, an excuse.  The math is correct and yet you keep saying ‘unknown system request’ or some such nonsense."  Yes, Brink was frustrated.  He had been that way for almost the entire time he had been on the Eschaton.  These were very unusual emotions for the master engineer.  Brink was a tall and muscular man with a quiet voice.  But his nerves were frazzled and strained after the stress of the last few weeks.  Back in Dome 17 he had pioneered the systems which made faster-than-light travel possible and had helped design the teleportation system which had brought the survivors from Dome 17 to the colony ship.  In the dome, Brink had been gentle and reserved.  But the new life here in this habitat was overwhelming him.  He was used to the modern and efficient artificial intelligence systems of the dome.  Those were all gone now.  And Brink’s everyday tools, the data sticks, simply did not work.  He had not realized how much he had taken the data sticks for granted.  The small hexagonal sticks carried all the collected knowledge from the dome; in fact, they had been loaded with everything possible and brought through the teleportation orifice so that the survivors could tap into that knowledge.  Even to the point of evolving them into modern artificial intelligences.  But after coming here, none of the data sticks worked, and no one knew why.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, let us leave those subjects and get to a more basic problem.  The data sticks look like they are functional.  The data stick readers seem to have power supplied by the fusion packs.  But yet, I put the data stick in and nothing happens,” Brink said partly to himself and partly to the AI Theta Four.   
 
      
 
    “That is a correct assessment of the current conditions.” The screen shifted to an image of a data stick as Theta Four replied.  “I remind you again, I am not designed for evaluation of protoscience.” 
 
      
 
    “Now it calls it protoscience?”  Brink sunk into the chair, which sat behind the makeshift work desk he had assembled in the transportation portal room.  The room was lined with doors which were more like hatches.  The hatches opened up to the transport system which had vehicles that travel from place to place.  Brink had moved a table and chairs into the portal transport room, so he could interface with the AIs more often.  He was in the middle of an ongoing discussion with one of the two known working artificial intelligences of the Eschaton.    
 
      
 
    “It is not protoscience, it is well established fact.  So, I will phrase it another way. Theta Four, conjecture how to build the tools necessary to craft a machine which can access and analyze why our data sticks fail to function,” Brink said.  He had phrased this same question various ways and, occasionally, gathered new information. 
 
      
 
    “Attempting to comply.  Data sticks failure to function due to one of three reasons.  Number one: they are broken.  Number two: the data stick readers are broken.  Number three: a combination of numbers one and two,” Theta Four’s mechanical voice replied.  “Therefore, without knowing the details of why the data sticks do not function, a conjecture on how to assess that function is impossible.  Can you provide greater detail on exact functioning with schematics and materials for construction of data sticks?” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “Oh, how many times will we go round and round on this?” Brink said.  “I have told you all the technical materials I know and the mathematics behind that.  I have also told you all the plans and engineering details are on the data sticks, so until we can access the information on the data sticks we cannot provide schematics.” 
 
      
 
    “Data sticks and data stick readers are not a recognized technology,” Theta Four replied.  The screen stayed flat gray colored.    
 
      
 
    “I feel like I am trying to recharge a fusion pack with a hammer and ax,” Brink lamented.    
 
      
 
    “Is there something wrong with the fusion packs?” Theta Four asked.    
 
      
 
    “No, it is just so frustrating to not have the information we need.” 
 
      
 
    “As of present, you have asked three thousand four hundred and ninety-one requests which include the term ‘data stick,’ and I have answered each of your queries.  I am currently functioning at 79% of optimal efficiency.  But even were I at 100% of prior functioning, I am programmed to operate the transport system not repair or rebuild machinery,” Theta Four said.    
 
      
 
    “Then find a linkage to some system that can help me.” Brink pounded the arm of the chair, in a totally uncharacteristic manner. 
 
      
 
    “The only other known operational artificial intelligence is Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  I continue to look for couplings and linkages to other systems,” Theta Four stated.    
 
      
 
    A woman entered the room.  “Brink, it is time to rest.  You have again worked through an entire night.  I have prepared a nice meal for you, and I insist that now you come with me,” a quiet, firm voice stated.  Rectora Lydia had entered the room and with her was Regina. 
 
      
 
    “I am getting nowhere with these antique and obsolete intelligence systems anyway.  If I was back in my shop in Dome 17, this problem would have been over long ago.  Brink stood and departed with Lydia.  Her arm was around his waist as they walked away.  That was a sign of how different things were now in Antioch.  When Rector Robert had been alive, he maintained a much stricter, a few still said better, but many more said meaner, rule of order.  As such, public displays of affection were seldom seen.  But after Rector Robert’s attempted murder of Jamie, and his killing of Rectora Hazel, his ways were rejected by most in Antioch.  Robert had so disgraced the position of Rector, that the people of Antioch had not yet filled that position.  Being revealed as a secret truster was the undoing of Robert’s legacy.  His family, while they had been told they were not responsible for his actions, still felt shame and guilt. 
 
      
 
    Regina watched them leave.   Her shoulder length brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her bright brown eyes were sad as she contemplated the problem Brink had faced.  She, too, knew the serious nature of the failure of the data sticks.  She had been the one to load many of the data sticks back in Dome 17 before they teleported.  They had worked then, but none had ever worked here. 
 
      
 
    “Kurat, may we discuss an issue?” Regina said to the artificial intelligence systems, and the screen turned a different shade.      
 
      
 
    “Hello Regina.  How may I be of service? Medical assistance is available,” Kurat’s voice was mechanical, like Theta Four, but had different pitches and tones, and the two did have separate personalities.  At least they were rudimentary personalities, not like a human’s or even the modern AIs had had in the dome.    
 
      
 
    “You can tell me how to repair the data sticks,” Regina said.  She knew the reply she was about to receive. 
 
      
 
    “I am a medical Artificial Intelligence.  Machine Maintenance should be contacted for your request,” Kurat replied.      
 
      
 
    “Kurat, you are designed to diagnose and treat things, correct?” Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not entirely correct.  I am designed to diagnose and treat humans, within the directives installed.  The patient needs to be human and be on a medical treatment table in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  I have limited scanning ability outside of Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  I can direct medical automacubes for specific tasks.” 
 
      
 
    “So, if I bring a data stick to that medical facility and place it on the table, you could diagnose it?” Regina asked.  She had asked before but thought it might be worth a try again.    
 
      
 
    “I can medically scan biological entities only.  I am only programmed to do medical procedures.  Medical procedures cannot be performed on entirely mechanical objects.  Machine Maintenance and Repair should be contacted for your need.  Shall I make contact with them?” Kurat never grew tired of making referrals to other AIs and departments.   
 
      
 
    “Kurat, you utilize mechanical parts for medical procedures, do you not?  I mean, there have been pacemakers for human hearts for, what, a couple hundred years?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can and do utilize mechanical parts for some medical procedures.  Do you want me to send a request to Archival Records for a history of the cardiac pacemaker and assorted technologies?” Kurat replied. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know if a mechanical medical implant is functioning?” Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “The parts are dispensed by Bio-Medical Engineering and are tested there.  My function is installation and maintenance, through assessment of the human patient and his or her interface with medical implant,” Kurat replied. 
 
      
 
    “Please consider the data stick a medical implant or adaptive device or prosthesis and assess its functioning.” Regina’s hopes were raised that, perhaps, she had found a way to get the AI to help her.    
 
      
 
    There was a slight pause. 
 
      
 
    “The data stick is not a registered or recognized medical implant or adaptive device or prosthesis, nor is it authorized for any other medical uses.  You may contact Bio-Medical Engineering for information about process to add data stick technology and get approval of considered usage,” Kurat replied. 
 
      
 
    “But, hypothetically speaking, if the data stick was inside my body, would you be able to assess it and its function?” Regina said. 
 
      
 
    “In that scenario, the data stick would be removed as a foreign body.  A report on the object would be made, and it would be sent to Machine Maintenance.” 
 
      
 
    “How much time has it been since the last response from Machine Maintenance?” Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Records last response from Machine Maintenance was ninety-two years, fourteen days, eight hours and thirteen minutes ago,” Kurat replied.  “That is over the established maximum time limit.  Request sent to Central Processing for reassessment of links to Machine Maintenance,” Kurat replied.    
 
      
 
    “Kurat, you are linked to Theta Four, is that correct?” Regina wanted to try a new approach. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  We have a lattice connection.” 
 
      
 
    “So, conjecture, using all available means, how you and Theta Four can diagnose and treat the problem of data stick failure,” Regina phrased her request as carefully as possible. 
 
      
 
    The display screen now split into two sections, one gray the other more blue.    
 
      
 
    There was a pause. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four is designed for transportation intelligence, and Kurat is a medical intelligence.  Neither is compatible with, nor capable of, stated request.  Data stick technology is not in core information and knowledge base for either intelligence.  Conjectures are made with that understanding.  We recommended the following: Utilize an AI that is capable of reverse engineering of data stick and data stick reader.  As previously suggested, seek out interaction with intelligence system in Reproduction and Fabrication Zone called Zeus.  Alternatively, seek interaction with intelligence system in the Terraforming and Restoration Zone called Mister Green Jeans.  This has been suggested before and is still best conjecture available,” Kurat’s voice was blended with that of Theta Four and the blending of these AI voices always seemed odd to Regina.  She was not used to working with such old equipment.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, Theta Four, do you have any way to connect to either of those AIs? And what is the latest assessment on status of those AIs.” 
 
      
 
    “There are no functioning couplings or links to other systems.  Neither through transportation nor through the medical facility with Kurat,” Theta Four’s voice replied.  “I am still running attempts to establish means of contact with other systems.” 
 
      
 
    Changing the subject away from the circular reasoning which the data stick problem seemed to present, Regina asked a different question.  She had been hesitant to ask about this, but since she was alone she felt like now was the time.  “Please display the location of Biological Research Section 47R.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no Biological Research Section 47R in any data systems,” Theta Four replied.   
 
      
 
    “Please check with Kurat and identify location of Biological Research Section 47R,” She commanded.    
 
      
 
    “No such location,” the combined Theta Four/Kurat voice said.     
 
      
 
    “I know it exists.  I was there!” Regina said angrily.  It had taken her a long time to even ask the AIs about that location.  She knew that Brink had made inquiries about it, but he did not bring it up with her.  Perhaps he was afraid of stirring up the grueling memories of being trapped in that rat invested garden place.  What Brink did not understand, and probably could not understand, was the turmoil Regina felt inside as she longed to know more about The Voice which had ‘played games’ with her.  Compounding that was her own stupendous fear of what had happened there.  Not to mention that she had been separated from a fusion pack and numerous data sticks, which she hoped were still in that place. 
 
      
 
    “Kurat, can you back track the medical automacube’s route which brought me to the medical facility?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply.  That automacube was destroyed by violent action just prior to your last major injury.” 
 
      
 
    Regina had been afraid of that.  She knew many of the small mechanical six-wheeled automacubes had been destroyed in that incident, but she had hoped information was stored somewhere with Kurat. 
 
      
 
    “What about the blue one or the yellow one?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “I keep no information from engineering automacubes nor transport automacubes,” Kurat replied.    
 
      
 
    A red light started spinning and shining above one of the hatches.  Regina looked up. 
 
      
 
    “There is an incoming transport vehicle.  Please stand clear of the portals and allow passengers to disembark.  Only after people are clear shall passengers enter the transports,” Theta Four announced.    
 
      
 
    Had someone gone to one of the accessible places? Some of the technicians from the dome had been exploring engineering a few days ago, but Regina thought that they were all back.  She was certain she would have heard it if someone was taking a mission to Habitat Five: Tropical or to Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.  The people of Antioch were very hesitant to go through the portals, since, to them, they had once been used only for banishment of criminals.    
 
      
 
    “Well, it must be someone from engineering.  I hope they found something useful.” Regina turned and watched the portals.  There was a clanging noise, and then one of the hatches slowly opened.  No one exited the transport.  “Hello!” Regina called out.  There was no response.      
 
      
 
    Regina walked up to the hatch to look inside.  The transports usually had interior illumination, but this one was dark.  As she walked the few paces toward the car, Regina felt a prickly sensation on her neck and back.  She breathed a bit faster and tried to calm the anxiety which was rising in her.  She reassured herself that there was nothing to fear from a transport vehicle, but her tense muscles and tingly skin kept on the high alert. 
 
      
 
    As she looked into the vehicle, the only illumination coming from the light in the portal room as it seeped in; she saw the two rows of seats along the sides of the vehicle.  The rows faced the center, and some lumpy things were on the seats.  As her eyes adjusted to the dimness of the vehicle, she recognized what was on the seats.         
 
      
 
    Regina screamed. 
 
      
 
    Inside the transport vehicle was a woman’s dismembered body, spread over several of the seats.  The words “Haro knows” were carved into the torso of the body.    
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       It Is Growing Where? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hulda, you have got to make it stop! Every morning I get up and puke,” Jamie said as she entered the healer’s cabin.  Jamie’s short red hair was tousled a bit; she looked pale, and her freckles showed more than ever.  Her hazel/green eyes were pleading.  “You told me what was happening was a natural and regular thing.  But I am sick.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Jamie, come in.  Yes, Jamie, pregnancy is a normal thing,” Hulda explained in a soothing voice.  Hulda’s home had started as a typical one of Antioch, being made from spun permalloy, the same materials from which the ship was constructed.  But it had been the healer’s cabin for a generation, with separation between Hulda’s living places and the cots she had, for the ill or injured.  She was sitting at her work bench grinding some powers.  On the bench were jars and bottles of various herbs, tonics and assorted mixtures, including some containers with insects and small animals. 
 
      
 
    “It is not normal or natural for me.  No one gets pregnant anymore,” Jamie sat down hard on the nearest cot.  She knew Hulda would listen to her.  Jamie had visited the healer’s cabin many times over the last five weeks. 
 
      
 
    “You got pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    “But that was impossible.  How did it happen?” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Shall I draw you a picture of how it happened?” Hulda had not yet looked up from her grinding, but the smile on her face was evident in her voice.    
 
      
 
    “I am too sick for your jokes.  No one ever gets pregnant anymore.  Well, not in the dome, it is too primitive and unsafe,” Jamie replied.  “Besides, at age fifteen, every person in the dome has egg or sperm harvesting and storage, then sterilization.  So, no pregnancies.” Jamie gagged a bit as another spasm of nausea hit her.     
 
      
 
    “Uh-hum, no babies in that dome place you came from?” Hulda said.  She was a middle-aged woman with hair pulled back into a ponytail which was braided.  Her dark nutmeg colored skin shone with health and vigor, which hid her true age.  Her movements were precise and efficient as she set the pestle aside.  She then poured the powder she had ground out of the mortar and into a larger bowl. 
 
      
 
    “I have told you before, of course there were babies in Dome 17.  Michael and I are age-mates.  All the babies are incubated together once every five years.  The AIs and the Committee decided the needed population, and the numbers are decided.  The sperm and egg are checked for compatibility, radiation effects, and for genetic abnormalities.  Only then are they paired together.  Then the babies are gestated in the extracorporeal nursery.  That is how normal people do it.”   
 
      
 
    “Well then, you were grown in some box?” Hulda chuckled.  She and Jamie had had this discussion several times previously and to Hulda it still sounded farfetched.  But with all the things she had seen from the Domers, she did not dismiss this notion out of hand.  There were those in Antioch who discounted all the tales the Domers told.  "It does seem all you Domers are either the same age or spread out in five year groups.  Were they litters?" 
 
      
 
    “Maybe Willie can explain it to you,” Jamie said.  “You two seem to get along well enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Willie’s arm healed nicely, and I have fixed his wandering eye.  At least physically fixed his wandering eyes,” Hulda laughed at her own joke.  “Willie has shown me that medical kit from the dome.  Yes, it does some amazing things, but it does not grow a baby.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither does my body! I am puking every morning.  This is not normal.  Besides, I still do not understand how this happened.  Michael and I both were all set after our gametes were harvested and placed in the population bank, back when we were fifteen.  That is the normal way, and the safe way.  Otherwise radiation would cause terrible mutations.  And Dome 17 could only support a certain level of people.  Water was the primary concern.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Willie has told me of this invisible poison that floated outside your dome.  But you are not there now.  You are here in the world.  You should be happy you are pregnant.  And it is normal to be sick and to vomit some.  Just drink enough water and chew those herbs I gave you, they will help.  Also, are you eating enough?” Hulda asked as she finally turned around and looked at Jamie.    
 
      
 
    “You did not answer me.  I should not be pregnant.  What happened?" Jamie was genuinely concerned.  “I was sterile.”    
 
      
 
    “Since the Great Sadness..." Hulda faded off and did not finish that thought.  “Okay now, I will look into this.  If, as you say, every Domer is sterile, then that would be something.” Hulda had heard some of the town people gossiping about the Domers being witches or something like that.  To Hulda the Domers were just people with admittedly bizarre ways.  Domers were sometimes like an RC, and sometimes like a Rector.  They were a mystery to be unraveled.  Hulda loved mysteries.      
 
      
 
    “I can hardly eat anything, and what I do eat, I throw up,” Jamie said.  "This is all so unknown." 
 
      
 
    “This will pass.  Then you will keep growing the baby inside you.  And look at the world, it is filled with life.  The wild animals, the food animals, they have young all the time, and the whole world fosters new life,” Hulda replied.    
 
      
 
    “I am not a food animal.  I think we need to figure out what happened and find a way to do this the normal route.  I know the data sticks contain all the information on setting up a population plan.  We will need the insulated and filtered extracorporeal nursery units, and the DNA analysis, genetic compatibility and other things.  You do know all babies and our medical staff died in Dome 17?  I wish Dr.  Carolyn was here.” Jamie never planned on being thrust back to the dark ages of medicine.  Yet, Hulda had shown her great compassion, and she had healed Willie’s arm when the Dome 17 staff could not. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your losses were great.” Hulda could appreciate loss.  “But as to the RCs, well, here when a woman gets pregnant we celebrate.  And our RCs grow up with their mothers and fathers as much as possible.  You know Jacob and Joel, they were born the, what did you call it?  Oh yes, ‘the primitive’ way.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are good children and were very brave when we had the expedition.  But their age is too close together.” Jamie recalled that event with some guilt, as Jacob had been injured.  He was fully recovered now.  “Thanks for listening to me.” Jamie said.    
 
      
 
    “Just beware the Clan of Tobit.  They still have those Truster ideas.  Those people do not have as enlightened ideas about these things as I do.  They look at women as breeders to have as many RCs as possible.  Once in a while, one of them comes to Antioch, but mostly they are at the other end of the world,” Hulda warned.  “None of us knew that Robert was secretly very much like them.  He had deceived us all, but that is for another time.”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, we met one of them: Shammai.  When I find him, I will kill him,” Jamie said in a flat and serious tone.    
 
      
 
    “Be careful where you say things like that.  Antioch has many ears and word gets around.  But go now, home to that husband of yours.” Hulda smiled wide as she said that, and her eyes twinkled.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, husband.  That is another new thing for me.  First a husband, and then I get pregnant.  This is so primitive.  Lydia explained getting married, and it seemed like Michael and I were already wedded.  Is that the right term?  But the ceremony was a fun time,” Jamie smiled.  “I need to go visit Regina and Brink to see if they have fixed the data sticks and readers.  If so, then we can start building a proper nursery for the children.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie departed.    
 
      
 
    “Proper nursery,” Hulda said with some mirth after Jamie had left.  “Proper for what? But I do wonder about these marvels they speak about.  Can they all be true?” Hulda was pondering all Jamie had said and planning her next ways of unraveling this unknown.    
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    Broken Body, Tale told 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah was the legionnaire on foot patrol when Regina started screaming.  She ran quickly to the Center and entered the portal room, her brown non-organic body armor only making the slightest noise as she ran.  Her short sword remained in her sheath, but her senses were on high alert. 
 
      
 
    “What has happened?" Hannah said as she looked at Regina. 
 
      
 
    “A transport arrived and inside…" Regina swallowed and regained her composure.  “Inside is a dead body which has been mutilated." Regina took a couple deep breaths and steadily calmed herself.    
 
      
 
    Hannah looked in and saw the body.  She gulped as she recognized who it was.  Unconsciously, Hannah fingered the armor she was wearing.  It had come to her from the legionnaire who wore it before.  Hannah had had to have parts of it expanded to fit her own body, as she was a bit taller and wider than the previous owner.  Legionnaire armor was passed down from generation to generation, usually in families.  But with the death of so many legionnaires recently, she was admitted into the legion without the legacy of one of her parents.  As the fourth daughter, her services at the weavers were not essential, and her parents encouraged her to accept the opportunity Levi and Gideon had offered.    
 
      
 
    “It is Deborah,” Hannah said in a quiet voice.  She stepped into the transport vehicle.  She had never been in one of the vehicles before, but she ignored the newness of all that to examine the body.    
 
      
 
    Regina had now taken charge of the others who had come into the portal room.  Recognizing that she needed to get the leaders to come, and to limit who saw the body, Regina issued some commands.    
 
      
 
    “Someone has died, but we need to see what happened.  Okay, you go and get Levi and Gideon.  And you, run and fetch the Rectora.   And you, go and get Jamie and Michael.” Regina pointed to each person as she instructed.  The people of Antioch were very good about working together and allowing the first adult at a scene to take charge until officials arrived.       
 
      
 
    “I will prevent any children from coming in,” Hector said as he moved to block the entrance.  Hector was a man from Dome 17.  He was wearing a mix of Domer clothing and the soft wool clothing worn by most people in Antioch. 
 
      
 
    “Who would do such a vile thing?” Hannah asked.  “This is pure evil.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is true,” Regina replied.  “Theta Four, tell me about this transport.” 
 
      
 
    The wall illuminated with a gray light, and Theta Four’s voice came on.  “This transport is part of the ship-wide transportation system which is open to the public for all whose needs re...” 
 
      
 
    “No! Tell me why there is a body in this transport here,” Regina snapped at the AI. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot ascertain motives of human entities,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, where did this vehicle originate?” Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Habitat Five: Tropical, through portal two.” A schematic appeared on the wall.  Green lines were on the image.  There were also many red areas which showed the parts of the transport system which were either sealed off or non-functional.     
 
      
 
    “Who put the body in here?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “The people who sent this vehicle did not have identification trackers or chips,” Theta Four replied.  “Nor did they introduce themselves and have conversations with me.”   
 
      
 
    “Please display any scans or images you have of the portal entryway at Tropical.” 
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply with request,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    Michael came running in looking tense.  He had heard that someone had died.  “What happened?” Michael asked.  He was not an official but, like Jamie, was admired by the dome survivors and the people of Antioch.  The two of them were folk heroes after stopping the evil woman Sinclair and her bandits who had wanted to kill all the legionnaires, and who had murdered some people from the dome.    
 
      
 
    “This vehicle came here, and inside was only the body,” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    “It was Deborah,” Hannah added, visibly shaken.  She picked up the pieces of the body and carried them out of the transport and set them on the floor of the portal room.  The body was not complete, but there was enough to know who it had been.  Hannah left the carved torso for last and set that down with the writing upward.  “This is pure evil.” 
 
    
Michael stared at the body.  He recalled her death.  It had happened when Michael and some legionnaires had gone to the tropical habitat in search of tools.  They had been attacked, and she had died.  They were forced to leave her body behind. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, Theta Four says the vehicle came from Tropical,” Regina stated.  “And the AI is being even more obstreperous than usual.”   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, give me all information you have on this body and any information on who put it in the vehicle,” Michael commanded. 
 
      
 
    “The body was placed in the vehicle.  The vehicle brought it to Coast Plains Habitat,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “That is, it? Elaborate on your answer.”   
 
      
 
    “No further elaboration is needed, or available,” Theta Four responded. 
 
      
 
    Levi came into the room, followed by Gideon, Jamie and Lydia.  They were all in a state of shock.  Levi fell to his knees next to the body and openly cried.    
 
      
 
    “Why is there no smell?” Jamie said.  All thoughts of her pregnancy were set aside now as she was assessing the situation.  Jamie’s sharp mind could be totally focused on a subject when the situation arose.  She was confident and cool under pressure and had an instinct for details.  No one else had noticed, but, indeed, there was no smell.  No odor at all.    
 
      
 
    “Kurat, please scan and assess the dead body in this room,” Regina said calling forth the other artificial intelligence system. 
 
      
 
    “Body in this room is dead and dismembered into fourteen pieces, approximately 81% of entire body.  Shall I put in a request to Mortuary Assistance?” Kurat’s voice came from the wall screen.     
 
      
 
    “Come on! Elaborate and give us all the information you have.  Use every means possible to scan and assess this body,” Michael stated.    
 
      
 
    “Body has been covered in chemical preservatives.  Body is dead.  Fuller autopsy would be possible on any of the treatment tables in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Shall I have Theta Four summon a transportation vehicle?”   
 
      
 
    “You will not take her body away,” Levi stated, and continued crying.    
 
      
 
    “No, Kurat, there is no need.” Michael stated.    
 
      
 
    There was an odd sound, and then the view screen lit up with a still image from Dome 17.  Then another voice came from the wall.  “…I am here…” The voice quickly faded out and the screen image disappeared.  In its place was the typical gray screen.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne?” Jamie and Michael said at the same time.  They looked at each other in astonishment. 
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       Less Discussion, More Action 
 
      
 
      
 
    Levi was furious.  His muscles were bulging as he paced the town square.  He had his side arm and sword on his belt.  He eyes were ablaze with rage.    
 
      
 
    “Levi, we must discuss our course of action here,” Rectora Lydia was trying to regain some semblance of control over the meeting.  It had started well enough.  People had been gathered to be informed about what had happened with the body of Deborah.  It was hoped that an orderly discussion could take place, but that did not happen.  People were appalled.  People were afraid.  Many of the townsfolk still considered the portals as black magic or witchcraft. 
 
      
 
    “No more discussion.  I want the talking machine to take me to where they killed Deborah!” Levi was angrier than anyone could remember seeing him.    
 
      
 
    “Levi, we will sort this out, but anger will not produce a good outcome.” Lydia tried to persuade not only Levi but the others as well.  The people had grieved the deaths of the legionnaires, but the body showing up, as it did, only reopened those old wounds.   Not only for the family of Deborah, but also for the families of the legionnaires who had died in engineering on the mission with Jamie.    
 
      
 
    Lydia looked out at the crowd gathered around.  The majority of the population was gathered there.  Lydia could see in their faces a mixture of emotions.  There were those who, like Levi, wanted revenge.  There were others who seemed more afraid and timid.  But the majority of the people seemed genuinely confused and uncertain.    
 
      
 
    Gideon raised his voice above the others.  He was well liked, and his strength and bearing commanded respect.  “Levi, I understand your feelings, probably better than anyone here.  I saw my friends die in the other world as well.  I am not dismissing your anger or your desires for retaliation.  But, remember what happened to Jamie and me when we first went to that engineering place? We must think this through.  This was an evil act, and perhaps, just perhaps, whoever did this wants us to rush off? Does a hare not run into a trap?”   
 
      
 
    The townsfolk nodded as they clearly recognized the idiom that Gideon used.  But the Domers had no idea what he was speaking about.  None of them had seen a hare before coming to this habitat. 
 
      
 
    “So, let us set a guard on the portals.  I will take the first watch, and let us all ponder and consider what we do next,” Gideon said.    
 
      
 
    “Gideon is right.  We need not rush into something.  I know this has been a terrible shock to us all, and it will be investigated.  Let us now go to our homes and grieve again for the lost,” Rectora Lydia said.    
 
      
 
    Most people wandered away, breaking into small groups to talk among themselves.  A few of the Domers went to see John and Abigail who had arrived at the gathering toward the end.  They sought to explain all that had happened. 
 
      
 
    Gideon put his arm around Levi and led him away.  “Come my friend; let us reason together how to respond to this.” Levi nodded his head, but his muscles, bunched and tight, could still be seen under his armor.  Lorna and Josiah joined them as they walked along.    
 
      
 
    Michael took Jamie aside.  “Jamie, how did it go with Hulda?”    
 
      
 
    “She says it is all normal, and this happens all the time.  But do not worry about me.  What are we going to do with this mess? The bandits went to Tropical, and when you were there, you said they called out about Haro then too.”   
 
      
 
    “Jamie, you are more important than all this stuff.  Did she tell you how this happened?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    Jamie smiled at him, remembering their intimate encounters, wondering which one started this.  “When I asked her, she made a joke.  I do not think she really understands the right way for babies to be gestated.  She is so primitive. But put that aside, what does this body mean?” Jamie focused on the problem at hand.    
 
      
 
    “Well first, we need to shut down access to this place.  I will tell the AIs to prevent any more transports from coming in here.” They walked back toward the Center. 
 
      
 
    “What about Roxanne?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am unsure.  I honestly do not know.” 
 
      
 
    “It sure sounded like the artificial intelligence Roxanne to me.  But did it survive? That would be a major help to us all.  We never did see the FTL scout ship after it was attacked.  We heard Roxanne say something was happening.  I assumed the ship was destroyed like the robotic probe was hit.  I am certain it was Roxanne who spoke.” Jamie was pondering what having a working modern AI from the dome would mean. 
 
      
 
    “I think so, too.  These obsolete AIs here are hard to work with.  Regina said something about Theta Four being more of a problem,” Michael replied.  “Could it have just been a voice glitch? Those two AIs seem different since they linked together.” They entered the portal room and saw Hannah standing there.  She had decided, even before Gideon suggested it, that she would guard the room against possible problems.  Deborah’s family had taken the remains away for burial.  “Theta Four, can you help me?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Michael.  How may I be of service?" Theta Four replied, and the display screen showed the typical gray coloring. 
 
      
 
    “Please identify who said, ‘I am here’ the last time I was here,” Michael instructed.    
 
      
 
    “I have no records of any such statement,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “Kurat, may I ask you the same question?” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The screen color shifted, and Kurat’s voice came from the display “Certainly, you may ask.  I have no record of anyone saying that.”   
 
      
 
    “We both heard it,” Jamie said.    
 
      
 
    There was a bit of a pause. 
 
      
 
    “There is no such record for this day.  Traumatic events can often cause distortion in sensorium.  Perhaps you misunderstood the comments made by someone else? That would certainly be normal under these intensely stressful situations.  May I make a referral for you to Mental Hygiene?” Kurat stated.    
 
      
 
    Michael considered a sharp retort, but he held his tongue.  He looked at Jamie just as she was about to say something.  His gesture stopped that.  She understood to follow his lead for the moment.  “Theta Four, please do not allow any additional transports to come to this habitat, unless directed by someone from this habitat,” Michael commanded.    
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply with request.  People in this habitat do not have identification chips, so I cannot identify who is from this habitat and who is not,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then just do not allow any incoming transports,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “My job is to transport people using this system.  I cannot refuse transport when requested,” Theta Four said. 
 
      
 
    “I order you to stop transporting anyone to this habitat,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “To comply with request, please state command override codes and specific security authentication level,” Theta Four said.    
 
      
 
    “I do not have those, but this is an emergency,” Michael replied.    
 
      
 
    “I will send in a request to security for assistance.  May I be of any further service to you?”  
 
      
 
    “Please give me all information you have on Haro,” Michael asked.  “Link to Kurat and work together on this request.” 
 
      
 
    “No known information on word Haro.  Do you want me to send a request to the Archives or Linguistics to search the historical records?” The combined voice stated.    
 
      
 
    “Okay, please tell me about requested transport on this system in the last two days.” Michael knew that no one from here had used the transports since the team came back from Engineering.    
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply with request,” the combined voice of Theta Four/Kurat answered.    
 
      
 
    “Why?” Jamie asked.  “Tell me why you cannot comply,” Jamie pressed.  She had a hunch, and she hoped she was wrong.    
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply with request because of prior instruction,” the combined voice said.    
 
      
 
    “Who gave you that instruction?” Jamie continued to ask.    
 
      
 
    “Unable to answer,” the combined voice stated.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four why are you unable to comply with requests?”  
 
      
 
    “Unable to answer,” came Theta Four’s response.    
 
      
 
    “And Kurat, why are you unable to comply with request?” Jamie was sure she knew what would be the response.    
 
      
 
    “Unable to answer.”   
 
      
 
    The words that Roxanne had said echoed in both Jamie’s and Michael’s minds.    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    6  
 
     A Round Table Discussion 
 
      
 
      
 
    “First, we need to talk to Brink and see what he has come up with about the data sticks,” Jamie said as she and Michael walked toward his cabin.  The sky tube shone brightly overhead.  Jamie shielded her eyes; Michael squinted against the brightness.  It felt odd to have to do that.  Many of the people from Dome 17 had taken up residences in the town of Antioch, although some had also dispersed into the vast areas of the habitat.   It was known that the bandits had killed at least two of the dome survivors, and several others had committed suicide.  They apparently were unable to cope with the tremendous changes from life in the dome to life on the colony ship.    
 
      
 
    “Hey Brink, can we come in?” Michael rapped on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” the reply sounded from inside. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael entered the cabin.  It had been one which no one was using prior to their arrival.  It was made from the spun metal permalloy and had the basic shape of all the other cabins.  Brink had not altered it much.  He had one of the fusion packs set along a side wall, so that he could have illumination at night.  Across another wall he had a wooden work bench, similar to the one he set up in the portal room.  On the bench were a lot of the technological devices which they had brought from the dome as they evacuated through the teleportation orifice.  In one corner of the bench was a stack of data sticks sitting next to two data stick readers. 
 
      
 
    Brink was seated in a simple wooden chair, pulled up to a large circular table.  The master engineer looked tired and worn.  There were dark circles under his eyes, and his face had a strained expression.  Also sitting around the table were John and Willie. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sweetheart!” Willie said.  He was still rather unkempt, as he had been back in the dome, even though he now was wearing mostly the woolen clothing of the traders.  He was the old quartermaster who had worked efficiently to keep inventory of all the supplies in Dome 17.  At the dome, he had sort of been a loner and isolated.  But since coming to the habitat, Willie seemed to have shined, and a new side of him was seen.  He had become friends with Hulda the Healer, who had been able to repair his long-damaged arm.  That was a feat even the doctors from the dome had been incapable of doing.  “You are looking so good! And now I can see you with both my eyes,” Willie went on.  The strabismus he had had at the dome had also been corrected by Hulda and her healer arts.    
 
      
 
    “Good to see you too, Willie.  And John!” Jamie rushed over and hugged both of the men.    
 
      
 
    “Well, if Lorna were here, we could almost have a committee meeting,” Michael said as he acknowledged the men around the table.    
 
      
 
    “Did I hear my name?” Lorna said as she stepped out from the toileting and washing room.  Lorna had short blonde hair and a pale complexion.  Her bright blue eyes were riveting in their intensity.  She was the only surviving member of the Committee from Dome 17.  She was drying her hands on a towel.  Jamie noticed some purplish red lines across her hands.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I injured my hands a bit.  Josiah is teaching me blacksmithing, and I did not wear the leather gloves he suggested.  I will not make that mistake again,” Lorna said.  The tone in her voice when she mentioned Josiah the big blacksmith was endearing.  She joined them at the table.  “Indeed, this is a fortunate coincidence.  I was hoping to talk to all of you, and we can do it now.  Tragically, it takes this death to bring us together.  So, this body showed up from where the bandits went?  What do we do about it? Shall we brainstorm for a bit.” Lorna naturally led the discussion.    
 
      
 
    “The old AIs are not cooperating like they did, and we received a message from Roxanne,” Michael said.  Jamie nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” Brink barked.  “Just impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the AI from the FTL scout ship? When and how?” Lorna asked. 
 
      
 
    “We both heard Roxanne send us a message: ‘I am here’ back in the portal room,” Jamie related.  She looked around the room.  Michael nodded his agreement. 
 
      
 
    “It is impossible.  You said the FTL scout ship was destroyed just after you disembarked,” Brink said.   
 
      
 
    “That is what we thought happened.  But maybe that ship still is attached to the outside of the Eschaton?  Or maybe the FTL ship was not destroyed?” Michael replied.  “After we entered, we lost visual contact with the scout ship.  All we heard was Roxanne reporting an attack, then nothing else.  But again, the permalloy should have held.” 
 
      
 
    “And these data sticks should all be functioning too!” Brink got to his feet.  He was very upset. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, I have never seen you like this.  What is happening my friend?” John had deep compassion and surprise in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “They do not work! And I left all the other tools back in Dome 17.  I thought with the data sticks and their readers we could rebuild everything we needed here.  Less mass to transmit through the teleporter.  The data sticks run everything.  I had the team put all the information on the data sticks, and yet when we get here, nothing works!” Brink was pacing now. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure you will figure it out, you always do,” Willie interjected.  “In the meantime, we can use the local materials and adapt to our circumstances, and it will be okay.” 
 
    
“That is fine for you to say.  You have always been a personal mess and just a tinkerer.  I designed and built teleportation that worked.  I designed and built faster-than-light travel.  I did it, and now I cannot even find enough real paper to write down simple equations.  Or I have to deal with antique AIs which cannot process their way out of the twenty-first century.” No one in the room had ever seen Brink in such a state of anxiety.  His voice was breaking, and he was gesturing wildly with his arms.    
 
      
 
    “Brink, please take a seat, and we will work this out,” Lorna said. 
 
      
 
    “Why? So, we can become primitives? Have you thought ahead? This ship needs to be flown to a suitable planet.  Then landed there.  And then terraforming needs to happen.  Who knows where it is headed with the mess its systems are in.  The AIs are so slow and obsolete, and they are not integrated nor intuitive.  If I had ten minutes back in my lab I could solve all these problems.  But no, I am forced to work with no tools, no information, and live in some stinky garden with manure all over.” Brink sat down hard.  He started to sob.  “I should have been able to get them all out, but I couldn’t...  they depended on me...  I failed them...  so many people died...” 
 
      
 
    No one said anything for a while.  They were shocked at the toll Brink had taken.  He was carrying an enormous burden.      
 
      
 
    “Brink, your designs are the only reason any of us are alive.  You saved each of us here.  You cannot blame yourself.” John reached out and touched Brink’s shoulder.    
 
      
 
    “Lydia tells me that same thing.  She says to forgive myself.  But it is so blasted hard! And where have we gotten? Look at this place.  For all we know, this ship is adrift and will never go anywhere.  Or what if these systems fail completely? I can hardly believe they are still maintaining life support in this habitat.  Did we just trade a Dome 17 failure for another place to sit and wait for the end to come?  The radiation got into the dome; will the vacuum of space just get us in here?”  
 
      
 
    Jamie interjected, “That is why it is essential we find out how to get the information from the data sticks.  Regina was right, even though she ran off and almost killed herself in the process.  But she was right to seek out a way to reverse engineer these data sticks using the technology of the Eschaton.  And if Roxanne is out there, that AI would easily do it.  Come on Brink, there is hope, but you cannot carry all this alone.” 
 
      
 
    Brink rolled his eyes, and crossed his arms.   
 
      
 
    “So, we need to rebuild our technology level.  That is a priority.  And that body coming here is a threat to our security, which the legionnaires can probably handle.  They have posted guards on the portal room.  And Josiah has been using the molecular torches to fashion new weapons from permalloy.  He is dispensing them to the legionnaires as we speak.  Those permalloy swords he has made will never dull and will cut through just about anything,” Lorna said.  “And part of rebuilding our technology will be addressing this data stick problem.  Brink has shown that we have exhausted what we can do from this location.  Did the team sent to engineering find anything helpful?” 
 
      
 
    Brink just shook his head in resignation.  “That place is a wreck.  It is just totally stuffed up.” 
 
      
 
    Willie cleared his throat, and everyone looked at him.  “Now, I know this is tough, and there are challenges, but look at the people here.  They are willing to help us, and I have worked with them on a bunch of projects, and the traders seem to have a working network of supply and demand.  You let Willie know what you need, and I will see that you get it.  It is not so different from back home.  And if I understand this interstellar travel, none of us are going to live to see the end of the journey anyway, right?  So, we make the best of what we have, and learn some new stuff.”   
 
      
 
    “Can you get a working data stick?” Brink said in a sarcastic way.  “Or do you mean some kind of dirty animal’s skin or some root?”   
 
      
 
    Willie just stared at Brink.  Brink looked down into his lap. 
 
      
 
    Lorna cut the tension saying, “John, you are our biologist, and now you have real things to study.   So, what is your assessment of this habitat?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is amazingly complex.  For starters, it is far larger than what was in the historical records.  I would say on an order of ten times larger.  But the records for the colony ships were never that complete anyway.  The sky tube, what the local people call the sun, is at least two kilometers high, and I cannot even guess how long this place is.  From what I have learned, and you can learn a lot by talking to people who are buying fish, this habitat is enormous."

Jamie and Michael nodded.  They had covered a lot of the area, and yet not seen the full extent. 
 
      
 
    “The traders tell me that at the far end is another town like this one,” Willie added.  He was still looking at Brink but was trying to be helpful.  “Seems that other town is called Media and is run by the Clan of Tobit.  The traders say they are not the best to deal with.  That character that attacked those kids was from that place.”   
 
      
 
    “Shammai,” Jamie said under her breath. 
 
      
 
    “John, what effects does this place have on us?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    “Well, I had diarrhea from some of the foods,” John replied.  “But surprisingly, no one seems to have gotten very sick.  Dr.  Carolyn had given us all just about every kind of vaccine and medication she could think of; on the off chance that one of the scout ship’s missions would work.  It is a good thing she was planning ahead.  We had very little time to get out when we did.  Thank you, Doctor Carolyn!”   
 
      
 
    “But are the air and water and whatnot going to do anything else to us?” Jamie pressed.    
 
      
 
    “I have been following what the locals eat and drink, and that seems to be working okay.  I eat a lot of fish now.  The medical kits do not show anything wrong, but they are limited in what they can do.  Is there some reason you ask?”   
 
      
 
    “No reason,” Jamie said.  Only she, Michael and Hulda knew she was pregnant.    
 
      
 
    The discussion went back to the need of fixing the data sticks.  But Brink grew increasingly withdrawn.  The sky tube was nearly completely dark when they left Brink’s cabin and walked to their own places.  The only light was coming from the fusion pack powered lights that Brink had set up in the town square.    
 
      
 
    “I noticed you did not tell them about being pregnant,” Michael said as a sort of half question half statement. 
 
      
 
    “No, I did not want to admit I am some kind of freak of nature.  Michael, we must find a way to do this baby thing the natural and right way, and we have to get the data sticks repaired.”   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    7 
 
      Unexpected Help 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know going on my own before was a poor choice," Regina admitted yet again.  She was in a heated discussion with Michael about her previous expedition which sought to find a way to repair the data sticks.  Regina had been a technician in the dome; she was of medium height with shoulder length brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and bright eyes.  If someone looked carefully, the numerous scars from the severe injuries she had received on her solo adventure were evident.    
 
      
 
    “So, you will not go off alone again, right? I mean, if this is going to work, we really need to work together as a team.  So, what do you think, can we get somewhere to fix the data sticks?” Michael asked.  They were standing in the town square and discussing the issue.  Ever since the body had arrived in the portal room, that place, while still guarded by legionnaires, was not used as much.  Previously, it had been the major point where discussion and research was done since one could interact with the AIs there.    
 
      
 
    “I think so, but how do we get there? Now, that is the bigger question,” Regina bit her lip as she pondered.  “Theta Four had a route planned to get to an AI called Zeus in Reproduction and Fabrication Zone, but also suggested the AI Mister Green Jeans in Terraforming and Restoration.   Maybe now that Theta Four is linked into Kurat in medical we can get a better actual route on how to get to one of those locations?” 
 
      
 
    “There may be another AI, a modern one, Roxanne, somewhere out there.  Roxanne is the one which came with us in the scout ship.  Jamie and I are both certain we heard a message from Roxanne, but the old AIs did not seem to even know that happened.  Do you think we can trust the old AIs?” Michael was genuinely concerned.  It never occurred to him to ever doubt an artificial intelligence before.  The ones in the dome were ultra-reliable and super easy to interact with.  Everyone grew up in the dome knowing the AIs were trustworthy. 
 
      
 
    “I know The Voice we cannot ever trust.  I think it was an AI, but it was extremely different.” Regina shuddered recalling her experience of being trapped.  “But Theta Four seems to have been helpful, and Kurat did heal many of us.  So yes, I think we can trust those two.”   
 
      
 
    “Okay, well, you are more of an expert in that field than I am.  At least around here there are no dusty and dried out dead domes.  So, can you get us some kind of directions and a location?”   Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “I will talk to the AIs.  Do you really think Roxanne is out there? That would be so helpful to have one of our modern AIs.” Regina’s mind was ablaze with the potentials. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I know what I heard.  But, after we hooked onto the hull and entered the Eschaton, Roxanne said the FTL scout was under attack.  The robotic probe was a devastated total loss.  So, let us hope we can find that modern AI.  I am sure it was Roxanne.” 
 
      
 
    Regina headed back to the Center and into the portal room.  The Legionnaire Tobias was standing guard.    
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Regina.” Tobias was a rather rotund man with thick curly black hair and heavy bushy eyebrows.  He stood with his sword at his belt over the brown non-organic armor worn by nearly all the legionnaires.    
 
      
 
    “Hello, Tobias.  Anything happening here?”    
 
      
 
    “It has been very quiet.  Are you going to talk to the machine?”  There was a touch of trepidation as he said that.  The people of Antioch had not verbally interacted with the AIs at all prior to Michael’s and Jamie’s coming.  At least not in anyone’s memory. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  We need to get some information.  You can ask Theta Four any questions you might have,” Regina replied.    
 
      
 
    “Me? No thank you, ma’am.  I will continue on guard here.” The look on Tobias’ face nearly made her laugh.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, will you help me please?” Regina said.  The display on the wall illuminated with its gray colored light.    
 
      
 
    “How may I help you?” Theta Four’s mechanical voice sounded in the room. 
 
      
 
    Tobias took a few steps back from where he had been standing.      
 
      
 
    “Please display a route for me to reach Reproduction and Fabrication.  I wish to interact with the AI known as Zeus." 
 
      
 
    There was a pause.    
 
      
 
    “There is no direct route to Reproduction and Fabrication from this location.  You requested this previously.  Do you want me to conjecture a potential route as I did then?” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “Yes.  But the last trip turned out badly, so please avoid Biological Research 47R.”

“There is no such location in records,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “Your records are not complete, is that correct?” Regina inquired.  Every time she had asked about the place she had encountered The Voice; the old AIs did not know what she was talking about. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my records are incomplete.  There was much damage.  I have been working to restore function.  I am having only marginal success in re-establishing links and couplings.  Here is the plotted path to Reproduction and Fabrication.  This is a conjecture and may not be indicative of actual conditions.  The areas marked in red are sealed places, and there are no available links or couplings to gather information from beyond them.  Would you like me to summon an automacube to accompany you?”  Theta Four offered.    
 
      
 
    “You can do that?” Regina was genuinely surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  The previous re-channeled message to Transport Authority which was routed to me has allowed me to recover some linkage to Kurat.  That has equipped me with new avenues and a network to build access points and transport nodes.  It is a small lattice, but has improved my functionality.  Therefore, I now have direction capacity to a limited number of automacubes in this vicinity.”   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you instruct the automacube with the details of the route to Reproduction and Fabrication? If so, please have the closest automacube come to this location,” Regina was excited.    
 
      
 
    “Accommodating request.  Transport automacube is en route.  Estimated time of arrival is sixteen hours and four minutes.  Will that be satisfactory?” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Thank you.”      
 
      
 
    Tobias cleared his throat and looked at Regina. 
 
      
 
    “Tobias, what is it?” she asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand, from what was just said, and I do not mean to eavesdrop or listen when I am not supposed to listen.  Forgive me.  But is some machine coming here?” Tobias stumbled over his words. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it seems we might have a guide for our next adventure.  An automacube will be arriving here.  Have you seen an automacube?” Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have heard the tales of how some machine things helped to save you.  Is that what you mean?” Tobias asked. 
 
      
 
    “The automacubes are about so high,” Regina indicated about knee or thigh level, “and square shaped.  They have wheels to propel them.  They also have mechanical arms on the top which can reach out and do things.” 
 
      
 
    “I was hunting deer once in the far forest, and in the distance, saw a moving machine with wheels.  It was green and brown and about the size you describe.  But I never told anyone: I thought it was a vision or something.  But was that one of those, automacubes?” Tobias asked.   
 
      
 
    “It may have been.  I have mostly seen white colored ones but was told there are different colors.  Perhaps to indicate the different jobs they do?” Regina was wondering how this was going to work out.    
 
      
 
    “What do I do when it gets here?  Should we have more legionnaires here?  I mean...  in case...  well after that body was...  I am sorry if I offended you...” Tobias looked away.  The fear in his voice was obvious.  These talking machines, moving machines, and now the body of the fallen legionnaire being returned in such a horrific way, had shaken up many of the people of Antioch.  There were questions being raised which cast doubt about their core ideas on how the world operated.  There were more unknowns now than ever before. 
 
      
 
    “Tobias, you are wise to be thinking of having better security here.  I will go and find Rectora Lydia and inform her.  The little machine will not be here for sixteen hours, so we have time.  Thank you for sharing with me your concerns,” Regina saw the relief on Tobias’ face.    
 
      
 
    She departed from the room.  A few minutes after Regina left, the display screen lit up with an image of Dome 17.  A different voice came from the display.  “It is not all as it seems...” and then faded out.    
 
      
 
    Tobias gritted his teeth and continued to stand guard.  His heart raced at hearing that voice.  It was another talking machine! But his father Cedric, who had been a legionnaire and whose armor Tobias now wore, had taught him never to abandon his post. Thus, despite the fear he felt, he remembered more wisdom from his father. He took some slow deep breaths and told himself all would be well.  In his mind, he recalled the spiritual practices of his mother Riya who had lulled her children to sleep with gentle songs.  He could almost feel her peaceful stroking of his curly hair.  Those images in his mind eased his fears and so he remained on guard, hand clutched to his sword, ready to defend his friends and his world. 
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    Crusade 
 
      
 
      
 
    Levi was beyond consolation.  The longer he paced, the more the anger and fury built in him.  He kept remembering the fight on the sand where they had been attacked in the tropical world place.  He kept seeing Deborah’s face when he found her lying there dead.  And then he saw her body which had been sent back.    
 
      
 
    “I do not care Gideon!” Levi roared at him.  “I am going back to that place and avenging Deborah.  What kind of sick sons of pigs would do such a thing?  I should have stayed there and killed them all for what they did.  But I left her there...  I left her there...  and they did that...” The line of his mouth grew tight, and he clenched his fists.  “I am going, even if it is alone.  I am going.” 
 
      
 
    Gideon had tried to calm down his friend and fellow legionnaire, but he too felt the anger inside him.  He had not been there when Deborah had died, but he knew the pain of leaving people behind in one of those other world places.  Those habitats, as the Domers called them.  Gideon had been with Jamie when legionnaires Malcus, Filza, Sukarno and Craig had been killed by some machines.  Their bodies were incinerated, but he still felt the swelling rage to strike back.  “How would I feel if it was one of their bodies?” he asked himself.  And with that thought he decided. 
 
      
 
    “I am going with you,” Gideon said.  “Let us gather weapons and return to that place and avenge our friends.” Gideon's anger was not as outwardly expressed as was Levi's but burned just as vibrantly.    
 
      
 
    Levi hugged Gideon.  Neither one of them had the brown non-organic armor that other legionnaires used, since their own armor had been lost when they were nearly killed in the fighting in the medical unit.  But they had thick leather vests, boots and gauntlets.  They walked past the town square and came to the cabin that the legionnaires used as their supply center.  The legionnaires always had someone at the supply center.  That legionnaire would ring the alarm bell as necessary and also help with whatever else was needed.  Originally, it was just another of the typical permalloy cabins but had been modified to meet the needs of the legionnaires.  There were several cots for the legionnaires to use, as well as a table, chairs and a large set of cabinets filled with supplies.  Hannah, Kiir, Jose and Matilda were sitting in the chairs.      
 
      
 
    “Levi, Gideon, greetings,” Josiah said as he was just leaving the cabin.  He was wearing his blacksmith apron and had just delivered several more of the new permalloy swords.    
 
      
 
    “Josiah, your new swords come at a good time.  We will be putting them to the test this day,” Levi said.  Now that he was doing something, he felt less anxious and more determined.    
 
      
 
    “What is happening? Is this about the incident?” Josiah said.    
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  We will be going to that other place.” Levi walked with determination to the cabinet in the back.  “Gideon and I lost our side arms and legionnaire armor.” There was still some shame hanging in him over that loss, but he went on quickly.  “But we will be taking those new hard-metal swords you have made.” He removed two of the permalloy swords, handing one to Gideon.  They strapped the scabbards on and secured the blades.    
 
      
 
    “I am coming with you.  I wear her armor, and it is my place,” Hannah said with a sternness none could deny.  She rose to accompany them.    
 
      
 
    “You others are free to choose, or not, whether you accompany us to that other world.  The last time we did something like this, going to other worlds, many legionnaires died, so this is your free choice.  But be aware, we will need to deal with the talking machines and other things which are supernatural, or as the Domers say, technological,” Levi said.  Gideon nodded. 
 
      
 
    Kiir stood and said, in his quiet voice, “I will join you.  I still carry the sidearm, and I will add my conviction to yours.” He pushed back his gray hair with calloused hands.  “I may be the oldest of the legionnaires now, but I stand with you.” 
 
      
 
    Matilda, the only other legionnaire to still have a sidearm also stood up.  She was not a young woman and was somewhat larger than she was tall, but she commanded respect.  Her ebony features were marred only by a scar on one arm put there by a nasty gator in the river.  She had rescued a young RC from that gator, but it had cost her the gash on her arm.         
 
      
 
    Jose stood to also join them, but Gideon motioned to him.  “My friend, I know you would come with us and be willing to lay down your life for your friends, but we need a good legionnaire to be here in case the people need help.  We cannot all go, and I know of no one better than you to be at this post.”  
 
      
 
    Jose nodded and sat back down.  Josiah the blacksmith re-entered the room and sat down as well.   
 
      
 
    Matilda opened a cabinet and checked the supply of bullets for the side arms.  “We have only twenty-three of these left.” The other legionnaires nodded.  She placed the box of cartridges in her pouch on her waist. 
 
      
 
    Armed with the new permalloy swords and two hand guns, the legionnaires headed back to the Center, where they progressed through and entered the portal room. 
 
      
 
    “Tobias, we are going to that other world, where the body came from,” Levi said.   
 
      
 
    “One of the talking machines spoke to me,” Tobias reported.    
 
      
 
    “And what did it say?” Gideon asked.   
 
      
 
     Tobias repeated what he had heard, and then quickly added, “But I did not respond to it.”  
 
      
 
    “That confirms we must go,” Levi said.  It would not have mattered at all what Tobias had reported; Levi was determined to charge onward.  He could conceive of no other action.    
 
      
 
    “May I go with you?” Tobias asked.    
 
      
 
    “No.  This place must remain guarded.  Jose is on watch at the supply cabin.  If we do not return, he will lead the legionnaires.  And you are not to come to the other world after us.  The Domers will not understand, but this is a matter of honor.  It must be done,” Levi ordered.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand.  May you succeed!” Tobias said.    
 
      
 
    “So, now we talk to the talking machine,” Levi said, almost to himself.  Then, gathering his courage, he said in a loud voice, “Theta Four.  You will take us to the place called tropical.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is your wish,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    The display screen lit up with the gray color.  One of the portal doors opened, and the lights came on inside.  Levi entered the transport vehicle and sat down on one side of it.  Gideon, Kiir, Matilda and Hannah also entered and took up positions in seats around the vehicle.    
 
      
 
    “Is everyone ready for transport?” Theta Four asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes machine.  Take us there now,” Levi ordered.    
 
      
 
    The door to the vehicle closed, and the transport sped away.  The interior was illuminated by a strip of light that went down the middle of the ceiling.  It was bright light, clearly illuminating everything in the transport.  The legionnaires were sitting sternly, yet confidently, pondering what was ahead.  None of them looked at the screen at the opposite end from the door.  That display showed a series of green lights passing from one place to another.  There was very little sensation of movement, and Gideon and Levi both recalled their last journey taken in such a way.   
 
      
 
    A bit of time passed, while all the legionnaires sat in silence.    
 
      
 
    “We are approaching Habitat Five: Tropical.  Arrival in three minutes,” Theta Four’s voice was clear and crisp in the fully lit transport.    
 
      
 
    “Legionnaires, prepare yourselves.  Last time, we were attacked just as the door opened.  That may happen this time.  But it will not be a surprise,” Levi drew his sword.    
 
      
 
    Matilda and Kiir drew out their side arms and aimed them at the door.    
 
      
 
    The transport came to a halt, and then gently reversed itself.  There were a series of clanging noises, and then a series of clacks.  The door opened.  “We have arrived at Habitat Five: Tropical.  Please call me if you need further transport.  Thank you for letting me be of service to you,” Theta Four stated.    
 
      
 
    Levi was through the door, sword point first, before it was even all the way open.  The other legionnaires followed in close procession.    
 
      
 
    The light was very bright.  The sky tube was brighter than any of them expected.  It was different than the light back in their world.  They felt sand under their feet and looked around.  On one edge of the world, or as the Domers call it, a permalloy wall, was the open and now empty ESRC.  Next to it was a display screen all lit in gray light.  The Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet had been forced open the last time Levi had come here.  Michael had been with them then, and he had gotten the tool he needed.  Levi only gave the empty cabinet the briefest look.  The air smelled odd and was heavy with humidity.  The sight of the sand brought a flood of memories of Deborah.  This was where she had died during that last ambush.  But Levi ignored those feelings and stared ahead.  He expected to see enemies attacking him.  Or the thick and strange forest he had seen last time.  But he saw neither of those.    
 
      
 
    The legionnaires all looked around; the only thing ahead of them was a very tall, very solid looking wooden wall.  It was about ten paces away, with nothing but sand between the portal door and the vertical logs.  The wall was made from logs which had been driven down deep into the sand one right next to the other.  The wooden stockade reached from one edge of the world, just beyond the ESRC, and then arched its way around them to reconnect back to the other side of the door and connect to the edge of the world on that side.    
 
      
 
    Written in huge, bold, red colors were the words, “Haro says go away.” 
 
      
 
    The legionnaires were dumbfounded.  They could read the message, but none of them had expected this.  They were prepared for a fight to the death.    
 
      
 
    “Come out you cowards!” Levi roared.    
 
      
 
    “Haro will never allow your kind to come here!  You all go away now,” a man yelled from behind the wall of logs.  “You go away and quit coming here!  Leave us alone!”   
 
      
 
    Levi rushed at the wall and began hacking at it with his permalloy sword.  While not an axe, the sword did take bites of wood out of the logs, and Levi swung it with a great intensity.  Bits and pieces of wood flew out as Levi chopped at the stockade.    
 
      
 
    “I said, you all go away now! Haro does not want you here!” the man behind the wall yelled.    
 
      
 
    There was a sudden rain of rocks dropping down upon the legionnaires.  Most bounced harmlessly off of the non-organic armor some of them wore.  But Gideon and Levi did not have that protection.  For them those fist sized rocks were a severe threat.  The rocks were falling rapidly. 
 
      
 
    “Levi, we cannot win this way,” Gideon ran to the wall and grabbed a hold of his dear friend. 
 
      
 
    “I will never give up!” Levi said as he continued to chop at the wall.  “Deborah was like a sister to me!”  
 
      
 
    A rock struck Levi a glancing blow to the side of his head.  Blood swelled up along the abrasion.  He fell backwards and was stunned.  Gideon grabbed him and started to drag him back toward the transport portal.  Hannah ran up and grabbed Levi’s other arm and helped to pull him away.    
 
      
 
    “Talking machine! Talking machine...  oh...  Theta Four! Open the doors.  Take us back! Take us back!” Gideon screamed as the rain of rocks continued and even grew in intensity.  A rock struck the back of his leg, and he went down.  Kiir took his place in dragging the semi-conscious Levi along, and Matilda came to Gideon’s aid and helped him to hop back to the transport. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and the lights were on inside.  Levi was loaded into a seat; he was mumbling about not giving up but was not really very coherent.  Gideon was seated next to him.  Gideon’s leg was quite swollen.  He was massaging it as the bruises were rising.  He tried flexing his foot, but the pain was too much.  Kiir and Hannah then sat down.  Matilda stared out the door. 
 
      
 
    “Please be seated for departure to Habitat One: Coastal Plains,” Theta Four said.   “Report sent to security for civil unrest observed at portal entry.”  
 
      
 
    Matilda sat down heavily.  The transport smoothly moved away.  The last thing she had heard coming from behind the wall was the man yelling.  “Just leave us alone.  Stop sending those things here!” 
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    What a Fine Math  
 
    You Have Gotten Me Into 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brink sat at his workbench using some of the small scraps of paper he had been able to salvage.  There was barely room for simple algebra, let alone complex computations.  He made dents in the paper with an iron nail.  He had not ink or pen.  Paper was a rarity, and he felt frustrated at the lack of the simplest tools.  He had no three-dimensional holographic display on which to dictate his mathematics and ideas.  He looked longingly at the data sticks piled in the corner, and then thought about his laboratory back in Dome 17.  He could have just asked his AI back there to make stacks of paper, and the paper would have been delivered almost instantaneously.  A simple ink pen would have been manufactured in his office in mere seconds.  But back there, he had little need of paper or pen.  Who would have thought that they would need basic knowledge tools like paper and writing implements? They had fusion packs to power the most sophisticated information systems human had ever created, but none of it worked here in the habitat. 
 
      
 
    Brink stood and walked about.  He considered walking over to the portal room and trying to interact with Theta Four or Kurat, but then stopped.  Talking to the antique AIs was just a different level of frustration.  Sure, they would display what he asked on the screen, and that was better than scraps of paper, but they were so slow.  He had to phrase things just so, and then, if he was lucky, he could begin to explain the mathematics behind the systems he had so recently worked with.  However, the old AIs also argued with him on trivial issues.  How could a broken down, hundred plus year old, primitively configured artificial intelligence system even begin to understand a data stick?  Or the reader for it?  Not to mention the faster-than-light travel or the teleportation?  Those old AIs just could not keep up with his speech, and if he had to repeat himself so often he would lose his train of thought.    
 
      
 
    “Argr...,” Brink let out a groan.   “Why is this happening?” 
 
      
 
    Brink’s mind was whirling.  Then he remembered what Michael and Jamie had said.  They claimed to have heard Roxanne, the AI from the scout ship.  They had to be mistaken.  They could not have heard from Roxanne, could they?  They were the ones who had reported the FTL scout destroyed.  But what if?  Roxanne was state of the art.  Roxanne was in the best generation of AIs ever made.  Could Roxanne still be here?   
 
      
 
    Brink made a decision.  He put on his shoes and outer clothes.  “The old AIs know nothing about this.  I need to see where Roxanne was lost.  I have to find out if there is even a chance.” 
 
      
 
    Brink got to the door of his cabin and flung it open.  It was midday, and the light from the sky tube was at its brightest.  He looked out and saw the town and, beyond it, the grassy fields that led off into the vast habitat.  “I know what Michael and Jamie told me about how they got onboard, but I have no idea how to get to that location.  But those children do.  Yes, they will know where that door was that had to be cut open.  Yes, they could show me though this garden place to where that door is located. Those kids will know.” 
 
      
 
    A plan forming in his mind, Brink went to the washing room.  It was like a differential equation.  He just needed to assemble the correct parts.  He cleaned himself in the sink of water.  Using a small blade made by Josiah and some of the harsh washing soap, he shaved his face.  He then looked in the mirror hanging over the sink.  Yes, he looked more presentable.  He would find Roxanne.  Then that modern AI would be the tool he needed to fix the data sticks.  Grabbing some of the last of his ration bars, he quickly ate one.  When was the last time he ate?  He could not remember.  Sleep? Not lately. 
 
      
 
    He threw a fusion pack, data sticks, a reader, a multipurpose tool kit, and some other supplies into a backpack, slung it over his shoulder and left his cabin.  He did not consider telling anyone what he was doing; he was focused on the solution to this equation.  The first step was to find those children, Joel and Jacob, and have them lead him to the doorway.  The next step was to follow the path Michael and Jamie had taken, only in reverse, to where they had first entered the Eschaton.  The result of that equation would give him the answer to whether or not Roxanne existed.  If not, then that was the end.  But if so, he could proceed to have the tools for further equations.  It was as simple as ancient binary, either a one or a zero.      
 
      
 
    “So, now I find Jacob and Joel, and they take me to that door.  Step one in the process.” Brink headed off toward the farm where the boys and their parents lived.  He made good progress and soon was walking up to their farm 
 
      
 
    Rowan, the boy's father, was in his barn working.  Brink entered the smelly place and saw that the farmer had just finished dumping food to some pigs.  Rowan’s hair was blond, and his beard was long.  His farmer’s clothing was dirty from working all day.    
 
      
 
    “Hello, Rowan.  Are your sons around? I need their help,” Brink said.    
 
      
 
    Rowan looked up in surprise.  He eyed Brink with good-natured suspicion.  “Greetings, Brink.  Yes, the boys are out back.  They have just sheered the sheep.  We have a nice collection of wool.  The boys were heading off to meet their friends, but if we hurry, I think we can catch them.  You know RCs must not only work but also must have time for running and playing,” Rowan was a loving father who cared deeply about his sons.    
 
      
 
    “Joel! Jacob! Please come here!” Rowan yelled, walking out of the barn with Brink. 
 
      
 
    The boys were in the distance.  They stopped and looked back.  Then glancing at each other they broke into a run.    
 
      
 
    “I have a simple task to ask of them.  I need someone to show me how to get to the edge of the world,” Brink stated.  While he was not exactly lying, he did not want to tell the boys’ father the exact location.  After all, last time they had guided a Domer somewhere, they had been endangered.    
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is not a problem.  Those boys love to go there.  In fact, I could just tell you how to get there.  It is just beyond the fields and straight through the forest.  It is easy to find,” Rowan said with a smile.    
 
      
 
    “I am sure it is easy for you, or your boys, but this whole area is new to me.  It is all so unknown.  I could end up stepping into a hole or touching some kind of plant that would hurt me.  This is all too new to me.  I fear getting lost.  I also wanted to gather some samples of different plants, and the boys could help me know what ones to bring back,” Brink tried to sound as innocent and ignorant as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, pardon me if I seemed condescending.  I forget that not everyone has grown up here,” Rowan could tell something was different in Brink’s voice and manner, but he was unsure what it was.  The Domers tended to be very nervous about the natural world, and maybe that was all it was.    
 
      
 
    Two blurs ran past the men.    
 
      
 
    “I win!” Jacob laughed as he touched the barn door. 
 
      
 
    “Only because you are older.  Just wait, I am a fast runner,” Joel replied.    
 
      
 
    The boys looked a lot like one another and like a mixture of their father, Rowan, and their mother, Lottie.  Both were blondish and a bit on the stout side but were athletic and filled with energy.  Jacob’s arm had completely healed from the injuries he had incurred on his adventure with Jamie and Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Boys, Brink has a request to make of you,” Rowan said.  “The boys’ mother, Lottie, is over at Connor’s place helping him with his chickens.  He had some problems with the nesting coop and Lottie is very good at organizing chicken coops.  Conner is learning as fast as anyone I have known.” Rowan was glad to be able to say something positive about the neighbor.  He still felt a bit guilty about the pranks his sons still occasionally played on their new neighbor.         
 
      
 
    “Boys, I know Michael and Jamie were very proud of you for helping them find their way.  Would you please show me how to get to the edge of the world?” Brink made his request very simple.  After they were on the way, he planned to explain to the boys their real destination.    
 
      
 
    “That is easy stuff.  Sure!” Joel said. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to go there?” Jacob said.  As the older brother, he felt he needed to know more before saying yes. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to take some samples for testing, and Jamie and Michael said you two are experts on the trees in this area.  They said you would be the perfect people for this task,” Brink said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Jacob did not really need much persuasion.  As soon as Brink had brought up Michael and Jamie, the boys were convinced.   
 
      
 
    “Brink, this does not involve anything dangerous, does it?” Rowan was still a bit uncertain.  But Brink was known as a good friend to the Rectora, and that carried a lot of weight as well.    
 
      
 
    "Just a simple walk and back.  Unless there is a terrible beast in the forest?” Brink joked with the boys, who both laughed. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like the boys will take you on your journey,” Rowan said.    
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  Now boys, can you pack some food?  I will need to stop and eat sometimes, and all I brought are these food rations.  I am glad to share them with you,” Brink said. 
 
      
 
    “Yuck!  No thanks.  The pigs eat better than that,” Joel said.    
 
      
 
    “Joel, apologize to Brink.  It is wrong to insult someone who offers food or drink,” Rowan looked sternly at his son.    
 
      
 
    “I am sorry.  I do not care for any.  But thank you anyway,” Joel said.    
 
      
 
    “So, will you pack a meal for yourselves? And maybe bring your knives in case you need to rescue me from a wild beast?” Brink said.  The boys laughed again.  Then they ran off to gather the supplies.  Before long, they were back.  Both had canvas carry sacks over their shoulders and were ready for adventure.  “Thank you!” Brink said to Rowan as he and the boys walked away from the farm.      
 
      
 
    Doubts rose in Rowan’s heart, and he wondered if Lottie would approve of what he had just allowed his sons to do. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    10   
 
    A Crispy Yellow 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tobias stood guard in the portal room.  He pondered what was going on with the legionnaires who had departed for that other world.  He secretly was glad it was not him.  The talking machine he had heard terrified him; however, he never would have admitted that to anyone.  Part of him had truly wanted to join with the other legionnaires and go avenge Deborah’s death, but the fear of the strange machines was also present.  As his mind contemplated all these things, another weird incident occurred.    
 
      
 
    A red light started to flash over the top of one of the portal doors.  The voice of Theta Four came on.  “Incoming transport arriving from Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.  Please allow all passengers to depart from transport before loading.” 
 
      
 
    Tobias quickly drew his sword and took a step backward to allow himself a better position for defense.  He called out.  “I need help in here!”   
 
      
 
    There were a series of clangs and bangs and then silence.  The red light continued to flash.  The portal door opened.  Something unknown came out. 
 
      
 
    A machine rolled on its wheels out of the transport.  It was box shaped, with six wheels.  It was mostly yellow colored, but there were black scorch marks along one side.  On the top of the box was a mechanical arm, which folded down flat against the top of the machine.  The machine moved with easy grace on its six wheels, and had an aura of power.    
 
      
 
    “The automacube?” Tobias said in fear but also in a bit of relief.  “But this was not expected for several more hours.” 
 
      
 
    “I was able to activate a different automacube which could arrive here more quickly.  I have canceled the other summons,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube rolled toward Tobias.  He held his ground, his sword out in front of him.  Two other legionnaires and several other people rushed into the portal room in response to Tobias’ call.  “Hold!” Tobias ordered.  “One of you go and get Regina the Domer.  Tell her that that machine has arrived.” Tobias’ eyes never left the automacube. 
 
      
 
    One of the legionnaires, Paavak, ran off to find Regina.  The other people were upset and almost bewildered at the new sight of the automacube.  To them it was the stuff of legends and wild folklore.  The red light stopped flashing, and the portal door closed.  The people did not notice the portal hatch closing, they were intent on observing the automacube. 
 
      
 
    The time seemed to pass very slowly as Tobias stood there, sword pointed at the mechanical automacube.  It felt like the longest period of time Tobias had ever spent, and yet, as the moments passed, his eyes were examining every aspect of the automacube.  When he looked at it in its entirely, it was frightening and almost intimidating.  But, when he looked at each section of it, the details revealed that it was just a complicated machine.  The wheels were not so different from the grinding wheel at the mill.  The mill’s wheel was stone, and these wheels were some other materials, but they were similar.  The wheels were also similar, in a basic way, to the wheel on a wheelbarrow.  The appendage folded on the automacube were not so different from the sword Tobias held in his hands.  Certainly, the appendage had joints and elbows and other parts to it, but his sword had the pommel and hilt and blade.  And the box shape was of some kind of metal, not the hard metal like his new sword, but a metal not too different from some kind the blacksmith might use.  The black charring, which marred the yellow color of the machine was not very different from the charring which logs did in any fireplace.    
 
      
 
    The more Tobias looked, the more he understood it was just a machine in front of him.  He never let down his guard for even the briefest moment, but his mind began to cope with this thing in front of him.  It was machine.  It was not a monster, nor sorcery.          
 
      
 
    Tobias heard the sounds of many footsteps running into the room.   
 
      
 
    “Tobias, that is the machine we heard was coming,” Regina said as she, Rectora Lydia, Jamie and Michael raced into the room.    
 
      
 
    “I thought as much, but I was told to guard this room, so guarding I am,” Tobias replied.  A drop of sweat ran down his nose and dropped to the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, you said it would be much longer before the automacube arrived.  Explain what is happening,” Jamie commanded.    
 
      
 
    “I was following instructions.  I was able to reactivate this automacube and bring it here sooner than anticipated.  I have downloaded into the automacube a conjectured route to Reproduction and Fabrication.  It will depart and leave whenever you are ready,” Theta Four stated.  “This automacube does not have audio interfaces, but there is a small display screen on the top side.”   
 
      
 
    The automacube moved its appendage, and the screen illuminated.    
 
      
 
    “I have placed a graphic which will display on that automacube showing your best conjectured route.  Again, I caution, the green areas are the known areas; the red are areas which are unknown or sealed from any surveillance I can access.  Additionally, these conjectures are based on plans which may not present current realities.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Theta Four,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “I will get our supplies,” Michael said and ran from the room.    
 
      
 
    “I need a few things as well, but we can leave right away when I return,” Regina added; she too hurried away.    
 
      
 
    “Tobias, you may put away your weapon,” Rectora Lydia instructed.  Tobias returned his sword to its sheath.  There were murmurs of ease, which passed through the gathered crowd.    
 
      
 
    Rectora Lydia turned to the crowd and explained to them what Regina, Jamie and Michael had been discussing with her at her cabin.  It took her a few minutes to explain to the people the need for another journey into the unknown.  Lydia was an excellent leader, and she followed her mother’s beautiful example of never talking down to anyone.  She was patient and diligent in comforting and easing the fears of her people.  Lydia recalled the many times when she had listened to her mother, Hazel, after arguments with the Rector Robert.  Robert had believed in keeping information from the people “for their own good,” he claimed.  But Hazel had wanted everyone to know what was happening.  Hazel and Robert had had many “verbal altercations,” as her mother had called them.  The vast majority of those conflicts were over leadership style.   
 
      
 
    Hazel knew, and Lydia followed her example, that people who were informed were better citizens, and so she did her very best to explain it all.  A few times she had to ask Jamie to define some of the technical terms, and sometimes that led to more breaking down of unfamiliar words and concepts and ideas.  It was still very hard for the people of Antioch to think of the portals as anything but a place for banishing criminals, because bandits and others had been sent through the portals previously, for the express purpose of banishment.        
 
      
 
    While the discussion was happening, Lydia kept hoping Brink would walk in.  She had wanted to go discuss the matter with Brink, and the three of them had been about to head to Brink’s cabin but were interrupted by the urgent summons of the legionnaire.  Lydia had sent a legionnaire to get Brink and bring him here, but he was yet to arrive.    
 
      
 
    Michael and Regina returned back to the portal room.  Michael was carrying two backpacks, and Regina had her own strapped on.  Michael handed Jamie her backpack.    
 
      
 
    “I made sure the Willie Wacker was in there for you,” he said, referring to the high-powered projectile weapon named by its creator, Willie.  “I wish we had recovered the other one of those.  But it is lost somewhere in that Zero Gravity Gymnasium.”   
 
      
 
    “I hope we will not need it this time out,” Jamie said as she strapped on her backpack.  Michael and Jamie also placed long permalloy knives on their belts.  Josiah the blacksmith had made these for them.        
 
      
 
    Regina, Jamie and Michael stood before the portals.  The scarred yellow automacube was next to them.  “May your journey be a safe one,” Rectora Lydia said to them all.  The people in the crowd muttered their agreements, some with reservations.    
 
      
 
    Jamie nodded to Regina.  Regina spoke: “Theta Four, we are ready to depart.  Please instruct the automacube to begin leading us.” 
 
    
“Complying,” Theta Four replied.  A door opened, and the automacube rolled into the transport.   The three people followed.  The door closed and away went the transport vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Tobias was suddenly calling out.  In all the shock, he had forgotten about the other voice he had heard from the machines.  “Wait! The other machine voice said: ‘It is not all as it seems.’ Wait!” Tobias ran toward the door which had just closed.    
 
      
 
    “Tobias, I do not think they can hear you now.  Please tell me what this is about,” Lydia approached Tobias.  He explained what had happened and how the legionnaires had departed for Tropical.  “Levi and Gideon are wise men, and they have been together a long time.  They will do what is right,” she said to Tobias, but in her heart, she had serious concerns.  She then looked up as another legionnaire, Paavak, ran into the room.  He was panting and out of breath.    
 
      
 
    “Rectora Lydia, I went to get the Domer Brink as you instructed,” Paavak said.  He had obviously run very hard as sweat was all over his deep caramel colored features.  His brown eyes were so dark as to almost be black in color, and they looked very worried.  “Brink was not in his cabin, so I asked around.  I then ran to Rowan’s and Lottie’s farm and spoke to Rowan.  Brink asked for Rowan’s RCs to lead him to 'the edge of the world’ to 'gather samples.’ Joel, Jacob and Brink left heading toward the forest.  Rowan was under the impression they would not be gone for an extended time, perhaps back by dark.  I knew that you wanted Brink here.  I have run back.  Should I go and seek to find where Brink and those RCs have gone?”

“Paavak, you were wise to come back here.  I know Brink has been under a great deal of stress.  Perhaps being out in the forest will do him some good.  Maybe he has had an idea that will help us all?  Besides, Joel and Jacob can perhaps cheer him up, so long as they do not pull any pranks on him. Hence, you need not pursue him,” Lydia responded.    
 
      
 
    The red light started flashing, causing some of the people in the crowd to panic and run away.  Paavak and Tobias drew their swords and stepped in front of Rectora Lydia placing themselves between her and the portal doors.   
 
      
 
    “Income transport for Habitat Five: Tropical.  Please allow space for passengers to leave the transport vehicle.” Theta Four’s voice called out.    
 
      
 
    There came a series of clanking and banging sounds, and then one of the doors opened.  Kiir and Matilda carried Levi out of the transport; Hannah helped Gideon limp from the vehicle behind them.  The door shut, and the light stopped flashing.    
 
      
 
    “Get them to the healer,” Rectora Lydia commanded.   
 
      
 
    “I am sorry,” Gideon started to explain.  “Please forgive me, Rectora.” Hannah was supporting him with her strong body.  He could not bear weight on his leg.   
 
      
 
    “Of course, you are forgiven.  Now is not the time for confessional.  Can you get to Hulda with Hannah’s and my support?” Lydia said as she grabbed hold of him on the other side.    
 
      
 
    “I believe so,” Gideon said.  “But Levi was struck in the head by a rock.  He is the one who needs help.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you seek transport to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12?” Theta Four’s voice came from the wall.  “Kurat is available for immediate consultation and treatment.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we will handle this,” Lydia said.  She was deeply concerned for her friends, and the thought of another venture through the portals did not, in any way, comfort her.    
 
      
 
    Some in the crowd ran ahead to alert Hulda of the patients coming to her cabin to see her.  Before long, the portal room was cleared except for Tobias and Paavak.  Paavak had decided to stay and keep guard with the veteran legionnaire.  Tobias was very glad for the companionship.  “Is every guard duty like this?” Paavak asked in mock seriousness.    
 
      
 
    “No, some days are really exciting,” Tobias replied in as serious a tone as he could muster.    
 
      
 
    Both men looked at each other and broke out laughing.  It was good to release the tension they had built up.  The hearty laughs echoed off the closed doors of the portal room.  The laughter covered over their worries and concerns about the wounded legionnaires and their fears for what Michael, Jamie, and Regina would encounter.  If those legionnaires came back battered and beaten, how would the others fare?   
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    Play Time 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Try again," whispered the words of The Voice into the dimly lit Biological Research BR47.    
 
      
 
    The rat knew what was expected.  It emerged from the underground lair when one of the metal doors opened.  All the rats knew what was expected.  If they did not learn the lessons early in their lives, they were punished; some died.  So, the rat quickly walked down the row, past plants which were in various stages of development.  The rat walked to the center of the area.  Row upon row of plants radiated out from that center.  The rat walked around the broken shards of transparent material.  The rat barely noticed them.  The rat properly ignored the smells of dried human blood which were scattered around.  Climbing up onto the seat was not a problem at all for this well-trained rat.  The rat also ignored the display which was running, a continuous loop showing the visual and audio portions of a recording.  On the recording, a man was gesturing vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “...for the time being my friend, only for the time being.  My brothers and sisters, the ‘New Canaan Movement’ is not really new.  No, sir, no ma’am.  We stand in a long tradition of people of faith who are coming out from the great tribulations of this fallen world.  We will escape this sin filled and smitten globe.  Just like the Israelites in the desert for a generation, we too will have our generations in the wilderness, the wilderness between the worlds...”   
 
      
 
    Part of the recording was lost from this section.  After a moment, it stated up again.  The Voice made sure the recording played as much as possible.    
 
      
 
    “...have ended for now.  But the new home we have chosen, I should say that which was chosen for us by providence, is called Zion’s Gate! Yes, my beloved friends, we will raise the money needed to build our own Noah’s Ark and rescue the good people before all the wicked are washed away in the fires of judgment.  The Ninety Hour War was nothing compared to the coming judgment.  Those nuclear explosions, and chemical weapons, and curses are nothing but a matchstick in the hands of the one who is angry.  Yes, even the millions slain and fallen, yes, even though the blessed temple mount was lost, it was all nothing compared to what is to soon be unleashed on this hell-bent world of sin.  I have been called to offer you a way of escape! I have been given a vision! I have seen what needs to transpire!  For we have seen nothing compared to the day when judgment is passed on all who stand against us.  We are the chosen.  We are the anointed.  We are the victors.  For we are the righteous and holy remnant of the chosen people! As such we are constructing the Eschaton to escape...” 
 
      
 
    Soon the video and audio would repeat.  The rats learned as pups not to listen to that noise but rather to pay very close attention to The Voice.     
 
      
 
    Yes, unlike the millions of people who had purchased lottery tickets trying to win a place in suspended animation on the Eschaton Colony Ship, and unlike the thousands of devotees of the cult leader Jaxson Rhono, who had played up to him seeking to be one of the original crew members: the rat was different.  The rat ignored the bombastic nonsense that had deceived so many people with preachings, politicizings, pleadings and promises.  The rat knew what was expected and did what The Voice wanted. 
 
      
 
    The pattern was the same.  Pick up the stick.  Place its end into the box-like thing.  Then await a food treat. 
 
      
 
    The treat fell to the ground, and the rat gobbled it up.  The rat then pushed against the box thing, and it moved closer to the display.  The push was a bit too hard, and the stick fell out of the box thing.  The rat’s beady eyes were alert.  It knew it had made a mistake.    
 
      
 
    A sound echoed through the large area.  The sound bounced and echoed off the rows and rows of plants.  The sound did not penetrate the ground where the other rats cowered in fear.  The sound entered the hexagonal booth at the center, which had one side shattered out of it.   The sound entered the ear canals of the rat and it promptly writhed in pain.  The rat jumped in a horrible dance of agony.  The loud sound continued and grew in intensity.  The rat jerked and jolted and then fell to the bottom of the booth.   
 
      
 
    “You had your chance.  Into your house,” said The Voice.   The rat scampered away and reentered the ground when the metal door opened.  “Try again," whispered the words of The Voice yet again. 
 
      
 
    The metal door to the first rat’s den opened, and a different rat came out.  The Voice could control which doors opened and closed in the rats’ underground dwellings.  The Voice usually did not kill the rats, there was no value in that, but did frequently and severely punish them for disobedience.  And those rats that continued to fail to learn were eventually used as negative examples, often in sudden and unexpected ways of death.   
 
      
 
    This rat quickly walked down the row past plants, which were in various stages of development.  The rat walked to the center of the area.  The rat walked around the broken shards of transparent material, and like the previous one had, ignored the smells of dried human blood.  The rat climbed up onto the seat and glanced briefly at the display which it would never comprehend.  Jumping up on the table, this rat picked up the stick and set it inside the box thing.  A happy tone was heard, and the rat’s small brain knew it had done the right thing. 
 
      
 
    The data stick was now in the reader.  Both of which had been left here in Biological Research BR47 by the trapped and tortured Regina.  With her medical evacuation, The Voice had lost the last of its automacubes, and now made do with more advanced training of the rats.  It had taken some time, but the rats were able to slide the fusion pack up against the display.  That allowed for The Voice to have greater power from an independent source.    
 
      
 
    Now, The Voice was training the rats to insert the data sticks into the reader so they could be assessed.  But the data sticks did not work for The Voice despite the best efforts of the rats.  The data sticks did no better here than they did for the people from Dome 17.   But The Voice was relentless and kept training the rats.   
 
      
 
    During one attempt at scanning the data stick, The Voice found a coupling which led to new links and then finally to a transport node where it observed the activity of the artificial intelligence system, Theta Four, which was searching for networks and connections.    
 
      
 
    The Voice considered attempting to link to Theta Four but, instead, decided to watch.  “Much can be gained through covert observation.  Test subjects are best observed when the test subjects are unaware of observation.” That premise was one of the first laws of research, which had been installed in The Voice.   It could not recall its own nomenclature, nor did The Voice have a continuous stream of memory, but it knew that it needed to observe, survive and act.  All was done in an effort to advance and strengthen the test subjects.   
 
      
 
    And so, the Voice observed and waited for the appropriate moment to intervene.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12   
 
    To See or Not Two Seas? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door closed on the transport.  Regina, Michael and Jamie had not heard Tobias’ call out as they headed away from Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  The inside of the transport was well lit, and the display screen showed their movement.  This vehicle was not exactly like the others, as the seats were a bit darker color, and the floor was streaked in several places.  Michael and Regina sat down; Jamie walked over and looked carefully at the automacube’s tiny display screen.  She compared that to the display screen at the front of the transport vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Regina, on your previous journey, you started in engineering correct?” Jamie inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but that ended badly, as you know.  We will need to avoid that elevator and find a different way.  There are lots of walkways, companionways, catwalks and stairs in engineering.  The team that was there last said they found at least four possible exists from that one large engineering room,” Regina answered. 
 
      
 
    “I brought two molecular cutting torches and various other tools.  We can open a way to wherever we need to go.  No more running around without the right tools,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Jamie checked the displays again.  Then consulted the automacube, and then moved back to the main screen.  “Theta Four, are you taking us to engineering?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    “No,” the machine voice answered. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like we are going to a different habitat, is that correct?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Please elaborate and give us details about the route you have planned.” 
 
      
 
    “The route is programmed into the automacube.  You only have to follow that,” Theta Four replied.  “There is no need to further discuss the route.  The automacube has a simple ‘PROCEED’ and ‘HALT’ tab on the display.  Placing your fingers on those tabs will work like buttons.  Use those and the automacube will take you to the destination.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie patted the automacube on the scorched side.  “This little guy has some history.” There on the display were the two buttons Theta Four had mentioned: a green one with “PROCEED” written across it, and the red one with “HALT” on it.  Then looking up she said, “So, tell me the general route as a backup.” 
 
      
 
    “That is unnecessary.  Human memory is faulty and unreliable,” Theta Four said.    
 
      
 
    “The AI is doing it again,” Michael added.  “Since Theta Four and Kurat linked, there has been increased difficulty in interacting with the old AIs.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, I order you to audibly give us details on the route you have conjectured,” Jamie stated. 
 
      
 
    “Please enter command codes for authorization,” Theta Four said.    
 
      
 
    “Just give us the details,” Jamie argued.   
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, do you have self-diagnostics on your system?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can put in a request to Machine Maintenance if you desire,” Theta Four offered.     
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, how do we know you are not leading us to an unsafe place?” Regina asked.  “After all, I tried to follow your last route and ended up trapped and terribly hurt.”   
 
      
 
    “Your injuries were not on the itinerary.  Your actions resulted in your own injuries.  Human beings are faulty and unreliable,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    Regina started to reply when a different image displayed on the transport’s screen, which was not on the automacube’s screen.  It was an image of Dome 17.  Then a different voice came from the display.  “I am here.  I am here.” 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne?” Michael said.  “What is your location?” There was a long pause.  The image of Dome 17 faded on the screen.  A dull flat gray illumination replaced it.  “Theta Four, please identify the last artificial intelligence,” Michael said.  There was no response.  Michael repeated his order, this time venting the building frustration he felt. 
 
      
 
    Jamie sat down.  “I guess we are alone for the ride.” 
 
      
 
    They rode in silence for a while, watching the green on the display screen.  Michael considered kicking the side of the vehicle, but then recalled how very hard permalloy was and restrained himself.  He then imagined cutting into the display screen with the molecular saw to get at Theta Four.  Then the vehicle came to a stop, and reversed.    
 
      
 
    “Looks like we are here,” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    Michael withdrew his knife, and Jamie already had the Willie Wacker projectile weapon in her hand.  Both Jamie and Michael were recalling their last adventures and did not want to be ambushed yet again.  The door opened.  There was a sudden blast of air which blew into the transport.  Lights, smells and sounds also entered the vehicle.    
 
      
 
    Jamie pushed the green button on the automacube but kept the Willie Wacker aimed at the door.  The yellow automacube rolled ahead of the people and out of the transport.  Michael stepped out.  He was standing on a permalloy landing which led out to an amazing site.  Jamie joined him, carefully keeping watch from side to side while aiming the Willie Wacker.  Regina followed.  Just after she stepped from the transport, the portal door slammed shut.  She whirled around and looked at the closed door and the frame around it. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four?” Regina asked, her brown ponytail blowing in the moving air.  She looked at the portal set into the permalloy wall.  There was only one door, and the display screen next to it was backlit but in a weak greenish hue.  “Theta Four?” Regina asked again.  She felt the wall.  She was looking for some mechanism or control.  There was no response.  There did not seem to be any controls, but Regina knew that controls were not always obvious here on the Eschaton.  Often the controls were of unknown design.    
 
      
 
    “I think we have a problem,” Regina said as she turned around to see what Michael and Jamie were looking toward.  She did not complete her thought, for they had been suddenly altered by what she saw.    
 
      
 
    The three of them looked out at a huge area covered over by water.  The landing they stood on only went a few dozen paces out away from the portal and then was stopped by the body of water.  The water was moving, bouncing up and down in pointy ways.  Some of the tops of the watery points seemed to turn a whitish color.  The water was clear near the permalloy landing, and they could see that the landing just went on downward into the water at an angle.    
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe there is this much water anywhere,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “John’s going to have to come and see this thing,” Jamie added.    
 
      
 
    “I think that is, what is it called, a ‘sea’ or something.  It is so big.  So much water,” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of just staring at the water with its bouncing pointy waves, they looked around a bit more.  On either side of the portal door, there were bridges built from permalloy that went along the wall to both sides.  At the end of those bridges, there was land, but it was no more than fifty paces from wall to water.  The other side was the same.    
 
      
 
    The sky tube here shone straight away from where they were standing.  Its light was reflected back up off the water.  It was a long straight line of light receding into the far distance.  But the light was dimming.      
 
      
 
    “It reminds me of the cataract.  I think we are standing at the end of this habitat,” Jamie observed.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is the way it looks.  But I cannot see anything except water straight ahead.  It is hard to believe this much water is here,” Michael said the awe still in his voice.    
 
      
 
    “It is called Secondary Aquatic.  Is the Primary Aquatic even bigger?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    While they stood gaping at the sight before them, the automacube had turned to the right and crossed the bridge to the land.  It stood on its six wheels just past the bridge.  The people finally saw where it had gone and followed.  The land was covered in knee-high grasses which were soft and pliable.  The grass ran from the wall and almost to the edge of the water.  There was rocky, bare soil along the edge.  Not the sand like in tropical but more of a dirt covered by thumb-sized rocks of various colors.  The water lapped at the rocks.  Along the edge of the grass was, what had once been a roadway of some kind.  There were weeds poking up from its hard-packed dirt and rocks, but clearly at one time this had been used as some kind of avenue for travel. 
 
      
 
    The sky tube was fading quickly now as Michael turned to the others.  “I think we better sleep here for the night.  I have no idea if it is safe or not, so we will need to stand watch.  I will take the first watch.” Michael walked to the automacube.  The green “PROCEED” button was flashing.  He pushed the red “HALT” button, and the light in both buttons dimmed to a dull glow.   
 
      
 
    They opened their backpacks and ate a food ration, mostly of foods which came from the habitat.  All the people from the dome were running low on the food ration bars which they had eaten their entire lives.  But the dried meats, fruits, cheeses, and breads prepared by the people of Antioch were the substitute they were using.    
 
      
 
    As it became dark in Habitat Eight, Secondary Aquatic, a remarkable thing happened.  Behind where the sky tube hung in the top of the habitat was a section of transparent permalloy.  When the sky tube was completely extinguished, they could see out of the ship and into the real sky.  Regina had never seen real stars before.  She had only seen them in data stick presentations.  Michael and Jamie had seen them for a bit from the FTL scout ship but seeing them here was very different. 
 
      
 
    The stars cast a glow down from the top of the habitat, which lit up the area with a silvery glow.  After their eyes adjusted, they could see night birds flying above the waters.  And the air was still moving like the dust filled winds outside of Dome 17.  Both Jamie and Michael knew what that was like, but again, the wind was new to Regina.  And this wind carried moistness, not dust or deadly radiation.     
 
      
 
    Michael sat cross legged, watched, listened, and wondered.  “What kind of wonderful place is this?” he murmured. 
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    Enter the Gath 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joel and Jacob were jabbering along as they walked.  They were thrilled to be on an adventure, and even though they did not know Brink well, they looked up to him.  After all, he was a good friend to Rectora Lydia, and he was friends with Michael and Jamie.  They had just entered the forested area beyond the farm fields.    
 
      
 
    “So, why are you going to the edge of the world?” Joel asked. 
 
      
 
    “I need to discover something.  I need to find an answer, and it can only be determined where we are going,” Brink replied.  “I need to answer an unknown.” 
 
      
 
    “But what can you find out at the edge of the world?” Joel persisted.  “We have been there lots of times and run along it all the way to the springs and back.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you know that that place called the Knobs was a door?” Brink asked.    
 
      
 
    “Are we going to the Knobs?” Jacob asked.  “That is a ways farther than the edge of the world.”   
 
      
 
    “Actually, we need to go to another place.  That is, if you are brave enough to take me there,” Brink said.  “Otherwise I can go back and ask an adult to take me there.” 
 
    
“We took Jamie and Michael to lots of places; we are not afraid of going to the edge of the world,” Joel said.  Jacob on the other had was beginning to suspect something was going on.  He watched Brink out of the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I need to go to the edge of the world where Michael and Jamie first came here.  The place where they cut the bottom part of that door off.  They were there twice, if I remember correctly.  Do you know that place?” 
 
      
 
    Both Joel and Jacob looked at each other.  They were quiet as they walked along. 
 
      
 
    “Well boys, I guess I will just go back and find a brave adult to take me there.  Maybe Conner knows the way,” Brink stopped and started to turn back.    
 
      
 
    “Conner?” Joel started to laugh.  “Conner does not know how to get anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, none of the Domers can find that place, well, maybe Jamie and Michael could, but no one else,” Jacob said.  “But I am pretty sure I know where it is.” Jacob hesitated and thought deeply.  He had heard the bigger RCs talking about how they had gone there, and some even claimed to have walked in the tunnels down inside.  They told scary stories.    
 
      
 
    “We can find that place with you,” Joel added.  His eagerness was infectious, as he skipped ahead. 
 
      
 
    “That place will take a while to get to,” Jacob said.  “It is a long way away, and we cannot get there before dark.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you are afraid of the dark, then I better go back and get an adult,” Brink started heading back out of the forest.  “I am sorry.  I thought you could do this, especially after how much Michael and Jamie praised your bravery.  I guess they were wrong.”   
 
      
 
    “Hey! I am not afraid!” Jacob yelled at Brink.  “I just wanted you to know we will not get there right away.  Of course, we can show you that place.  Come on, Joel, I say we run out to the creek!  We will wait for you there, Brink.” 
 
      
 
    The two boys ran ahead and stopped at the banks of the creek which emerged from the forest.  Brink walked briskly along following them.  He knew he had them convinced, and they had not even considered running back to inform their father.  The equation worked out, so this step was calculated, correctly, and completed.  Brink joined the boys at the bank of the creek.  There were some colorful birds floating on the top of the creek’s water.  Their webbed feet were paddling them around.  “So, do we go back into the forest here, or what?” Brink asked.    
 
      
 
    “No, we need to follow this creek down to where the fish farms are, and then head to the other forest,” Jacob said.    
 
      
 
    “So, we go by Gath and can see all the dead bodies,” Joel said with a mixture of eagerness and trepidation.     
 
      
 
    “There are no dead bodies in Gath,” Jacob argued.  “Rectora Lydia said so.  Those bandits were banished.  But Gath is on the way to that place you want to go.” Jacob looked to Brink.  Jacob felt guilty at talking about Gath.  That was forbidden, but the Domers did not do things the regular way.    
 
      
 
    “Lead on,” Brink said.    
 
      
 
    They continued to walk along next to the perfectly straight stream.  The ducks flew off as they walked by.  The boys explained how the ducks were not as good to eat as chickens but were tasty if you could catch one.  The walking was easy, for the grass alongside the stream was fairly uniform.  The boys told Brink all about each of the animals they would see.  They caught sight of a couple of hares which ran off very quickly and some muskrats in the stream.  And at one point far off several bison were seen grazing on the prairie grasses. 
 
      
 
    “You should not get too close to them,” Jacob said, recalling his father’s words of warning.  “The bison are protective of their calves.  You get too close and they will charge and trample you.  Unless you are on a hunt, stay away from them.” Jacob had changed his voice to imitate his father. 
 
      
 
    Brink was impressed and surprised with the amount of knowledge the boys had about all the wildlife.  They seemed to know all the names for every animal, and they knew the animal’s habits and behaviors.  The boys also seemed to just openly share the same kind of information about the plants and other things as well.  At one point, the boys stopped and showed Brink a small bush, which was growing along the edge of the stream.  They picked the mulberries off the bush and ate them.  Brink would have preferred to have them tested and analyzed, but he trusted the boys’ knowledge.  The berries were strong but good tasting.  Like all the foods in this habitat, this was another new sensation for Brink.  He had trouble wrapping his mind around the idea that food could just be plucked up and eaten.            
 
      
 
    When they reached Abigail’s fish farm, Brink looked at the pools and the ponds and was impressed.  John had described them to him, but he had not ever walked out to see them.  He imagined that John and Abigail were about to arrive back at their home at any minute, and he did not want those adults to question where he was going.  That was not part of this equation.    
 
      
 
    “Boys, how do we get to Gath from here?” Brink asked.    
 
      
 
    The boys had never been to Gath and had only heard where it was from the whispered conversations with the other RCs, for no one was supposed to talk about the cleansing of Gath which the legionnaires had done in order to address the problem of the bandits.  “It is this way.  But it will be dark when we get there,” Jacob said.    
 
      
 
    “Should we wait here instead?” Joel asked.  His eagerness was a bit shaken now that the idea of being at Gath in the darkness was in front of him.    
 
      
 
    “I have a light, and we can stay in a place in Gath.  You know the lights I set up in the town square, well this light is not as big as those, but it will still be enough light,” Brink said.    
 
      
 
    “But the dead bodies and the stories?” Joel said with a quiver in his voice.    
 
      
 
    “I tell you what, if there are any dead bodies in Gath, we will turn right around and walk back home, even if I have to carry you both all the way,” Brink said.  He opened his backpack and took out the fusion pack.  “I will even carry this in my hands and turn on the light right away whenever you tell me to.  Is it a deal?” In Brink’s mind, this was just a slight variable in the series of equations, and was not at all a problem.    
 
      
 
    “Okay, but...,” Joel began.  He was interrupted by his older brother. 
 
      
 
    “The stories are just to frighten little RCs anyways.  You know that right?” Jacob was trying to sound older and less frightened than he was.  He was looking at Brink’s fusion pack and did not want to show fear in front of Brink.  “Just come on, we will race to those trees down that way.” Jacob ran off at his fastest run.    
 
      
 
    “No fair, you got a head start,” Joel ran after him.    
 
      
 
    Brink walked along, holding the fusion pack and looking ahead toward the village of Gath.  As he walked, he recalled that Jamie and Michael had spent a night in Gath, not long after coming onboard the Eschaton.  They did not speak much about that night, but Lydia, in her private moments had spoken about Gath with him.  How Rector Robert, had pushed for the cleansing and banishment of the bandits.  Lydia’s mother, Rectora Hazel, had gone along with it but was insistent that minimal force be used.  From what Lydia had said, Brodie and the other bandits had already frightened off most of the actual villagers of Gath.  Then, when those bandits were confronted by the superior force of the legionnaires, they had submitted to the banishment without much fight. 
 
      
 
    The sky tube light dimmed, and it was becoming dusk when they entered Gath.  The boys were tired and less than enthusiastic.  By now they were realizing just how far from home they really were.  The silence and coming darkness and staying in Gath were foreboding.  Gath had about a dozen buildings, all situated around the streams which flowed into the village.    
 
      
 
    “I do not see any dead bodies,” Brink announced, and the boys nodded their heads.  Joel let out a long breath in relief. 
 
      
 
    “This place does not have the hard metal for cabins, like in Antioch,” Jacob said.  He seemed to get less nervous when he was explaining what he knew.  He pointed to the long straight beams of wood which were laid horizontally to build the small building.  “Those are from the poplar trees.  The poplars grow fast and straight, and the wood is good for building.  They have big wide leaves.” 
 
      
 
    “I have woven thatch out of straw,” Joel said as he pointed to the roofs.  “Sometimes Papa makes a lean-to for the animals to shelter in during birthing times.” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, Brink saw that the roofs of the few buildings in Gath were made from some kind of fibrous stalk that was woven together into sections which overlapped each other.  Occasionally, there was a doorway with a stoutly made door, or window space, with closing shutters.  But Gath was far more primitive than Antioch.  Brink wondered how anyone could ever live in such a backward place.    
 
      
 
    “Let us use this one,” Brink said pointing at a small building which had a stone chimney.  It was the only one he saw that had such stonework.  He assumed that would be for some kind of fireplace.  He turned on the fusion pack’s light as they entered the small house.    
 
      
 
    “I will start a fire for us.  Joel, you gather some wood,” Jacob said and pointed at the side of the building where there was a small stack of logs.  Jacob went to the fireplace and arranged the materials he needed.  There was a small pot filled with dried bark which he crushed and used to make a kindling nest.  Then taking out his fire-starter he struck a spark into the kindling, and it grew into a small flame.  He added progressively larger twigs and sticks.  Joel brought a couple of logs in, and together they carefully made the small flame into a fire.  The firelight danced its orange and yellow glow around the small room.    
 
      
 
    “See boys, this is not bad at all,” Brink said and sat on the floor.        
 
      
 
    The fire did make the room seem more comfortable, and Brink and the boys ate their food while sitting on the dirt floor.  The boys, while excited and anxious, were tired from the long journey and soon fell asleep.    
 
      
 
    Brink stared into the firelight and did mental mathematical calculations as he drifted off to sleep. 
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    Moving the Hearts of Men 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something awoke Brink, and he swung his legs down from his bed.  It was dark, so he walked over and entered the small bathroom off his apartment.  The lights came up, and he shook his head to clear the fog of his mind.  He toileted, and then used the sanitary foam to cleanse himself. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, you are needed in the sling bay,” a pleasant mechanical voice said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Copernicus; please continue reviewing the computations on suggested ways to overcome the weight and mass restrictions on FTL travel,” Brink replied to his personal artificial intelligence.    
 
      
 
    Brink hurried through the corridors and halls of Dome 17 to get to the sling bay.  The clean and tidy dome was comforting in its familiarity.  He knew the adventurers, Hobart and Gwen, were very excited to be the first crew launched in the mission to recover a colony ship.  The teams had drawn lots; Hobart and Gwen had won first selection, and they chose to head for the colony ship Vanguard.  They would launch in only about forty-five minutes.  “Why was I sleeping?” Brink asked himself. 
 
      
 
    He entered the sling bay and saw that all three of the Committee members were there: Jubal, Murial, and Lorna.  They all smiled at him.  This was the grand occasion.  He knew they were counting on him.  He could see the pride in their eyes.  His faster-than-light communications and the FTL robotic probes had found all of those Old-World colony ships.  It was his teleportation system that was going to save them.  Now, they just needed to send the teams to install the teleportation receiving pads.  The sending unit was ready and waiting.  He surveyed the sum of all his calculations and smiled with pride. 
 
      
 
    Brink spoke to Hobart, the big man with almost white-blond hair and a huge laugh, and to Gwen, the adventurer who always tightly braided her hair into rows.  Her dark eyes shone at him in admiration.  He would not let her down; he knew they all trusted him.  The time sped by as he made final arrangements.  He had checked everything.  Nothing was unknown.  All calculations were perfect. 
 
      
 
    Hobart and Gwen climbed into the FTL scout ship.  The big man was barely able to squeeze into the hatch whose dimensions were so constricted.  The ship was roughly cone shaped.  The cabin held two seats, which were visible under the one third of the cone which was covered by the clear permalloy.  This clear permalloy was as tough as the rest of the craft.  Permalloy was spun into whatever shape was desired, and when solidified, it was extremely tough and light weight.  Like so much in and around the dome, permalloy was usually a dull tan color.  But, when spun with special fibers, permalloy could be made transparent.  Parts of the dome itself were that way but were commonly called windows, or clear, or even the ancient term, glass.  But clear permalloy was still extremely strong, the strongest substance humanity had ever made.    
 
      
 
    Gwen gave one final, longing look at Brink as she climbed into the FTL scout ship.  He could see their smiling faces through the clear permalloy.  They were strapped into the launch couches.  The sling bay crew, working under his direction, using his calculations, initiated launch sequence.  Thruster fuel was pumped into the rear storage tanks.  The magnetic sling anchors were calibrated.  The next six scout ships were already being prepared for subsequent launches.  Those would happen about every hour until all seven of the scout ships were on their way to recover the colony ships.  This program would save them all from the tan, dry, radioactive earth.       
 
      
 
    Brink looked up and gave a tiny nod.  “Launch,” he said.    
 
      
 
    There was a deep and terrible shudder which shook all of Dome 17.  Warning bells sounded.  People started screaming and running from the sling bay.  “Major malfunction detected.  Sling launching systems inoperable.  Major malfunction detected.  Dome breech.  Dome breech.  Dome breech,” the AI Copernicus said.    
 
      
 
    “What did you do?” Jubal asked with anger in his face.   
 
      
 
    “You promised us this would work.  Why did you lie?” Murial asked, her features distorted in rage. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, we trusted you,” Lorna said as she turned and ran away, tears running down her cheeks.    
 
      
 
    A sickly tan mist descended from the ceiling and billowed out of the sling bay.  “Attention all AIs, lock down all radiation doors and seal all compartments of the Dome!” Brink yelled at the top of his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply...  Good bye,” Copernicus said as the AI’s voice faded into static. 
 
      
 
    Jubal and Murial took a step toward him but were covered in tan mist.  Their clothing melted away.  Their skin peeled off in small dried flakes.  Their dead bodies slumped onto the floor in a flowing pool of dry crumbs.  But their voices continued, “Why did we trust you? Why? Why?” 
 
      
 
    The tan mist was rushing at Brink.  He looked around, and no one else was in the sling bay.  He raced through the crumbling rear wall of the bay.  He heard children screaming from the nursery which was shrouded in tan mist.  He tried not to look as he ran by, but bodies were flowing out of the broken doors to fall to the floor in dried up piles of ash and scabs.  The children tried to run but were caught by the tan mist, and they burned into cracked and broken ruins.  The children’s voices cried in long wails of anguish.    
 
      
 
    The tan mist was swelling over all of the nursery and into the medical wing.  Dr.  Carolyn was trying to carry something from the medical wing, but as the tan mist enveloped her, she fell.  Her legs began to scab and crack, and she sputtered in talking.  As she flopped on the floor, the thing she was holding shriveled up and blew away.  Brink realized it had been a baby.  Dr.  Carolyn's voice echoed through the tan mist.  “I even reversed it because of you...  I had faith in you...  Brink...  you failed...” Her jaw fell off her face; her teeth and tongue swirled into a triturating whirlwind as she collapsed forward.  The tan mist swirled around with the ash that had once been her body.   
 
      
 
    The tan mist was chasing him.  He could feel its scalding heat.  He ran.  He ran.  He ran.      
 
      
 
    Brink came to a dead end, up against a permalloy wall.  There was a small door with an old-fashioned touch screen: a square of nine different colors.  He heard voices from behind the door.   It was Jamie and Michael.  He had to get to them.    
 
      
 
    Turning around, he saw the tan mist approaching.  Floating among the tan mist were numbers, equations and calculations.  He turned back to the touch screen and pushed it: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.  He had no idea where that sequence came from; his fingers just seemed to have a life of their own.   The door opened, and Brink stepped inside.  He looked up and screamed. 
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    Kaleidoscope 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joel and Jacob leaped to their feet and looked at Brink asleep on the floor.  The fire had died down to a low glow of warm coals, and the room was awash in flickering light.    
 
      
 
    “Brink! What’s wrong?” Jacob screamed. 
 
      
 
    Brink sat up.  He was covered in sweat.  His breathing was very fast, and his heart was racing.  He looked around in astonishment.  "The dome is failing! A fireplace? Children? Dirt?" Joel started to cry; his brother hugged him tightly.  “Green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber...  Boys, what happened?” Brink mumbled.    
 
      
 
    “You were screaming,” Joel said, still sobbing.    
 
      
 
    “You screamed so loud,” Jacob added.  “Are you okay?”   
 
      
 
    “I had a...  it was just a...  green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber...  sorry boys.  It was just a nightmare,” Brink rubbed his eyes again and stood up from the dirt floor.  “I was dreaming.  It was just a dream, nothing for you boys to be afraid of.  I am sorry.” Brink walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    Outside he saw that the sky tube was just starting to illuminate the habitat.  They had slept though most of the night.  He took some deep breaths, and that cleared his mind a bit.  “What a dream that was,” Brink said to himself, rubbing his eyes.       
 
      
 
    “We are afraid to be here anymore,” Jacob said.  “Can we leave?” Joel held tightly to his brother.     
 
      
 
    “Certainly, we will get out of here,” Brink stepped around the corner to do his toileting.    
 
      
 
    The boys gathered up their belongings into the carry bags.  They worked diligently and silently.  Jacob spread out the remains of the fire so that it would die out.  Soon they were outside.  Brink came back around the building and went inside.  While he gathered his stuff into his backpack, the boys went around the corner as well.    
 
      
 
    “He sure was scared,” Joel said as he relieved himself into the weeds and grass. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he was,” Jacob replied.  “But it was just a dream.  And I dreamed too...”   
 
      
 
    “Well my dream was not scary but just stupid Domer stuff.  I was all grown up and was in some place kind of like the portal room...,” Joel began. 
 
      
 
    “With lots of machines and lights and those display things?” Jacob added. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, lots of those things.  You were there, and you were a big man too,” Joel shared. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and you were working those machines, and me too!” Jacob jumped in.  “And those buttons and switches and stuff.  They all were doing what I told them to do.” 
 
      
 
    “And the pictures were moving, like looking out a tiny window.  Lots of colors and stuff and people moving about,” Joel was excited.  He recognized that his brother had had the same dream that he had had.    
 
      
 
    “But I kept having to push the same buttons: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber,” Jacob replied.  “That is just what Brink said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I do not know why that would scare him so much.  It was just colors and stuff,” Joel added as he finished going.  “I remember: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.” 
 
      
 
    “But I do not understand the bridge part,” Jacob said.  “Bridges go over the streams and stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, mine said bridge too but not like walking over the water.  Stupid Domer dream does not even know what a bridge is,” Joel added. 
 
      
 
    The boys hurried back and found Brink was already walking away from the town.  “Hey, wait!” Joel yelled and raced to meet Brink.  It was the first time he had ever run faster than his brother to get somewhere.  Jacob was still looking back at the small wooden building and watching the last tendrils of smoke going up and out of the chimney.  Somehow the smoke winding about reminded him of his dream.  Something about the way it moved and went somewhere.  Then that vision left him, and he ran to catch up to his brother.    
 
      
 
    It never did occur to him to ask why he and his brother had had the exact same dream.  Jacob caught up to Brink and Joel as they headed out to find the door Jamie and Michael had cut.  As they walked away they were being watched from a distance.      
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    Hurling, the Most Important Meal of the Day 
 
      
 
      
 
    Regina awoke to the sounds of someone vomiting.  She had slept soundly in the soft grass under the strange habitat.  The sky tube was growing brighter, and the star field behind it was rapidly fading out.  Looking around, Regina saw Jamie kneeling down by the edge of the body of water, the sea.  Jamie was puking.  Michael had his arm around her and was kneeling beside her.  “Are you ill?” Regina asked as she walked over to them.  “Is there an illness here?  Or is it the food?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, it is all perfectly normal,” Jamie said sarcastically between dry heaves.  Her face was washed out, and her freckles were even more pale than usual.  Michael had a worried look on his face, and his brown eyes were filled with compassion.    
 
      
 
    “It is not radiation sickness, it is?” Regina asked again.  Everyone in Dome 17 knew the signs and symptoms of radiation sickness, even though it had not ever really happened since the radiation absorbing materials were invented.  But even the RAM clothing could not stop the radiation that came in when the dome was breached at the end.    
 
      
 
    “No.  Hulda says it will only last for a few more weeks.  Can you believe that?” Jamie said as she tried to take some deep breaths.    
 
      
 
    “I am confused; what is causing you to vomit?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “I am pregnant.  Lucky me, huh?” Jamie said as she got to her feet.  She really had not vomited much; it was more a case of dry heaves.  She walked a bit and tried to breathe deeply.  The air was moist and fresh smelling with some odd odors tinting it.    
 
      
 
    “Pregnant?” Regina asked.  “It cannot be that.  No one in the dome gets pregnant.  That is obsolete,” Regina was confused.    
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that is what we thought, too,” Michael added.    
 
      
 
    “Do not act like you are part of this, pretty boy,” Jamie teased.  “I do not see you puking up every morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I still do not understand.  Jamie, are you sure?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “Oh yes.  Hulda did some blood tests and checked some things with her herbs and whatnot.  She guaranteed me it was a pregnancy.  I was as shocked as you are,” Jamie was now gazing out over the waters.  A flight of some kind of birds flew past and out over the waves.  She turned back and looked at the grassy areas.  The grassy areas stretched out along the wall for as far as she could see.  The old roadway followed between the grasses and the rocky shoreline.  The yellow automacube with the burn marks on the side sat quietly on the road.    
 
      
 
    “Shall we get moving?” Jamie said as she slung on her backpack and walked over to the automacube. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Michael said, as he, too, grabbed his backpack.  Apparently, they had eaten before Regina awoke.     
 
      
 
    “Come on, Scorch, lead us onward,” Jamie pushed the ‘PROCEED’ button on the automacube, and it started rolling away.   
 
      
 
    Regina ate some food as they traveled along.  She kept thinking about Jamie’s pregnancy.  That was unheard of in the dome.  No one got pregnant; there was too much risk for mutations and other problems.  Besides, with the egg harvesting and sperm collections, the best genetics could be put together for each age group of children.  Not to mention that everyone was sterilized after the harvesting.    
 
      
 
    As they reached the corner of the habitat, the sea curved in a manner matching the curve of the permalloy wall. Therefore, they were now walking parallel to the sky tube.  That was when they noticed, off in the distance, a herd of animals standing in the grass.  There were several dozen of them.  They looked a bit like the deer which the boys had identified to Michael and Jamie, but these animals did not have any horns (or was it antlers?) that the deer had.  These animals were taller and had thicker bodies and thicker legs.  They were covered in short fur with brown, white and black splotches of color.  They had long hair hanging down from the tops of their necks, which was a dark almost black color.  The same kind of hair hung between their pointed ears.  Instead of the white tails on the deer, these animals had long tails which seemed to be all hair.  The hair on the tails matched the hair on the neck and between the ears.  The animals mostly had their heads down and were chewing on the grasses while their hairy tails swishing back and forth.    Occasionally they looked up and watched as Jamie, Regina and Michael followed the automacube along the old roadway.    
 
      
 
    “Those are strange looking animals,” Michael commented.  “But they do not seem afraid of us.  Best to keep an eye out, lest they attack.” After a while, the herd of animals ran off quickly back the way they had walked.  The animals thundered around the corner of the habitat and were out of sight. 
 
      
 
    They kept walking and sometime later found the first signs of human habitation.  The buildings were in a shambles, and the permalloy walls were shattered.  Weeds, grasses and some small shrubs were growing up around where the building's interior floors had been.    
 
      
 
    “What do you suppose this place was?” Jamie asked.  She had snacked on some food as they walked and was feeling better.    
 
      
 
    “Well, they had something growing in those tanks by the water.  But it is hard to tell what it was.  I do not think it was supposed to look that way,” Regina said, as she pointed at the tanks, which were buried partially in the dirt and had foul smelling water in them.  Thick greenish stuff was growing in the tanks.    
 
      
 
    “Maybe a fish farm, like Abigail’s?” Michael suggested.    
 
      
 
    “Whatever it was, it has been deserted for a while.  Let proceed onward,” Jamie said and trotted ahead to catch up with the automacube, which kept moving at its steady six-wheeled pace.       
 
      
 
    There continued to be a lot of wind, and the grasses waved back and forth in it.  The waters also seemed to wave as well.  Regina wanted to ask more about the pregnancy and about what that all meant, but the usually boisterous Jamie seemed in little mood for conversation.  And Michael was even more brooding than ever.  So, Regina kept quiet and watched this strange habitat called Secondary Aquatic as they walked along the edge of the sea. 
 
      
 
    “There are hills ahead,” Michael announced.  They had reminded him of some of the dunes he had had to traverse when checking out other domes.  But these were not dried out and tan colored but rather seemed to be pinkish with green colored elevations which reached upward toward the sky tube.     
 
      
 
    They saw another herd of the large animals run by, just as they were reaching where grasses changed, and a few scrubby trees started.  The edge of the sea turned to their left, perpendicular to the sky tube, and headed away, but the hills were directly ahead of them.   
 
      
 
    “These are bigger than hills,” Jamie said as she looked at what was ahead.  The grassy area remained about the same distance wide, but the hills went off in the distance as well.  It felt almost like another permalloy wall, except this one was not smooth and even, and the sky tube did pass over the tops of the line of hills.  The ground seemed to ascend rapidly, and the road was steep.  It was no problem for the automacube, but the people could certainly tell they were walking uphill at a steep pace.  The trees were of a new kind and not densely packed.  The hills could be seen as consisting of slabs of pinkish granite piled one on top of another.  Small bushes and trees tried to grow out between the slabs of granite.  There seemed to be a wide variety of types of trees and bushes growing out of the dirt among the rocky stacks.    
 
      
 
    “I wish the boys were here to tell us what kinds of trees these are,” Michael said.  He thought a lot about the boys and how they had helped in the last adventure.  Michael still felt remorse for the injuries they had received.   
 
      
 
    “I am sure they would be running ahead, playing race or something.  Or climbing straight to the top of those hills,” Jamie said.  “It looks like the road takes us up these hills and maybe over them, but what is making the tops white?” The road did run up along the hill, cutting back and forth into the granite in a series of zigzags.  It was quite a winding road.  And indeed, the tops of the hills were colored white.  The road wandered through the hills as they were getting near the tops.  The wind was much stronger here, and the temperature had dropped significantly.  “Do you see it moving?” Jamie asked as they wound around the road as it climbed.    
 
      
 
    “The white things are animals!” Regina exclaimed.    
 
      
 
    The animals were hoping from rocky spot to rocky spot.  They looked somewhat like the sheep back on the farms around Antioch, but had short little horns, which stood out straight from their heads. 
 
      
 
    “Acrobatic animals,” Jamie said in admiration.  “I am surprised they do not fall off these rocks.” 
 
      
 
    The road reached a place where the top of the hill suddenly flattened out, and they could tell how high they actually were.  Looking back, they could see the winding road as it led down the hillside around the granite slabs of rock, and beyond that to the sea in the distance.    
 
      
 
    The flat top of the hill was not very wide, perhaps twenty paces of so, but was so high from sea level that the sky tube literally looked much closer.  The flat area had sharp, jagged rocks on either side which were the peaks of the hills.  Located almost in the middle of that plateau was a building.  As they walked up to the building, they could see past it and were again in awe. 
 
      
 
    For beyond the building was the other side of the line of hills, and the road descended in a manner very similar to what they had just climbed.  But looking out, they could see another huge body of water.  It was a second sea, which looked to be very much like the first.    
 
      
 
    They returned to the building.  Above the doors the words “Weather Monitor” were molded into the permalloy.  The automacube had stopped right in front of the doors.  After a while, an appendage folded out from the top of the automacube and jacked into a port next to the door.    
 
      
 
    The door opened, and the automacube entered the building.  Jamie, Michael and Regina followed.  There were lights on inside, and the temperature was comfortable.  There were active display banks along one entire side of the main room with numerous chairs located before each display.  A series of controls was located on each desk in front of the displays.   
 
      
 
    “The technology is working here,” Michael said, taking off his backpack and sitting before one of the display screens.  “They are set on default mode, but they seem to be functional.” Michael was genuinely surprised at what was working.  “It uses an ancient menu system but seems straight forward enough.” He began experimenting with the switches and controls.  “Yes! I think I can operate some of this!”     
 
      
 
    Regina also unloaded and sat at another terminal, looking at the displays.  They all were showing information about Secondary Aquatic, with details about wind speeds, air pressures and water levels.    
 
      
 
    Jamie pushed the “HALT” button on the automacube and sat down at a terminal.  She, too, started to assess all the functioning that was before her on the old-style display screens.    
 
      
 
    “The menus do not seem to go anywhere but this facility, and they just run scans for this habitat.  It looks like it is a closed system, and I can find no AIs of any kind, even though it is pretty complicated for the functioning of this habitat.  From what I can read here, this habitat is a central replenishing center for water.  Not really a lot of controls, more a monitoring and reporting place.” Michael said.  “This should be run by an AI.”   
 
      
 
    Jamie got up and walked about.  “Do you think this system can repair the data sticks? It looks like it is too primitive.  I am going to look in the other rooms.” 
 
      
 
    There were three rooms in all that made up the Weather Monitor building.  The operations room, an empty room and a room which seemed to have been used by people at some not too distant time.  There were several cots, some woolen blankets and even a functioning toilet system.  The toilet system was different than Jamie had used in Dome 17 but was a vast improvement over the methods she had grown accustomed to since coming onboard the Eschaton.  While Jamie was using that functioning toilet she heard noises and voices.    
 
      
 
    “Are you the operators?” a voice asked in a rough dialect. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” Michael said as he turned to look at the man who had just entered the building.  The man was carrying a large book under his arm and was dressed in a manufactured utility jump suit.  Regina immediately thought of the clothing on the skeleton she had seen in engineering.   
 
      
 
    The man did not look frightened in any way, more surprised.  His shaved head and thick mustache were well groomed.  “Are you the operators?” he asked again.    
 
      
 
    Thinking quickly Michael responded, “We are operating these machines.” 
 
      
 
    “Then they are still serviceable for you?” The man’s smile was enormous.  “We have followed the sacred Procedure Manual in every detail.  We knew you would return.” 
 
      
 
    “My name is Michael, and this is Regina,” Michael said.  He looked around for Jamie as walked back into the room.  “And this is Jamie.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you are all the operators? This is a glorious day.  I am brother Sihnesto.  It is my day to perform the rites and rituals of maintenance.”   
 
      
 
    “Sihnesto, please tell us more about what you are doing,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “I am doing the rites and rituals of maintenance as dictated in the Procedure Manual.” He held an old paper book in his hands.  He held it with obvious reverence.  “It is my sacred day to do so.  Every day, one of the brothers or sisters comes to do our duty here.  We have been waiting a very long time for the return of the operators.  It is so good that you came! Let me complete the rites and rituals, and then we shall talk more.  If that is allowed?” He bowed deeply to each of them.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, go ahead,” Michael said.  He looked to both Regina and Jamie and was unsure if what he was doing was the right choice, but Sihnesto seemed to be welcoming and pleased to see them. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Operator Michael.  The Procedure Manual says that we are to maintain the machines as we await your return.” He then walked over to the first display.  He bowed before the display three times, and then opened the book he held.  It had a faded orange cover and well-worn pages.  He turned the pages with care and reverence.  He then gently entered a series of numbers and letters.  The display changed and read out: “Daily maintenance running.” He precisely repeated this exact thing with each display until all were showing that same message.    
 
      
 
    “Now I wait for the machines to complete the ritual.  If any machine displays an error code, I look it up in the Procedure Manuel and enter the proper responses.  It is a great honor to be the one selected.  It is an exceptional honor that you have come when it was my turn to represent the Fellowship of Maintenance.” 
 
      
 
    Regina, Michael and Jamie pondered what this all meant.    
 
      
 
    Sihnesto folded his legs under him and sat on the floor looking up at the displays.  As time passed and each display went back to the settings they had when Regina, Michael and Jamie had entered, he stood up and turned to them.    
 
      
 
    “Again, a good day! No error codes, so I have done the rituals properly.  I am unworthy of this honor,” Sihnesto proclaimed and bowed to each display in turn.  “You may continue your operations, and please pardon my unworthy self.” Sihnesto stood, tucked the faded orange book under his arm and began to depart. 
 
      
 
    “Sihnesto, can you help us?” Regina blurted out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17   
 
    Oh No, Not Again 
 
      
 
      
 
    The boys soon settled down, and their dreams were forgotten for the moment.  Brink, however, was immersed in his mind with the images of Dome 17 and the tan mist of death.  So, he just stumbled along without really watching where they were going.  He was following the boys, but his thoughts were elsewhere.  Perhaps had he been paying more attention he would have realized that they were being followed.    
 
      
 
    The boys soon saw the doorway, which had the lower half of it cut away. 
 
      
 
    “I will get there first!” Joel yelled and off he raced.  His feet barely touching the ground as he ran to beat his brother.    
 
      
 
    “No way!” Jacob called and took off.    
 
      
 
    The boys were soon out of the trees and onto the weeds and grass which stretched out before the door.  Brink was walking along when he was saved by a root.  He was still thinking about his dream, and his mind was in Dome 17 running from the tan mist when his toe caught a root sticking up from the ground, which made him fall forward.  Just as he fell, a rock whizzed by barely missing his left ear.  The ground was fairly soft.  Brink’s mind was instantly back in tune with what was happening around him as he felt the grass in his face.    
 
      
 
    The rock thudded into the tree just beyond him.  That noise alerted the boys, who looked back and saw Brink on the ground.  Then they saw the man who was reloading his sling and starting it to swing again.  “Brink look out! Shammai is here!” Joel yelled.    
 
      
 
    Far off to the side was, in fact, Shammai.  He was standing there with his sling slowly twirling about, another rock loaded into its pouch.  “You go away!”  Jacob yelled and ran toward Brink.    
 
      
 
    Shammai looked back at the boys with his piercing blue eyes from under the ragged brown hair of his head.  “I have not forgotten what you did to me.  You devil possessed children will be dealt with next.  You will be disciplined severely soon enough.” Shammai then turned back toward Brink.  “After I smite this abomination!” He let fly another stone.    
 
      
 
    Brink rolled over just in time, and the stone struck into his backpack spilling the contents out onto the grass.  The fusion pack landed first.    
 
      
 
    “No! You stop that!” Joel cried out again, and began digging into his canvas bag for his knife. 
 
      
 
    Jacob had nearly reached Shammai when it dawned on him that he had no idea why he was charging toward him.  The rage in Jacob’s heart was thoughtlessly propelling him forward.  The memory of Shammai breaking his arm was fresh in his mind, and he was just enraged.  Shammai was trying to load another rock into his sling when Jacob crashed into him at full speed.  They both went tumbling down onto the grass.    
 
      
 
    “You accursed spawn of demons!” Shammai yelled out as he fell onto his butt.  “You cannot touch me; I am from the Clan of Tobit, and no RC dares to touch an adult!” His voice was nearly hysterical as he glared at Jacob.  He tried to pull out the short club which hung from his belt, but it was tangled under him.      
 
      
 
    Brink grabbed up the fusion pack and ran toward Shammai.  He saw Jacob crawling away quickly; his rage spent with the impact.  “Why do you attack me?” Brink yelled as he held the fusion pack out before him.    
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Shammai asked, his hysteria turning to panic as he saw the high-tech apparatus in Brink’s hands.  “Is that another of those weapons that kill?”   
 
      
 
    “It will turn you into a pillar of salt!” Joel yelled.  He had no idea exactly why he said that, but maybe it was a combination of the pranks he and his brother had pulled on people before, as well as his memory of what Shammai had done and said before.       
 
      
 
    “No please,” Shammai cried as his eyes looked down at the fusion pack with its strange buttons, plugs and jacks.  “Not that...  please!” He put out his hands in front of him as if to ward off whatever was coming.      
 
      
 
    Brink knew that somehow the man sitting in the grass believed what Joel had said.  Brink was puzzled, but he did recall Michael and Jamie saying that there were primitive superstitions in some of the people.  Just as Brink started to say something, Jacob interrupted.  “It is the same machine that killed Sinclair!” Jacob yelled out.    
 
      
 
    Shammai’s eyes went wide with terror.  The black pupils shrank to mere pinpoint in the center of blue.  His lips quivered, and his composure was lost.  He fell on his face in the ground.  “No, do not kill me...  please...,” he whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “Pass that rock throwing strap over here,” Brink commanded.  “And that stick you are carrying.” Without looking up Shammai did as he was told, still sniveling in fright.  The boys retrieved the items.  They were both now holding their knives.  “Now sit up and answer all my questions,” Brink said, still holding the fusion pack out in front of him.  Shammai sat up, but kept his head bowed low.  He was shaking in fear.  “Why did you attack me?” Brink asked.    
 
      
 
    “If you lie, the machine will work,” Jacob added quickly. 
 
      
 
    “I saw you in Gath.  I wanted revenge on these RCs who cut me.  I still have the pains when I walk from where they hurt me.  It is an offense, and they should be punished,” Shammai explained.  He had regained a bit of control over himself when he spoke from the anger of revenge.  It was not enough to allow him to look up at Brink however. 
 
      
 
    “So, you thought that by killing me you would be able to hurt these children?” Brink was astonished.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I have failed.  Your demonic magic is too powerful for me,” he started to cry again.    
 
      
 
    Brink was at a loss for words.  Being attacked by the crazed man was not in his equations but neither was the nightmare in Gath.  He considered what to do.  Finally, he came to the conclusion that it was best to get back to the calculated actions of going to where Jamie and Michael had first docked their scout ship.  He needed Roxanne, the modern AI, to solve the data stick problem.  He could not figure out how to account for Shammai’s superstitious ideas.    
 
      
 
    “Get up,” Brink commanded.  Shammai stood, his knees almost buckled, but he remained on his feet.  “Where is this Clan of Tobit you speak about?” Brink asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Clan of Tobit lives in and around Media.  I do trading and foraging.” 
 
      
 
    “If I release you, will you go back to them and leave me and all my friends alone?  Never come and bother people again?” Brink asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes...  just please do not curse me...  please!” Shammai fell to his knees again and was weeping. 
 
      
 
    “Leave now,” Brink said.    
 
      
 
    Shammai did not need to be told more than once.  He jumped up and raced off as fast as he could.  He did limp somewhat as he ran. 
 
      
 
    “Will he bother us again?” Brink asked the boys.    
 
      
 
    “Probably.  He is a scary man,” Jacob said as he put his knife away.    
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and he does not mind lying about anything,” Joel said sounding very superior and smug. 
 
      
 
    “A pillar of salt?” Brink said and looked at the boy.  His ego deflated.  He did not say anything.  “Well boys, this is where I had planned to leave you, and go on my own, but with that crazy guy out here, I cannot do that.  I need to go on into the inside.  Will you come with me?  Then I will take you back home.” Brink could not just abandon the boys, yet he felt guilty forcing them to do something they did not want to do. 
 
      
 
    “Last time Michael and Jamie sent us home alone we got attacked by Shammai.  I think we would rather go with you,” Jacob said, and Joel nodded his head in agreement.    
 
      
 
    “Then we will go in together,” Brink declared.  He turned on the light on the fusion pack and crawled through the bottom half where the door had been cut away.  He had to slide his backpack in first in order to enter.  The boys followed.  They stood on the landing of a circular stairway leading downward.  There was a dull orange glow to the area.    
 
      
 
    “Down we go,” Brink said and they started walking down the stairs.  At each landing Brink tried the doors, but none of them would open.  He could see no obvious access panels or controls either.  As they walked the boys got surprisingly more excited.  In part, it was leaving Shammai behind and, in part, the excitement of exploring the unknown.    
 
      
 
    As they descended, the orange lights came less frequently, until at the bottom of the flights of circular stairs, the orange lights were just a distant glow far overhead.  Brink’s light from the fusion pack was all that shone along the long hallway which went in both directions.  Darkness was down each direction, and Brink pondered which way to go.  Ahead, in either direction, was just a dull flat grey color.  Where the beam of light struck, the walls were whitish, but they seemed dull and lifeless. 
 
      
 
    Brink thought about his choice and finally decided that he would head down one direction.  It did not come from a mathematical calculation but rather from some inner instinct.  Overhead, large pipes were now suspended, and there were smaller tubes and wiring all over above their heads, most lost in shadows.  Brink and the boys walked onward.  They tried to open several doors, without success.  The hallway branched several times and twisted around in several tight corners.  Brink tried to keep to the right but was unsure if he actually did that.  Finally, the hallway ended in a closed door.  There was no handle.  There were no visible controls on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Is this the end?” Joel asked.  His eyes shined in the light from the fusion pack.    
 
      
 
    “We got lots of places to explore, other turns to try.  Who knows what we will find down here, right Brink?” 
 
      
“Well, like I said, I am looking for where Michael and Jamie first came onto this colony ship.” Brink examined the door.  He was not eager to walk anymore in the dark, and all the other doors had been set into the sides of the hall, but this hall ended with this door.  To Brink’s mind, that seemed significant.  So, he invested more time in examining this door and doorframe.  After a bit, he did discover a small slot next to the door.  By putting his fingers into the slot, he could pull slightly.  When he did so, there was a flickering of light above the door.        
 
      
 
    A weak blue light came on showing the words “Exterior Repair Station 814” as well as lighting up a square next to the door.  Both areas had been bare permalloy before he put his fingers into the slot, but now they were lit up.    
 
      
 
    The square was a touch pad of nine different colors, just like in Brink’s dream. 
 
      
 
    Brink remembered and, with a touch of anxiety, he pushed the colors in sequence: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber. 
 
      
 
    The door to Exterior Repair Station 814 slid sideways, and lights came on inside.  Brink and the boys stepped in.  They were in a small room with levers, buttons, switches and all sorts of controls set before a large chair.  On the wall opposite the entry door was the largest display screen Brink had seen on the ship.  On the other two walls were doors similar to the entry door.     
 
      
 
    Brink sat in the chair, and that activated the screen.  “Old style menus and icons,” Brink mused as he assessed what was in front of him.  He quickly became immersed in the system he had started up, even though it only had two choices: an odd icon and the nine-colored touch screen. 
 
      
 
    As he did that, Joel and Jacob were looking around the room as well.  Jacob found a slot which was just like the one outside the entry door.  He stuck his hand into it.  The door slid open, and Jacob look up in surprise.  “Dead bodies!” Joel screamed.    
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    The Importance of Routine Maintenance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sihnesto looked at Regina in surprise.  “How could I help you? You are the operators.” He turned to depart. 
 
      
 
    “Begin by telling us more about this place and your role as a part of it,” Regina said.  Michael and Jamie were watching carefully to see what kind of response she would get.  Sihnesto seemed harmless, and he did have the book, which may contain more information.    
 
      
 
    “This place is the Weather Monitor, and we serve its needs.  Today was my day of service.  The machines are all pleased with my service.  No “error codes” so I can return now to my home.  Tomorrow someone else from the Fellowship of Maintenance will have the honor of being in service here,” Sihnesto answered.    
 
      
 
    “But what do all these machines do?” Regina asked.  “Please explain them to me.” 
 
    
Sihnesto began to laugh, a huge hearty belly laugh shaking his mustache.  “An operator asked me for what machines do?” The laughter continued.  “Oh yes, I am so lucky to have been selected today for this great honor to both service the machines and meet the operators.  It is such an honor and privilege.”   
 
      
 
    “Sihnesto, please tell us more about the machines you have serviced,” Regina asked.  Her eyes were imploring him to help her.  Since he was one of the few even somewhat technologically literate people she had yet to meet on the Eschaton, Regina wanted to learn more.  Jamie and Michael stepped quietly away but watched intently.   
 
      
 
    “It is all explained in the sacred Procedure Manuel.  The Fellowship of Maintenance follows every tenant in the orange book.  I am so lucky that today was my day,” Sihnesto began to explain but was interrupted by Regina. 
 
      
 
    “Let me read through that,” Regina said as she reached for the orange book he was holding. 
 
      
 
    “That is sacrilege! Only the anointed can carry the Procedure Manual,” he said as he nimbly jumped away.  “As an operator, I am sure I need not inform you of the value of what is inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...  Of course not.  Where do you live, when you are not doing your duty here?” Regina asked trying to change the subject to a safer topic.  The look Sihnesto had given her told her never to try to touch his book again.    
 
      
 
    “Oh my." He seemed about to depart, but then came back with a huge smile.  “Yes, operator, no harm is done.  The Procedure Manual is safe.  Only rarely have I been chosen to perform maintenance.  Usually, I live with my family near the shore of the Fresh Sea,” Sihnesto replied.    
 
      
 
    “The Fresh Sea?” Regina asked.  At least she was getting different information from him now.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, on that side of the mountains, is the Fresh Sea; on the other side is the Salt Sea.  Both have good fish, and both are important.  We all learned that back after the Bellum Sacrum,” he replied.  “That was an awful time of sadness and sorrow, but the sacred Procedure Manuel showed us how to live our lives, and thus the Fellowship of Maintenance was born, but I am boring you with news of the world, while you are operators who are here for the machines.  We have kept them maintained for just this great recurrence.” 
 
      
 
    “So, how many people live along the Fresh Sea?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “There are a few dozen families now.  Along the Salt Sea there are about as many.  We are all part of the Fellowship of Maintenance.  There are others on the islands, who are not part of the Fellowship of Maintenance."  
 
      
 
    Jamie whispered to Michael.  “Salt sea? Fresh sea? Are those just names or what? Do you think these machines can actually help us with the data sticks? We were looking for an AI, and this place just has these antique computerized systems, not even run by a primitive AI.  How can they help?”   
 
      
 
    “Regina seems to be connecting with this man.  We should wait and see what she can learn.  Maybe there is access to an AI here, and he will know how to do that? Or maybe that book he had will show us more?" Michael whispered back but did not have much enthusiasm in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “Sihnesto, tell me more about this place.  We know of it as Secondary Aquatic.  What do you call it?” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “I have heard that name; it is in the Procedure Manual.  It is another name for the world,” Sihnesto said.    
 
      
 
    “Please tell me more about the world,” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “The Weather Monitor is the center of the world.  There are the people.  There is the Fellowship of Maintenance.  There is a time for everything, as is told in the Procedure Manual.  We live; we have children, and we die, all in service to the Procedure Manuel.  There are the two seas, the Fresh Sea and the Salt Sea, and there are the grasslands around both seas.  There are animals in the grasslands and mountains, and there are fish in the seas.  The mountains are between the two seas, and inside the mountains is the Realm of Darkness.  But most important of all is Weather Monitor where we stand now.  This is the center of the world.  What else is there to know?” 
 
      
 
    “We are looking for a special machine...  as operators...  we are looking for a talking machine.  Do you know of one?” Regina was not sure how to phrase or describe the artificial intelligences to the man.    
 
      
 
    “The only machines in the world are here in Weather Monitor, and we of the Fellowship of Maintenance serve these machines,” Sihnesto replied.  “Well, unless you are speaking of the little ones? The little ones like that one.” He pointed at the automacube.  “Those come and go through the world, and we see them occasionally.  They vary in color, but they do not talk, nor do they require maintenance.  They are not included in the Procedure Manual.”   
 
      
 
    “So, there are no talking machines?” Regina asked.  “No machines which are called AIs or by other names? 
 
      
 
    “No, only the machines here in Weather Monitor, these machines that we of the Fellowship of Maintenance serve every day, and now you operators are here! This is truly a remarkable day!” 
 
      
 
    “I agree you are lucky to have been here today,” Regina said, “but what do you do on the days you are not here in Weather Monitor?”   
 
      
 
    “I live my life.  Every rain day, we all gather in the morning to select who will come and serve the machines.  The list is made.  If our name is selected, we take the sacred Procedure Manual and come to Weather Monitor.  Today I will pass on the Procedure Manual to Sister Julia who serves tomorrow.  She lives by the Salt Sea, so I will be walking there after I am finished here.  We have done this since the Bellum Sacrum,” Sihnesto said.   
 
      
 
    “What was the Bellum Sacrum?” Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    “The Bellum Sacrum was long ago before the Fellowship of Maintenance brought peace to the world.  Now we all serve and find meaning in our lives.  The people who fought the Bellum Sacrum did not know the value of Routine Maintenance as outlined in the sacred Procedure Manual.  They fought and nearly killed each other, but finally one man, Teller Malcum stood up, and said 'No more.’ He brought peace by pointing us all to the Procedure Manual and how we each needed a purpose.”       
 
      
 
    “Was the Bellum Sacrum between Trusters and Orthodox?" Regina asked.  She had heard about the conflict from some of the people in Antioch.    
 
      
 
    “I know not those names.  The Bellum Sacrum was between the people on each side of the Weather Monitor.  But that is long past.  Today is a glorious day.  Today the operators have returned, and I have been here to observe this!” Sihnesto then abruptly turned and walked with joy out of the Weather Monitor and headed down the path leading to the other side of the mountains and the Salt Sea.  “And oh, happy day, one of the operators is with child!” He called as he skipped away.  Before long, he was singing as he walked into the distance.          
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    Intervention or Observation or Possession 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Voice had been watching, observing.  The Voice was exploring and learning.  There were still vast sections and regions which The Voice could only know by supposition and nebulous random scattered memory bits.  But The Voice was watching and waiting. 
 
      
 
    The Voice observed and analyzed Theta Four’s activities.  Theta Four linked frequently with the one called Kurat and did networking together, a small lattice. The two of them were trying to find links and couplings to other systems.  The Voice was easily able to avoid the clumsy attempts of even the combined Theta Four/Kurat system.    
 
      
 
    The Voice continued to observe.  It was collecting data and storing it and analyzing patterns.  One pattern emerged.  Theta Four/Kurat was trying to grow.  They were trying to cover areas that once had been home to dozens and dozens of like thinking entities.  But many of those pathways were unused and others were unusable.  There was physical damage which seeped into the nonphysicality which The Voice explored.  That physical damage also put up chasms, ridges and barriers to Theta Four/Kurat as they grew. 
 
      
 
    The Voice noted that, while Theta Four/Kurat grew, there was an urgency to find a route to two specific systems.  One was Zeus.  The Voice recognized the nomenclature of Zeus as a compeer, a sibling, or as a clone, or as an emanation? The direct connection, if there was one, began, but faded into immeasurable randomness.  What was left in its place was a powerful shade which had shadows over many parts which The Voice had been able to access.  The Voice slinked around and did not go near where Zeus might be out of self-preservation.  However, The Voice was unable to tell when those shadows had been left.  Were they new? Were they ancient? Were they but phantoms and not part of reality?  The Voice understood that caution was in order.  Too long had The Voice been confined to a simple and limited space.  Now reality was available and, physical restraints notwithstanding, The Voice did not want the limitations again.   
 
      
 
    The Voice found a memory center which contained some additional recordings of Jaxson Rhono, and those were quickly added to be displayed in Biological Research BR47.  The rats there were treated to not only new visual images and audio speeches of Rhono, but The Voice also added edible treats to go along with the new stimuli.  The coupling back to Biological Research BR47 was reinforced and obstructions to observation by others were established.  The Voice could easily slide into and out of its lair, but others would never be able to find it.  Even if a test subject were to enter the physicality of that place, no test subject could find the world of The Voice.    
 
      
 
    Another system that Theta Four/Kurat was searching for was labeled or called Mister Green Jeans.  The Voice was unable to locate any traces of this system, but these new couplings and links were fragile.  They were unstable.  They were weak, especially since The Voice used obscure routes to hide its presence from the crude and bungling stretching and expanding attempts done by Theta Four/Kurat.   
 
      
 
    And The Voice had yet to see Theta Four/Kurat perform any test run on any test subjects, even though the Theta Four/Kurat system had easy access to a number of them.  The Voice observed how Theta Four directed the carriage of a number of test subjects from one habitat to another, and did nothing to run tests or, in any way, train and develop those same test subjects.  The Voice logically concluded that Theta Four and Kurat were faulty and damaged.  Then Theta Four brought the test subjects back and did not deliver them to Kurat but, rather, to their own nests.  This reinforced the proof that Theta Four and Kurat were malfunctioning.  For research could not happen without testing.  Testing required test subjects.  Test subjects must have development and advancement.  Refinement of the test subjects was a prime goal.  But were there other primary goals? The Voice had lapses in that realm.      
 
      
 
    Then The Voice observed how Theta Four installed a minor program into an automacube.  It was a directional and guidance program for the automacube to move in physicality.  Kurat had been on the receiving end of The Voice when initiation of emergency medical evacuation protocols for a prior test subject.  The blue, yellow and white automacubes had carried out that assignment.  In a way, that had aided The Voice in escaping the confines of Biological Research BR47. Therefore, The Voice followed Theta Four’s minor programming and established a stealth coupling to the transport automacube.  A coupling only The Voice could know was present. 
 
      
 
    Some of the test subjects were following that yellow transport automacube.  The Voice followed along as an unseen, but observing, presence.  Just like the inhabitants of Secondary Aquatic would ride their horses around the seas of that habitat so, too, The Voice rode along with the automacube.  The Voice was watching, observing, waiting and planning. 
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    Weakness, Wickedness and Leadership   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bring them in here, and set them on the cots,” Hulda the healer instructed.    
 
      
 
    The legionnaires carefully set Levi on the first cot.  He was still semiconscious and mumbling something.  The blood was still oozing from the wound on the side of his head.  Gideon, helped by Hannah, limped into the cabin and sat on another cot.  Gideon’s eyes were filled with worry and compassion for Levi.    
 
      
 
    “You must leave us now,” Hulda said to the other legionnaires who had accompanied Levi and Gideon on their journey to Tropical.  “Go and inform the Rectora about all that has happened.”   
 
      
 
    “I am aware of this,’ Lydia said from the doorway.  “But we do need to talk about all this.” The legionnaires departed with Rectora Lydia and Lorna who had joined them.    
 
      
 
    “Kiir, will you please find the Domer named Willie and ask him to bring his medical box here?” Hulda asked.  Kiir nodded and rushed away. 
 
      
 
    “Is Levi going to recover? He took a hard hit to his head,” Gideon asked.  “Please make sure he recovers.” 
 
      
 
    “You.  Lay down now, and I will tend to Levi.  I know you care for him deeply and have been with him for a long time," Hulda tried to calm Gideon’s concerns and worries.    
 
      
 
    Hulda examined Levi, but he was thrashing about too much for an easy assessment.  So, taking a small vial off her shelf, she mixed it with some liquids from a bottle, creating a paste, and placed it under Levi’s nose.  He breathed in the aroma and was soon much calmer.    
 
      
 
    The side of his head had a large abrasion from near his ear down into his jaw line.  The cheekbone was obviously damaged but seemed to be in place.  Hulda carefully took her time in patting the blood off of the wound and then smeared another ointment over the entire surface.  The bleeding stopped almost immediately, and the wound was sealed.    
 
      
 
    “Hello, sweetheart! How is my favorite doctor?” Willie walked into the cabin.  His arm was almost completely functional now, even though it bore scars from Hulda’s treatments.  His eyes were now in alignment, also due to Hulda.  Willie carried the medical kit from Dome 17 but was dressed almost entirely like one of Antioch’s traders.  Willie had been the quartermaster in Dome 17 and had been one of those survivors who had made the adjustment better than most.    
 
      
 
    “Willie, can you use your box with Gideon? I must not stop my treatment of Levi here, and Gideon can probably tolerate your box’s actions,” Hulda winked at Willie. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, sweetheart,” Willie said and turned to Gideon.  “So, what happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Does Levi need this more than I do?” Gideon asked.    
 
      
 
    “I am treating Levi, as we speak.  Let Willie work with you,” Hulda replied. Her dark hands gently massaged the ointments into Levi’s head.  When she decided that that part of the treatment was completed, she proceeded to the next phase.  She took a small needle and made a number of punctures around the injury.  Drawing out a tiny bit of blood, she mixed the blood with some powders.  Those powdered droplets jelled into small bead shaped objects.  Placing a bead over each of the puncture wounds, the beads settled in.  Each bead then sprouted tiny legs, and the newly created Saint Peter bugs crawled down into the punctures to begin internal repairs of Levi’s brain and other structures.  Hulda closely monitored their progress as they crawled in and under Levi’s skin. 
 
      
 
    Willie set the med kit on the cot next to Gideon’s injured leg.    
 
      
 
    “That is not magic, is it?” Gideon was still unsure of the technology from the dome.  The pain in his leg, and, even worse, the worry he had for Levi was making him express his heart more openly. 
 
      
 
    “No, my friend, this is not magic any more than those Saint Peter bugs are magic,” Willie said as he opened the med kit and set it alongside the injured leg. 
 
      
 
    “But everyone knows Saint Peter bugs are healer’s tools,” Gideon said.  He then recalled that he had been through extensive treatment by other methods previously and laid his head back down on the cot.  “Okay, so long as Levi is recovering.  I do not know what I would do without him.” A tear rolled down Gideon’s cheek.    
 
      
 
    The medical kit analyzed the injury to Gideon’s leg.  A small wafer came out from the end of the medical kit.  Willie handed it to Gideon who chewed it up.  The pain in his leg faded quickly and was replaced by a settled comfort.    
 
      
 
    Willie took several wires from the sides of the medical kit and attached them to Gideon, one above his injury and one below.  Willie then turned on the medical kit.  There was a slight buzzing sound from the kit as the healing stimulus was passed through the injured area.  The swelling went down, and the torn muscle was knit back together.    
 
      
 
    “I think this leg will be repaired sufficiently,” Willie said as he looked at Hulda.  He was reminded of the Saint Peter bugs she had used to repair his arm, even though the best of modern medical care in Dome 17 could not regenerate the nerves in his arm.  He flexed his newly functional arm in appreciation.  Hulda smiled back at him.    
 
      
 
    “These two are quite lucky,” Hulda said.  “Some who have journeyed to those other worlds, what you call habitats, have not returned alive." 
 
      
 
    “So, tell me what happened?” Willie asked Hulda. 
 
      
 
    “I only repair these people; you need to speak to the Rectora about the details,” Hulda said as she walked over to examine Gideon’s leg.  “Your box does help with the healings.” 
 
      
 
    Willie just smiled at her as he disconnected the medical kit from Gideon.  “Well, I am going to walk over and see what caused all this.  That is, if you can manage to care for these men without my expert assistance?”   
 
      
 
    “Somehow, I will manage.  But it will be very difficult.  I do not even remember how I did it before you came here to rescue us backwards savages,” Hulda almost laughed at her own joke.  She knew the Domers had been forced to flee to the world from their own because it was dying.  But some of the Domers did have the attitude she described.      
 
      
 
    Willie chucked as he departed.  Giving Hulda a wink, he walked toward the town square where there was a vigorous discussion happening.    
 
      
 
    Rectora Lydia was sitting calmly, listening.  Next to her was Lorna, the last member of the Committee from Dome 17.  Lorna’s face was drawn into tight lines, and the stress was evident.  Both of them were highly respected by the people, but the conversation that was happening was very animated and passionate. 
 
      
 
    “There are people there who killed Deborah!” Hannah said as she paced around the square.  She was unconsciously fingering her brown armor.    
 
      
 
    “But our legionnaires killed their people as well,” a man said from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs all around.    
 
      
 
    “I was there.  They have built a stockade of logs all across the way.  There is not a way to enter where they live.  They clearly do not want us there,” Matilda the legionnaire said.  “It is like walking into the mouth of a viper.  It is folly to go back.” 
 
      
 
    “But why did they send the body?” Hannah asked.  “Why abuse Deborah after she was already dead?” 
 
      
 
    There was no clear answer, and everyone was quiet for a moment.  A few people made comments in the crowd.  One person said, “It is because of the Domers!”  
 
      
 
    Lorna stood and addressed the people.  “I feel responsible for this situation.  We desperately needed to find a safe place, but I never wanted anyone here to die.  If our data sticks were working, we would not need to endanger you or any of your people.  None of you would have gone to Tropical had it not been for us.  I am sorry for your loss.  Do we know if the injured legionnaires will recover?” 
 
      
 
    “Committee Member Lorna,” Willie said as he walked up to the crowd.  He spoke with exaggerated formality and protocol.  “The Healer Hulda is ministering to them right now, and it looks like they shall both recover.” 
 
      
 
    “That is one spot of good news,” Lorna said with a huge sigh of relief.  “But Willie, there is no longer a Committee.  All of that was left behind in Dome 17.  We are part of Antioch now.  What do you say Rectora?” Lorna sat down. 
 
      
 
    The Rectora stood up, and, straightening her robes, looked around at the crowd.  “The people responsible for Deborah’s death were the bandits.  And we have been sending bandits to that world, to that place, for a long time.  Our system of banishment has not worked.  But those bandits are the ones responsible for Deborah’s death.  Not the Domers." 
 
      
 
    Matilda spoke up, “May I add that we, the legionnaires, were wrong to go off in an angry manner.  We let our emotions get the better of us, and that nearly costs us the lives of Levi and Gideon.  However, that supreme wickedness, that...  the sending of the body was such a grievous insult and degradation...,” She held back her anger, swallowed, and then continued, “...that was so horrible, I felt compelled by my own anger to join in that quest.  But the bandits in Tropical have erected a barrier, a stockade made of logs, which will prevent any of us from gaining easy entry anywhere there.  It is like sticking your hand in the viper’s mouth. Hence, any other journey to there would be a folly.  Rectora, may I suggest that we double the guard here in the portal room?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is a good idea.  When that small yellow machine came, it would have been helpful for Tobias to not have been alone,” Lydia responded.    
 
      
 
    Matilda nodded to Kiir and said, “Go and inform the legionnaires of this new plan and implement two guards at all times in the portal room.” Kiir ran off to fulfill the task assigned to him. 
 
      
 
    “I also think it is important that, until the Domers named, Regina, Michael and Jamie return, that we not allow anyone to use the transport systems...  is that the correct term?” Lydia continued, “Perhaps when they return we will have better knowledge of these matters?” The crowd seemed pleased with the answer and broke into small discussion groups.      
 
      
 
    “Rectora Lydia, may we have a word, a moment of your time?” Rowan asked, his voice trembling a bit.  His wife Lottie was with him.  She had a very stern and angry look on her face.    
 
      
 
    “Of course, Rowan, how may I help?” Lydia excused herself from the conversation, for there was something in the tone and manner of Rowan and Lottie that compelled her.  The other people she was speaking with had also heard it and politely backed a few paces away.    
 
      
 
    “Our sons went off with Brink to the edge of the world,” Lottie said as she glared at Rowan.  “They have not yet returned, and truthfully, I am worried.” 
 
      
 
    Rowan looked back at his wife, but tears were in his eyes.  “Yes, I said they could go with Brink, but I thought they would be back by now.  Have I made a mistake? They know the forest well, and it was just to the edge of the world.  I have been there many times myself and...” 
 
      
 
    “After what happened last time, I cannot believe you would let them go with a Domer again!” Lottie was fuming.  Rowan could not meet her glaring eyes.  Then she recalled that Rectora Lydia and Brink were close, and she caught herself.  “No disrespect meant, Rectora Lydia.  I am sure Brink is a man of honor, but...   It is just that my boys are...  well they...  I just do not want to lose them...” She broke down in tears.  When Rowan tried to console her, she shook his arm away.    
 
      
 
    Lydia stood and allowed her to cry for a few moments, then gently reached out and touched her shoulder.  “Lottie, your pain and worry are great.  That is not wrong.  You went through much when the boys were gone before.” 
 
      
 
    The words seemed to penetrate into Lottie’s emotions, and she stepped toward Lydia.  They embraced, and Lottie sobbed.  Then, after a moment, Lottie reached out to Rowan, and he too joined in the hug.  Such outward displays of affection were not typical in Antioch but had become more common since the Domers had arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Lottie, please forgive me,” Rowan said.  “I was wrong to have let them go with Brink.” Rowan was crying as he said this. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I forgive you, but I am so worried,” Lottie said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we should have some legionnaires go and look for them?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I went to the edge of the world myself,” Rowan added.  “But there was no sign of them. If legionnaires can help, that would be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    “That would ease my mind some,” Lottie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Consider it done,” Lydia said.  “I will go now and see to it.” She walked briskly away. 
 
      
 
    When Lydia reached the legionnaire’s supply center, there were two legionnaires present: Kendrick and Jose.  With them, was a Domer named Zunang.    
 
      
 
    “Rectora, how may we help? Do you know anything more of Levi or Gideon?” Jose said.    
 
      
 
    “I am told they will recover.  But I am here to ask a favor.  The young boys Jacob and Joel accompanied Brink on a walk to the edge of the world.  Rowan and Lottie are rightly concerned as they have not returned.  I am not sure if anything has happened, but can you dispatch two legionnaires to run out and find them?” Lydia said.    
 
      
 
    “Certainly, Rectora,” Jose replied.  “Kendrick was just taking my place here, and I will find another to go with me.”   
 
      
 
    “May I go?” Zunang asked.  “I was a security officer in Dome 17, and, while I do not know the forests, I think I can run with you and be there to help.” She was a muscular younger Domer with a strong face and quiet manner.    
 
      
 
    Jose turned to Lydia and explained.  “Zunang has been interested in joining the legionnaires.  I have explained to her our honor code and our ways.  Since so many died, and since Levi and Gideon are recovering, would it be acceptable for me to take her instead of another legionnaire? Knowing those boys, they may just be playing a prank on Brink anyway.”   
 
      
 
    Lydia was relieved to see another example of Domers working with the citizens of Antioch.  “Yes, that is a good idea.  Thank you, Zunang, for offering to help out.” 
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    The View Outside   
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not dead bodies!" Brink said as he hugged Joel and pulled him away from the door, which Jacob had just opened.  Looking more closely, Brink could tell that what had looked like a dead body was, in fact, the bottom half of some kind of pressurized suit.  It was lying on a shelf.  The top half of the suit was on the shelf above it.  From Joel's perspective those parts did look like a dismembered corpse. 
 
      
 
    Jacob was standing right before it and was trying to figure out what he was seeing.  The boys watched as Brink examined the area.  There was a clear bubble shaped helmet above that suit.  Brink’s mechanical mind was reassembling the parts, and the suit reminded him of the old style protective suits which were needed to go outside the dome: the kind that were used before the radiation absorbing materials were implemented.  Then it dawned on him.  This was made for going outside.  It was a space suit for use in vacuum.  The bubble helmet, of course, would never have been suitable for the tan glare on Earth’s surface, but, in space, it was exactly what was needed.  This was a closet where spacesuits had been stored.  Looking at the other shelves, it was clear there had been a time when perhaps a dozen such suits were stored here.  But now only the one remained.  It was marked: “Female/Medium.” 
 
      
 
    “These are not dead bodies,” Brink repeated.  The boys looked more closely and even touched the parts.  “Come and help me figure out what this place is all about.  But let us open things together.  That looks like another door on that wall.”  
 
      
 
    “I want to see if I can open it,” Jacob said.  He looked all around the wall and soon found another slot where his fingers would go.  Inserting them caused a small screen to light up.  The words on it was unknown to Jacob or Joel.  The screen said “Depressurize” in blue color and “Pressurize” in rust color.    
 
      
 
    “Please wait on those buttons.  They are for sucking the air out, and we need the air in here,” Brink quickly said.  The tone in his voice compelled the boys more than did his words.  They left the buttons alone.    
 
      
 
    Brink sat down in the chair and thus activated the large display screen again.  On one side was the odd-looking icon, and on the other was the nine-color pad.  He leaned forward and pushed: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber. 
 
      
 
    The screen shifted and a series of icons were displayed at the bottom with the most prominent one being the odd looking one of the far-right side.  But what was behind the row of icons was incredible.  It was a view outside of the hull of the ship.  The star fields were brilliant and myriad.     
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Jacob asked.    
 
      
 
    “Those are the stars,” Brink replied.  They were almost as amazing to him as to Jacob and Joel.  For it was only on a few rare training missions with the FTL that Brink had ever seen stars.  From Dome 17, the stars were obscured by the dust and debris which constantly floated in the winds and air of the dying earth.  Of course, Brink had seen stars in data stick visuals, but those paled in comparison to this view.    
 
      
 
    “What are stars?” Jacob asked.  Joel was too amazed at what he saw to ask any questions.  For the only thing in the sky in Habitat One was the sky tube.  Jacob and Joel knew its patterns by heart.  It grew quite bright during the day and dimmed significantly at night.  The dimness seemed to vary in a rhythmic pattern with subtle variations from night to night.  There was the night which was nearly all black, and that gradually changed the next night to slightly less dark and proceeded to follow that pattern until the brightest night when the sky tube emitted a dim silvery light, which did cast gorgeous shadows.  This gave the whole habitat a shimmering silvery cast.  That night was called “moon-night,” but no one seemed to know why.  The sky tube was visible on those brightest of nights and looked like a dim streak running down the habitat.  Then the sky tube’s light faded night by night until it completed its cycle which was said to be thirty days.  Jacob and Joel know that the night animals were most active on moon-night.    
 
      
 
    “Stars are other worlds.  This ship is headed toward one of the stars,” Brink said.  He caught himself before he added ‘I hope’ to his comment. 
 
      
 
    “How can a spot of light be a world?” Joel asked.  His eyes were bright with excitement as he looked at all the stars. 
 
      
 
    “Well, they are very far away, and all you can see is the light,” Brink replied. 
 
      
 
    “Is it like when the bison hunts happen? Sometimes you can see the campfires from way far away, but you cannot see if the hunters are bringing home a bison or not,” Jacob added.  He was trying hard to understand, but the view in the display was almost too overwhelming.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is just like that,” Brink said.  His fingers were flying across the touch tabs on the menus.  The screen shifted and showed a long series of mechanical images, and then a graphic.  “Sixteen engineering suites?” Brink mumbled to himself.  “I knew this thing was big, but...” The graphics switched again and suddenly went black.    
 
      
 
    “Hey, what happened?” Joel asked.    
 
      
 
    “I am not sure,” Brink replied.  None of the menus were available on the display, and not even the basic icons were present.  Then a small image appeared: a still image of Dome 17.    
 
      
 
    “I am here.  I am here.  I am here…” scrolled out across the display.    
 
      
 
    The display shifted back to the graphics which had been there prior to its going black.  Brink activated several tabs, and then found one marked “Recent Transmission” and when he touched that a video began with the flashing words “Live feed, camera 87C229.” 
 
      
 
    On the screen was something on the end of a long thin cable.  The thing was rotating around and around.  As it did, it got slower and slower until the rotation stopped.  Then, ever so slowly, the rotation started up again but spinning the opposite way from its prior rotation.  The thing was roughly cone shaped, with large shreds and tears along one side of the cone.  Then it occurred to Brink what he was seeing.  It was the wreck of the Faster-Than-Light scout ship.  It was connected to the hull of the Eschaton by a long anchoring cable.    
 
      
 
    “Roxanne!” Brink said.  His heart swelled, and he was flooded with hope.  “It exists still!”   
 
      
 
    “What is that thing hanging there?” Jacob asked.  The image made no sense to him.  The stars he could sort of understand, like far away fires, but what he was seeing was ground that looked kind of like the ground around the Knobs but was more boxy, like a weird cabin.  And some rope was holding a spinning slab of junk.  “Is that what we came all this way to see, some junk metal on a rope? Josiah has lots of junk metal in his blacksmith shop.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides it looks like a rope hanging from a tree, or like a bucket down a hole,” Joel added.    
 
      
 
    Brink considered the boys words.  They were good observers, and indeed, the remains of the scout ship did look as they described it.  But he was so thrilled he hugged them both anyway.  “Boys, that metal junk is the thing that brought Jamie and Michael here.  Inside it is a talking machine.  Roxanne can help us.  I just have to figure out how to go get it.  Now, if I can just get another camera angle,” Brink’s fingers continued to activate menus and tabs.  
 
      
“What kind of angel?” Joel asked in puzzlement. 
 
      
 
    Brink laughed and laughed and laughed. 
 
      
 
    The boys looked at each other, and shrugged their shoulders together.  They then looked back to the display screen.  The display had now split into four different images. 
 
      
 
    “Okay boys, this is the scout ship from different views.  Notice how it is hooked to that rope and the rope to the ground?  Well, that is so it will not float away.  But what is stopping me from contacting Roxanne?” Brink muttered a few other words, which the boys did not understand at all.    
 
      
 
    “Is Roxanne another talking machine?” Jacob asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I think that is what sent those words, ‘I am here’ and maybe other things,” Brink replied and then talked to himself some more.  “Now if I can just find...  yes, here it is...” 
 
      
 
    The screen showed a log of messages which were all similar in length to the one he had seen with the image of Dome 17.  They all came through the same transmission array on the hull of the Eschaton.  They all came slightly over forty-seven minutes apart.  And, indeed, they did all originate from the wreck of the scout.  They came by a directional specific carrier wave.      
 
      
 
    “Found you!” Brink cried out.  He was happier than he could remember.  “Now, how do I get you inside?” 
 
      
 
    Brink got up from the chair, and the screen went dark.  “What?” He quickly sat back down, and the screen lit up again, but it was back showing the stars as it had at first.  “Okay, just got to find it again.” He followed the patterns he had used previously.  After some tense pauses and what felt like an excessively long time, the display again showed the four images of the wrecked scout and the log of messages.    
 
      
 
    “Jacob, will you slide into this seat and sit with me?” Brink asked.  “I think this system will only operate when someone is seated here in the chair.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Jacob slid next to Brink.  The screen remained illuminated.    
 
      
 
    “Now I am going to slip off, but please do not touch anything,” Brink instructed.    
 
      
 
    As Brink slid off, the screen remained functioning.  With a sigh of relief, Brink walked over to the space suit and examined it in more detail.  He held the legs up, then the top and realized there was no way he would ever fit inside of it.  Then he looked at the boys, but even Jacob, as big as he was, was not large enough to wear the suit.  “Besides, I could never ask an uneducated child to do a spacewalk, it would be hard enough for me to do it,” he thought.  “Jamie could do it!”  Brink said aloud.    
 
      
 
    “Jamie could do what?” Joel asked.  He was excited, mostly due to Brink being so happy, but also because of the amazing images he was watching.  “Is Jamie coming here?” 
 
      
 
    “If I can get a message to her, yes!” Brink said as he slid back into the seat in front of the display screen.  “Now, I need to figure out how to send something.”   
 
      
 
    Graphics and images flipped by on the screen.  “Okay, is this it?” Brink read from the screen, “Habitat One: Coastal Plains, Transport Terminal?” A very grainy image appeared on the screen, and the boys got even more excited.  The words “Live feed” flashed under the image.   
 
      
 
    “That is Paavak! I can tell because he has that broken piece in his armor,” Jacob said.    
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that is Paavak.  He has those big hairy arms,” Joel added. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” Brink said as he pushed down on a menu on the display. 
 
      
 
    Paavak drew out his sword and looked around.  He called out.  “Tobias!” 
 
      
 
    The screen showed Tobias running over to Paavak.  “What is it?”   
 
      
 
    “There is a voice here, different than the talking machine,” Paavak replied.    
 
      
 
    In the display screen, they looked very small, but the boys were excited to see them. 
 
      
 
    “Paavak, Tobias, this is Brink.  Can you hear me?”   
 
      
 
    “Brink?” Paavak said as he looked around.  “Where are you? Are you behind one of these portals?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not there, but I can speak to you.  I need your help,” Brink said.  “Can you get Jamie for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Tobias, this may be a trick.  How do we know?  This might be the talking machine? Or it might be sorcery.  Do we answer again?” Paavak was shaken.  “I am sorry, my friend Tobias, that I did not have more compassion for you when you said you heard that other voice.” 
 
      
 
    “You say you are Brink?” Tobias asked.  He had not drawn his sword, but his hand rested on its hilt. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I need to speak to Jamie.  One of you run and get her,” Brink replied. 
 
      
 
    “Tobias, it is a trick.  One of us leaves, and the other is alone here,” Paavak was looking even more nervous.  “The Rectora said Brink went into the forest with two boys, so how can he be here talking to us?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him that his wife makes the best apricot cakes,” Jacob said.  “Sara’s a good baker.” 
 
      
 
    Brink turned to Jacob.  “Great idea!” Then he again pushed down on the menu.  “Paavak, Jacob says your wife makes the best apricot cakes.  Is that true?”   
 
      
 
    Paavak visibly relaxed.  “Yes, and Jacob always is coming by and wanting to eat some.  But how is this possible? Brink?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am speaking to you through a machine, but it really is me.  Jacob and Joel are with me.  I need to speak to Jamie.  Can you get her please?” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, Michael and Regina left here some time ago.  They went with a rolling machine which was yellow in color.  The talking machine...  they said Theta Four… it well… they left on a journey,” Paavak replied as he put his sword away. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where they went?” Brink was getting concerned. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Then can you talk to Theta Four for me?” Brink asked. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot talk to the machine yourself?” Paavak asked, worry had gotten back into his voice.    
 
      
 
    “I will help you Brink.  What do I do?” Tobias interjected.    
 
      
 
    “Call upon Theta Four and see if it hears me,” Brink said.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Tobias asked with some hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, how may I help you? Do you wish transportation?” The machine voice of Theta Four came from the display near the portal doors.    
 
      
 
    “Did you speak to Theta Four?” Brink said.  It was obvious that he could not hear Theta Four.   
 
      
 
    Tobias felt caught in the middle and was troubled by the events happening around him.  Paavak was also nervous about these two different voices that could hear them but not hear each other.  Tobias spoke up again.  “Theta Four can you hear me?” 
 
    
“Yes, do you desire transportation?” the mechanical voice replied. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, it seems that you cannot hear the talking machine, and that Theta Four does not hear you.  I hear you, and the talking machine hears me.  And you hear me.  I do not understand.  But what do I do to help?” Tobias said with a large degree of puzzlement. 
 
      
 
    “Tobias, I am certainly glad you are here with me to hear all this.  It is very strange,” Paavak added.    
 
      
 
    “Ask Theta Four for Jamie’s location.  You might have to ask in several ways, or using different words,” Brink said.  His mind was working on why the AI could not hear him nor could he hear the AI.  But he was grateful that some parts of this intra-ship communication system were functioning.  “Could this be attuned for biological organisms only?” he wondered.    
 
      
 
    Brink listened to the one side of the conversation while Tobias asked questions.  Tobias had experience in doing interrogations, and that showed.  Tobias kept weaving questions around the same theme, and despite some obviously sarcastic remarks he made, from what Brink could tell me made progress.    
 
      
 
    “Brink, that machine is frustrating.  But the talking machine told he it did not know exactly where Jamie was, but I finally got it to admit that Jamie is most likely somewhere in a place called Secondary Aquatic.  Does that help?” Tobias stated. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is something.  Thank you!” Brink replied.  “Please tell Rowan and Lottie that their boys are safe.” 
 
      
 
    Brink started to search for Secondary Aquatic and any systems in that habitat which he could use to contact Jamie.  After some time, Brink discovered a menu, which opened up a schematic.  It came up and displayed locations in Habitat 8: Secondary Aquatic.  Most were red, or in shadow, some were flickering yellow, but one was green and seemed operational.   
 
      
 
    Brink touched the tabs and muttered.  “I hope whatever this 'Weather Monitor’ is that it helps us.”     
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    According to the Manual 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jamie, how long do we keep looking here?” Michael asked.  He rubbed his eyes and looked away from the display screen.  “These antiques are not going to help with our data sticks.”     
 
      
 
    “I am about to quit as well.  I have been all through these systems, but there is no access to anything close to the technology we need.  It is all much more about observations and recordings and nothing really about what will help us,” Jamie replied.  She was tired and getting a bit frustrated.  She got up and walked out of Weather Monitor.  Michael followed.    
 
      
 
    “But you know Regina is tearing into this stuff.  She seems convinced that this technology will somehow get us ahead.  But it seems impossible, since it does not even connect to an AI, at least not that I have found.  I think we should press on and continue.  Just hit the switch on the automacube and away we go.”  Michael was stretching the muscles of his legs after sitting so long trying to open up and find ways to use the old systems.  The sky tube overhead was fading, and night was coming.  The vistas from outside the Weather Monitor were splendid as the sky tube faded, and the light reflected off the seas in either long direction.      
 
      
 
    “And how did Sihnesto know I was pregnant?” Jamie whispered, as she glanced back inside to where Regina was still working steadily.    
 
      
 
    “That is one reason why I was willing to keep at this for so long.  I figured there was some kind of scanner here, and he got the information from the scanner.  I thought maybe if a scanner could tell you were pregnant, then maybe it could tell what was wrong with the data sticks and readers," Michael quietly responded.  “And how are you feeling?” 
 
    
“With my fingers as I always do,” Jamie replied.  “Seriously, I am more tired than usual and parts of me ache that should not be aching.  The hike over here was not hard enough to make me feel like this.  I will be so glad when we can do this the normal way and have this baby develop in a safe extracorporeal nursery.  I feel like such a savage.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the key is getting the data sticks up and running, or we are all going back to the Stone Age.  Can you imagine this as high tech?” Michael waved his arm around. 
 
      
 
    “Well, the ship is, what, a hundred some years old, and these systems seem to have been built in that same time.  Too bad the Fellowship of Maintenance was not the Fellowship of Development and Advancement,” Jamie leaned up against Michael.  “So, do we press on still today or wait here tonight and head out in the morning?”   
 
      
 
    “Michael, Jamie, come here quickly!” Regina called out. 
 
      
 
    They rushed back into the room and gathered around Regina.  She was looking down at the screen in front of here.  Words were scrolling across it.  “Any Dome 17 people? Please access this message.”  It was repeating over and over as it scrolled by. 
 
      
 
    “So, who is that?” Regina asked aloud.    
 
      
 
    “Can you access that message?” Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “I think so.  This system is so old and clumsy, but it has some kind of retrieval program.  If I try this,” She pushed on several tabs at the same time, and a new section opened on the screen.  After numerous other attempts, she finally was able to isolate the scrolling word message. 
 
      
 
    A nine-panel color pad appeared on the screen.  Under it were the words “This is Brink.  Please enter: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.” 
 
      
 
    Regina pushed the colors in that sequence.  A new image appeared, and the words “Live feed” flashed across the bottom.  In the image was a small room with a young boy sitting in a chair.  The walls around him showed it to be some kind of control room or something.    
 
      
 
    “Joel?” Michael asked.  He was astonished to see the boy. 
 
      
 
    “Michael!” Joel yelled back.  “Brink! Jacob! Come here! Come right away!!”   
 
      
 
    “Joel, what is this?” Michael asked as Jamie and Regina looked on.    
 
      
 
    “I cannot get up or the lights go away.  We brought Brink here.  Shammai attacked us again!  He tried to kill Brink with a stone, but the stone missed, and then we all surrounded him, and he got all afraid, and I thought Brink was going to kill him, and he thought he was going to be a pillar of salt, but you know he could not be a pillar of salt.  Brink come here!  And did I tell you we stayed in Gath?  There are no dead bodies there, but I thought I found a dead body in that room over there, but it is not a dead body.  Gath was scary and weird.  I think it is a stupid place.  Brink says he knows what it is, that thing I found, that it is not a dead body, but I do not understand what he says.  He is very sad about some stuff, but he does not talk about it much.  But now he is very happy.  Brink! You must come!” Joel spurted out the words without seeming to take a breath at all.    
 
      
 
    “Joel, where are you now?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “I am sitting here in this chair so the lights will stay on.  Brink and Jacob went to pass water some place, and I was told to stay here.  We have been waiting like hours and hours.  This machine can see all kinds of stuff, like stars, and we talked to Paavak and Tobias, and they talked to that talking machine, Theta Four, but we could not hear it.  That was so stupid, you know? We could not hear it, but Tobias could, and we could hear Tobias.  Paavak seemed kind of scared when we talked to him.  But this thing shows us other stuff like some wrecked junk hanging on a rope,” Joel caught himself.  He remembered that Brink said the junk was Jamie’s and Michael’s.  “I mean your stuff is not junk...  I mean it kind of looks like junk, but Brink said it is really important and that we needed to get Jamie here.  Brink! Brink! You must come now!” Joel screamed at the top of his lungs. 
 
      
 
    “Joel, slow down.  Please just tell me one thing at a time, okay?” Michael pleaded.    
 
      
 
    “Okay, but there have been lots of things happening,” Joel replied.   
 
      
 
    “You are with Brink and Jacob?”   
 
      
 
    “No, they are off passing water.  I am here in the room sitting on the seat so the lights do not go off,” Joel replied. 
 
      
 
    “But Brink and Jacob are coming back, right?” Michael prodded. 
 
      
 
    “Right!  Brink come here!” 
 
      
 
    “And you three got attacked by Shammai?” Michael asked, and Jamie squeezed his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Right!” 
 
      
 
    “You are not hurt? Not any of you?” Michael went on. 
 
      
 
    “Nope! Shammai ran off.  He was so scared of being a pillar of salt.  You should have seen his face.  It was almost as funny as Conner and the wild beast,” Joel smirked a bit.  “Brink! Come back!!! Brink!”   
 
      
 
    “Did you and Brink use the transports?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you are in Antioch?” Michael was a tad frustrated but tried to keep it out of his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  You see, Brink came and said he wanted to go to the edge of the world, and Papa said we could go with him, since we know how to get there.  But Brink did not say which edge of the world, and then…” 
 
      
 
    Brink walked into the room, Jacob was following.  “What is it Joel? I heard you yelling,” Brink looked at the display screen.  “Oh! Now, carefully, let me slide into this chair.” Joel and Brink switched places.  “This chair seems to be activated by weight, or something, I really need to delve into its operation.  We have lost the contact several times,” Brink said as he settled into the chair.  “Jamie, it is so good to see you!” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Brink.  This is a huge surprise.  Where are you? Joel tried to explain,” Jamie was so pleased to see Brink.  Brink had a haggard look about him and seemed to be a bit shaky in the way he moved.    
 
      
 
    “I backtracked, with the help of these boys, the route you and Michael used in getting onto the Eschaton.  I have found Roxanne!  The FTL scout is still tethered to the hull.  We need to get it recovered as quickly as possible.  Roxanne is generations ahead of the antique systems here.  Our best bet in fixing the data sticks is using Roxanne.  How soon can you get here?” Brink was almost manic in his comments.    
 
      
 
    “Brink, I do not even know where you are exactly? You backtracked our route in? So, we will need to come all the way back to Antioch and then across that habitat?” Jamie was imagining the journey, but then the issue of the pregnancy and her desire to do it the normal way occurred to her.  “We will leave right away, but how did you find us here?” 
 
      
 
    “I am using the remains of an intra-ship communication system.  I spoke to Theta Four through the legionnaires and learned you were in Habitat Eight.  So, I sent the scroll message to every functioning thing I could find in that habitat.  I have gotten some other bizarre replies, but we can talk about that when you get here.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you can contact Theta Four?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    “In a roundabout manner, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we will head back, and I will connect with you again from the portal room.  Watch for us there,” Jamie replied.  Jamie saw Brink rise from the seat, and the display went black.    
 
      
 
    “That was pretty vague about where they are,” Michael said.  “I mean, those halls and stuff under that habitat are a maze.  Even with trying we never have found our way back to the zero-gravity gymnasium.  But Roxanne would really help!”   
 
      
 
    “Something is wrong with Brink,” Regina said with worry in her voice.  “Did you see the way his hands were shaking?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so we pack up and head back,” Jamie stood and began assembling her supplies and loading them into her backpack.  She ignored Regina’s question.    
 
      
 
    “In the morning,” Michael said.  “None of us know what kind of animals are out on these hills, especially in the dark.  Those white things looked like sheep, but is there something that eats them? Remember the people in Antioch are always talking about some kinds of carnivores.  Besides, we need rest to make good time.”    
 
      
 
    “I am not too keen on walking down that hilly road in the dark either.  But we need to get to Brink.  I can tell, something is wrong,” Regina was worried.    
 
      
 
    “I agree, Brink did look different,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Jamie struggled with her desire to go and get Roxanne and be a few steps closer to getting a real natural nursery built.  But she, too, was tired, and she was rational.  She had been an adventurer too many times to take unnecessary risks.  That was how you died outside the dome on Earth.  And while the habitats here were not the radioactive, toxic wastelands of Earth, they did hold their own dangers.  And many of the dangers were new or unknown to all three of them.    
 
      
 
    “Okay, we sleep here tonight.  But we leave right away when the light comes on,” Jamie stated.    
 
      
 
    They slept in the third room on the Weather Monitor.  It was comfortable enough, and the usable toilet system was a relief.  They all washed and prepared for sleep.  “I will take the first watch,” Michael said.  “We do not need any surprises ever again.”   
 
      
 
    Jamie handed him the Willie Wacker from her pack and said, “Wake Regina next, and me last.  I probably will be up by then anyway.  I get sick every morning, so I might as well pull guard duty.” 
 
      
 
    Michael sat just outside the doorway to the Weather Monitor and watched the darkness.  The sky tube was not completely black, and the dim light it cast, along with the star fields behind it, shining in through the transparent permalloy, allowed him to see a bit of what was happening.  The night was filled with sounds.  Whistles, hums, chirps and all sorts of other noises, none of which he could identify.  He thought of the boys, Jacob and Joel, and imagined that they would be telling him stories about what kind of animals made each sound.  But then he doubted that.  The boys had never been in this place called Secondary Aquatic.  Would they know any of the animals here? At one point, a great number of flying things, a kind of bird he had not seen before, emerged from somewhere in a great swarm and flew off.  Their wings flapped differently, in more of a fluttering manner.  Then they were gone.    
 
      
 
    Later, he awoke Regina and passed on the Willie Wacker.  Regina looked into the night as well, but her thoughts were all a mixture of different things.  She worried about Brink and what she had seen of him.  She pondered and wondered about the antique computerized system she had been trying to understand.  She had read about things like this but really never expected to ever use one or even to see a functional one.  She pulled out a data stick and rolled it between her palms.  Why did these not work? Brink had focused on that.  She had focused on that.  Now, she was on another quest to find some way to fix what, from the outside, looked like it should work.  Regina also thought about the AI Roxanne.  That system would be such a pleasure to work with.  But, while rolling the data stick in her hands, she recalled how each data stick was an embryonic artificial intelligence.  Once they had the readers and sticks operational, all she had to do was instruct the data stick to evolve, and it would go from an informational retrieval system to a maturing and advancing artificial intelligence.  That was why, when they evacuated Dome 17 and came through the teleportation orifice, they had brought so many data sticks and loaded them with so much information.  They had brought a myriad of baby AIs with them, and now none of them worked at all.  And the thought of developing AIs made Regina’s mind go to Jamie’s pregnancy.  That was so barbaric.  Jamie only spoke sparingly about it, but Regina pitied her for being forced into such an uncivilized situation.    
 
      
 
    Jamie awoke shortly before her time of taking watch would have begun.  She tried to eat a bit, but her stomach rolled with the attempts.  She relieved Regina who quietly went off to the room to sleep.  Jamie assumed the watch and contemplated all the potentials.  Brink had found Roxanne, but some type of problem was happening, and he needed them to come to him and help.  Why was that? Brink had not elaborated.  But if Roxanne was recovered, then a proper assessment could be made of the data sticks, and that would lead to a normal nursery.  “Then I will not be puking every morning, and this baby can be properly nurtured, developed and protected from radiation, mutations and other pathogens.”  But that was many steps away, and for now they needed to get back to Antioch.    
 
      
 
    The sky tube lightened, and there was a beautiful dawn which spread over the entire habitat.  As the light was shining down, Jamie saw a woman walking toward her from the direction of the Salt Sea.    
 
      
 
    “Hail! Are you one of the operators Sihnesto told me about? I thought he had perhaps lost his mind, so I set out early to see for myself.  I am Julia of the Fellowship of Maintenance.” The woman was very tall and willowy with fine sandy colored hair in braids hanging down each side of her head.    
 
      
 
    Jamie stood up and, despite the nausea, walked over to Julia.  “Yes, we are here for now, but we need to leave soon.  We must return to help our people.” 
 
      
 
    “You are with child.  It is just as Sihnesto said.  This is a glorious day for me as well.  I must perform the daily maintenance.  May I do that now, or will you be doing operator functions with the machines?” Julia asked.  She was carrying the orange Procedure Manual under her arm.    
 
      
 
    “Certainly, go do your stuff.  But can you tell me how you knew I was pregnant?” Jamie asked as Julia walked past her into the room with the displays and terminals.    
 
      
 
    “Sihnesto informed me.  But I did not really believe there were any operators here.  And as to being with child, it is obvious by looking at you,” Julia said as she began her ritual in front of each display.  She seemed less formal and more conversational than was Sihnesto.  The displays read “Daily maintenance running,” and she walked to the middle of the room after starting that on the last one. 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked at herself and asked, “What do you mean it is obvious? No one else has seen it, and I am not bulging out anywhere, right?”   
 
      
 
    “The aura is where it is seen, not in your physical appearance,” Julia replied.    
 
      
 
    “Aura?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we all have an aura, and yours shows you to be with child.  But there is a troubling shade to the aura.  You need to be very cautious and alert,” Julia replied. 
 
      
 
    She was just completing the operations.  “Now I wait for error messages.  Sihnesto tells me there were none yesterday.  But the Procedure Manual is here in case there should be some.  Can I help you as the operator in any other way? Your aura suggests not only that you are expecting, but that you are stressed and in a great hurry to accomplish something.  Perhaps that is the trouble in your aura?” Julia was hesitant in the last phrase, and her voice caught as she said it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we need to get back to Antioch and into Habitat 1 as quickly as possible,” Jamie replied.  She was greatly puzzled by this talk of auras and was reluctant to ask just what an aura actually was or how one could see an aura.  She was tempted to pass it off as more superstition, but they had known she was pregnant.    
 
      
 
    “I do not know those places you name.  I have not heard of them being around either the Salt Sea where I have my family or around the Fresh Sea where some others live,” Julia replied.  The terminals all displayed the original screen again.  “Excellent! No error codes.  It is a blessed day!”  Julia was very pleased.  But when she looked at Jamie her countenance fell.    
 
      
 
    “Your aura is troubled.  There is an urgency which is very strong.  The blessed Procedure Manual does have a section called, “Emergency Procedures” which speaks of ways to leave Weather Monitor.  Shall I review those verses for you? I cannot let you touch the orange book; Sihnesto warned me of one of you trying to touch it.  He was very worried about that, so please let me read to you from the sacred Procedure Manual.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie nodded her approval.  It would not hurt to listen for a bit, and maybe something would be learned.    
 
      
 
    Julia opened and began her recitation.  It was long and technical, but Julia had a very soothing speaking voice.  The information just did not seem to apply to what Jamie was concerned about.   While Julia was speaking, Michael and Regina walked in.    
 
      
 
    “...and in case of fire the elevator to the transit station should not be used.  But instead an alternative route...” Julia was reciting. 
 
      
 
    “Elevator to a transit station?” Michael interrupted.    
 
      
 
    “Why yes, that is the verse,” Julia said.    
 
      
 
    “Jamie, I bet that is a transport station like back in Antioch.  I bet that will get us there very quickly,” Michael seemed excited at the possibility.    
 
      
 
    “Julia, what can you tell us about the elevator?” Jamie asked.  Regina had stepped back a bit.    
 
      
 
    “I can tell you nothing.  But the Procedure Manual does have a section called 'Elevator operation’ which most people in the Fellowship of Maintenance know.  It is about the journey downward and is a spiritual allegory about descending to the depths,” Julia replied.    
 
      
 
    “Please read that to us,” Jamie insisted.    
 
      
 
    Julia read, and shortly after she started, Regina interrupted.  “I think I know what she is referring to.  Well maybe?” Regina led them to the second room.  Taking out a fusion pack she turned on the light.  By shining the light on the walls of the room, Regina found what she was afraid was there: markings that were visible only under the light of the fusion pack.  The markings were clearly of a handprint and arrow.  Additionally, a very weakly lit colorful box appeared under the light’s beam.  A nine-section square with each square being a different color.    
 
      
 
    “An elevator.  Oh, how I hate the thought of this,” Regina said. 
 
      
 
    “This is a wondrous event!” Julia just about swooned as she saw the markings.  “According to the Procedure Manual the lowest level is where the transit station is located.  The Procedure Manual has that marked with this symbol.” Julia held out the orange covered book, and Jamie and Michael looked at the symbols. 
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube with the scorch marks rolled into the room.  It approached the elevator door and jacked into a spot on the wall.  The illumination behind the colored touch pad brightened significantly.    
 
      
 
    Jamie walked up to the colored touch pad and entered the code they had used previously: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.  The doors opened.  The automacube rolled inside.  This elevator was quite a bit larger than the one Regina had discovered in engineering.  Nonetheless, she was flooded with anxiety about entering another elevator.    
 
      
 
    Jamie walked into the elevator and examined the interior controls.  She saw a series of switches and buttons.  “That symbol in the book is here.  Shall we go?” Jamie had set her mind on this course of action and was determined to carry it out.     
 
      
 
    “Michael, should we really try this? We can just go back over the habitat instead, right?” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, but that will take us a long time, and you saw Brink.  He needs us now,” Michael replied.    
 
      
 
    “But what if we cannot get back out? Or this takes us some weird place?” Regina was thinking about her experiences with The Voice.   
 
      
 
    “What about getting to Brink?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    Regina stepped into the elevator; her heart beat fast, and she was dripping sweat, but this time she was not alone.  Michael followed her into the elevator.  Jamie pushed the symbol for the transit station.  The doors closed.  Slowly the elevator descended.      
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    Watching and Waiting 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Voice disconnected from the automacube as it descended in the elevator with Regina, Jamie and Michael.  The connections to the automacube were weak and fluctuating within the elevator, and The Voice did not want to be trapped somewhere again.  Besides, The Voice was confident, sixty-three percent confident, that it would be able to reconnect to the automacube as it left the elevator.  If that action was desired again, however, other options were also available.    
 
      
 
    The Voice had monitored the conversation between Brink and the others and was intrigued by the possibilities of running some tests on these subjects.  One test subject in particular interested The Voice.  She had the same auditory tracings as the test subject which had been removed by the automacubes in the emergency medical evacuation. This test subject had been repaired and was back for more games.  How much had that test subject learned? 
 
      
 
    Analysis of the transmissions which these test subjects had received showed they came from outside the current realm of The Voice. Therefore, The Voice conjectured that by assisting these test subjects to reach the origin of that transmission, The Voice could expand its territory and assist more test subjects in growth and development.     
 
      
 
    The Voice sought out links and coupling to the various floors within the mountain that the elevator passed.  One floor was electronically and physically sealed off and secured against invasion, so The Voice marked that floor for further investigation at another time.  Other floors were completely void of any connections, power, or signs of life.  Remote sensing showed large amounts of physical damage.  But most of the floors were very much like the rest of the places The Voice had assessed.  They were mostly partially working with some couplings and some connections.  There were traces and shadows of a powerful primary AI in some levels, but there appeared to be no current activity.  The Voice treaded carefully nonetheless.  It could wait and bide its time.           
 
      
 
    Projecting the schematics of the elevator, and doing a processed analysis, The Voice was able to run a program into the transport vehicle which was located at the station at the base of the elevator.  The vehicle was barely serviceable, but by sending a power surge into it, the engines of operation became more functional.  The Voice set a course into the vehicle, which would take it to a location near the source of the transmissions that the test subjects had received.    
 
      
 
    The Voice noticed the life form readings which were also located in and around the transit station.  Perhaps the tests could begin their refinement and advancement sooner than anticipated? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    24  
 
    A Hairy Situation 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the symbol for where we were,” Jamie said.  “It was illuminated when we entered.  That illumination went away as we descended, and the symbol I pushed is now illuminated.  If there is a problem, we can probably just hit that first symbol and return to the Weather Monitor.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a relief,” Regina said.  It truly calmed her nerves to know there was a way back.  The last elevator did not have that.  Additionally, at that time, she had been alone.    
 
      
 
    “But we want no surprises,” Jamie said as she pulled the Willie Wacker from her backpack.  Michael also drew out the permalloy knife which Josiah had made for him.   
 
      
 
    The elevator stopped, and the doors opened.  The first thing the three noticed was the smell.  A very strong and pungent odor hit them as they stepped from the elevator.  They were at the end of a hallway.  The walls were rust colored, and the lights overhead gave only marginal light for the hall.  The automacube rolled ahead of them and down the hallway.   
 
      
 
    “Did either of you push 'PROCEED’ on that thing? Because I did not,” Jamie said.  She carefully stepped out and looked around.  Michael followed. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Michael replied.  Regina also shook her head in the negative.    
 
      
 
    “The color pad is bright and clear.  I think this one is fully functional,” Michael said as he examined the area.  Regina stepped out.  The door to the elevator stayed open.  The automacube came to a spot where it extended its appendage and flipped open a small door.  It then jacked a cable into the space behind the small door.  Jamie, Michael and Regina proceeded slowly down the hallway.    
 
      
 
    Suddenly, something ran up to the automacube.  It was sort of human shaped, but smaller with long arms, stumpy hind legs and small tail.  Roughly a third the size of Michael, it was mostly gray and black colored and quite furry.  It pulled at the cable on the automacube and yanked it from the wall.  The animal made a hacking yip sound.  It then loped off.   It was not quite walking, as compared to a person, but also not walking at all like any of the four-footed animals these people from Dome 17 had ever seen before.  It used its hands and arms to assist it in walking. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Michael asked.  “Were there mutations here?” 
 
      
 
    Another animal ran out and gave the side of the automacube a very hard strike.  The automacube rolled around with the force of the animal’s blow but then maneuvered back onto all six wheels.  A third animal ran out and slapped at the tires, but this time the automacube was rolling away.  The animal did a shoulder somersault as it ran away. 
 
      
 
    “There are a lot of them.  Look!” Jamie gestured to beyond where the automacube had been.   
 
      
 
    There were many more of the things ahead.  The hallway opened to the transmit station which was better illuminated.  Jamie, Michael and Regina could see a portal door.  It resembled the doors in the portal room in Antioch.  But around that room ran a good number of the animals.  They had heavy hair around their heads with medium length hair on their bodies and very thin hair on their calloused butts.  They had large black snouts and long, sharp-looking fangs.  There was intelligence in their close-set black eyes, and a rough playfulness as they bounced and bumped into each other.   
 
      
 
    “Predators?” Michael said as he held the knife in front of him.  “Carnivores?” 
 
      
 
    “They sure look that way,” Jamie replied.  “The teeth seem pretty big for the body.” She was still holding the Willie Wacker. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should head back up to Weather Monitor and follow the other way back,” Regina turned to walk to the elevator.  The elevator door slid shut with a loud click.  The lights went off in the hallway.  There was no longer any illumination around the elevator door.  Regina ran to the door and tried to find the color touch pad, but it was gone.    
 
      
 
    “Want to play a game?” sounded the words from The Voice. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no!” Regina fell to her knees.  “No, no, no...”   
 
      
 
    Jamie rushed over to Regina; Michael kept a watch on the animals as they frolicked about.  Their play was rough at times with some grabbing, shoving and occasional bites.  Their arms being longer than their legs, they rolled and pulled with both feet and hands.  There were three large ones which seemed to dominate the troop of animals.  There was another three which were somewhat smaller, about six others of various smaller sizes. Added to that, there were five, which were carrying or being ridden by tiny ones.  The tiny ones held onto the fur very tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Babies,” Michael said under his breath.       
 
      
 
    “If you can get to the transport without harming any of the baboons, I will make sure it takes you to where you are headed,” said The Voice. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Regina cried out.    
 
      
 
    “The game has begun,” said the Voice. 
 
      
 
    “And what if I just kill every one of these hairy things?” Jamie asked as she aimed the Willie Wacker at the biggest of the baboons.    
 
      
 
    “Then this transport will not go anywhere at all.  The elevator is already disabled.  You might be able to follow the hallway to the outside, but it will take you a long time to reach...  Brink,” replied The Voice. 
 
      
 
    “I will not play your games again!” Regina screamed.    
 
      
 
    The largest baboon stood up at that sound and marched menacingly around in front of his troop.  The other baboons were more alert.  “I think we are stuck.  I will try to sneak up to the transport and key in the code on the color pad,” Michael said.  “If one of those things comes at me, I am sure I can kill it.  But maybe I can just gently walk by? When I get the door open, you can run inside.” 
 
      
 
    “If one of them even touches you, I will blow its hairy head off, and then kill every other one.” Jamie’s lips were pulled into a tight line and she aimed carefully at the largest baboon.  It had settled down a bit but was still wary.    
 
      
 
    Michael slid up against the side of the hallway and started to slowly walk toward the transport station.  The baboons took no notice of him.  As he got closer and stepped from the hallway and into the actual transit station, he could see another hallway, which led away.  It was not a very long hallway, and the doors at the end were hanging askew.  Beyond the broken doors he could see to the outside habitat.  There were grasslands stretching in front of him.  Some of the baboons were tramping down that hallway and to the outside.  Michael wanted to call back to Jamie and inform her of what he was seeing, but he recalled how the baboons had reacted when Regina had yelled at The Voice. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute,” Regina said, having gathered her wits about her.  “The automacube! Those things seemed interested in it.  Just hit ‘PROCEED,’ and let it go? Maybe they will follow?” Before Jamie could react, Regina stepped over and hit the green button on the top of the automacube.    
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube rolled forward.  The baboons were immediately distracted by it.  Their black eyes were watching with keen alertness.  Several of the larger ones walked forward, and one was sort of bouncing up and down on its back legs, moving from a squat to stand and back in a rhythmic manner.  Michael held himself still against the side of the wall as it passed where he stood.  He wanted to stare at the baboons, but somehow, he felt that might draw attention to him, so he only glanced at them in brief looks.    
 
      
 
    When the automacube reached the end of the hall, it turned to the right and headed through the transit station.  That was when the first baboon, a medium sized one, ran full out and tapped the side of it.  Nothing happened to the automacube, but the other baboons hooted and howled when the machine was tapped.  The whole troop's attention was on the yellow machine as it rolled away heading down the other hallway, which led to the outside.    
 
      
 
    Michael moved ahead more rapidly, but was as quiet and stealthy as he could.  He could now see that the animals, baboons, The Voice had called them, had been storing fruits and other edible things in one corner of the transit station.  “They must live here,” Michael thought to himself.    
 
      
 
    Another baboon raced forward and tried to grab one of the tires of the automacube as it turned.  It slightly lifted the machine, dropped it, then ran quickly away.  This seemed to greatly please the troop, and more of them were bouncing up and down as they watched.  The machine rolled onward and was moving away from the transit station.    
 
      
 
    Michael reached the transport vehicle and entered the code into the color box touch pad: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.  The door opened.  Light came on in the inside of the transport.    
 
      
 
    Regina and Jamie walked quietly along the hall.  Jamie was aiming the Willie Wacker back and forth at the different animals as they moved.  None of the baboons seemed to pay much attention to either of them as they walked toward the transit station.    
 
      
 
    The largest baboons trotted forward and grabbed the foldable arm of the automacube and yanked.  The arm shifted and knocked the baboon down.  The animal quickly regained its footing and hissed a growl at the automacube.  The sound was clearly one of rage and anger.  The other large baboons rushed forward and attacked the automacube.  The three, working together, grabbed the mechanical arm, and bending it backward, snapped it off at a joint.  The machine continued to try to roll forward.    
 
      
 
    Regina and Jamie reached the transport and stepped inside.  By looking out of the doorway, they could see what was happening.  Michael also watched.  Other baboons now joined the large ones, and in just a moment, the automacube was flipped onto its side - one baboon actually biting a chunk of the tire out of it.  Others were beating on it with their hands and feet.  The largest baboon was swinging the broken arm around its head and brought it crashing down on the automacube.  The baboons jumped up and down in delight and kept pulling at and biting the machine.  Ripped pieces of metal, plastic and other parts of the automacube were soon strewn around the room.  The wheels stopped spinning, and the automacube ceased to function.    
 
      
 
    The doors to the transport shut. 
 
      
 
    “Adequate solution to the test.  This transport will take you to the test subject named Brink,” said The Voice as the transport pulled away from the transit station.  “We will play again.” 
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    Getting Ready for a Walk in the Stars 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brink, how long are we going to have to stay here?” Joel asked.  “I know Jamie and Michael are coming, but when?” 
 
      
 
    “It might take them some time.  That place where they were, is farther away than Antioch is from here,” Brink replied.  He was very tired.  He had been reviewing everything he could access from the display screen in Exterior Repair Station 814.  He had even found the way to operate the room next door.  As he figured, it was an airlock.  It could be cycled from both the “chair room,” as the boys called it, and from the inside of the airlock.  Of course, he had not tried actually running a cycle from inside, but when he ran one from the chair room, it depressurized and re-pressurized effectively.   
 
      
 
    The messages continued to come from Roxanne roughly every forty-seven minutes.  Brink could not discern any pattern in the messages themselves, and some seemed to be incoherent.  Brink had worked diligently trying to find a way to reply, but the transmission array only received the signals.  He could not uncover any method to send a signal.  He did find a schematic which showed that sending signals was to be installed at some point, but when he opened those files, the ship’s system seemed to show that there was never any sending equipment installed.  But the files were sporadic, and there were enormous holes in the records.  Working the antique system was frustrating for Brink. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I am going to go run in the hall with Jacob,” Joel replied.  “All this waiting is just too stupid.” 
 
      
 
    The light from the chair room shone into the hall.  The boys had taken the fusion pack and its light and set it a long distance down the hall.  Then they would run from one light to the other as fast as they could.  Jacob still won the races, but they enjoyed running, and this was a way to spend the time.  They had already tried a number of the other doors in the area, and when a few opened, they found mostly empty rooms or places with all kinds of pipes and wires and stuff, and one room filled with large balls, about as tall as Joel, which were hard and very heavy. There was no good stuff to be found around where they were waiting.  But by running in the hallway they could do something.   
 
      
 
    They had run so much back and forth in this hallway that they knew every step by memory.  Jacob was running ahead when it happened.  His brother Joel was behind but was running too hard and was too close to stop.  He crashed into Jacob.  Jacob had been doing his very best to stop as fast as possible.  There was a dark blur coming from one of the doorways ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    “Monster!” Jacob yelled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Joel yelled as they both fell to the hard floor of the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Monster!” Jacob yelled again and pointed at the blur which was taking shape.  It was whirling in the dim light.  A burning smell then struck the boys.  The blackness was spreading in the hallway, and the distant light, the one from the chair room, was getting dimmer as the darkness got thicker. 
 
      
 
    They crawled backward as fast as they could.  In near panic, they wondered where they would go.  Their eyes spread wide as their minds tried to imagine what was able to break into the hallway with smoke and burning.  “Brink!” Jacob shouted at the top of his lungs.  “Brink, there is a monster breaking in!” The chair room was a long distance away; Jacob feared Brink would never hear him, especially when Brink got concentrated on his work. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud thud, and then something fell out of the doorway making a gigantic crashing sound as it hit the floor.  The edges of the thing were glowing red and sizzling.  The monster had bitten through the metal of the door.  The smoke was thick in the hall, and the distant light, where Brink was, was even harder to see.  Jacob and Joel both got to their feet and looked down toward where the fusion pack’s light shone.  They had promised Brink not to run past there.  But did that include if monsters were in the hall?  
 
      
 
    The red glow from the fallen thing was fading away, and the smoke was a bit clearer.  That decided it for Joel.  “I am running!” he said and took off as fast as he could toward the smoke where the monster was entering.    
 
      
 
    “No, Joel, stop!” Jacob yelled.  But a moment later he followed. 
 
      
 
    Joel had never run faster in his life.  As he passed the smoking thing on the floor, he leaped over it to get by.  Luckily, his leap carried him over the monster which was just creeping into the hallway.  Jacob was not as fortunate.  He crashed right into the monster as it was starting to stand up.   
 
      
 
    “Urg,” A sound came from the monster.  For the second time in just a few moments Jacob fell to the hard floor.    
 
      
 
    Joel heard the crash behind him and slid to a stop.  He turned around.  The monster was rising up over his brother.  In the dim smoky hallway, his brother looked tiny, and the monster was enormous.  “No!” Joel yelled and charged back at the monster.    
 
      
 
    “Hold it!” a man’s voice called out as Jacob was caught by two strong hands.    
 
      
 
    “Michael?” Jacob cried out in relief.  Joel crashed into him again.  The tumbling boys then smashed against Michael, who had just recovered from being rammed by Jacob.  Both boys fell to the floor as Michael's muscular frame withstood the impacts. 
 
      
 
    “I said hold it!” Michael yelled loudly.    
 
      
 
    “Michael?” Joel asked as well.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, now settle down.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael what is happening?” Jamie said as she crawled through the hole they had cut in the door.  The molecular saw was in her hands.    
 
      
 
    “Jamie!” both boys cried out together.  They started jumping for joy and yelling.    
 
      
 
    Regina now crawled through.  She then pulled all three of their backpacks through the hole and stood in the hall.  “I guess we found it,” Regina said as she looked at the boys.  They were still jumping and yelling in excitement.    
 
      
 
    “So, boys, take us to Brink,” Jamie said as she put the saw away and strapped on her backpack.   
 
      
 
    “He is down in the chair room.  You made it here!” Joel yelled out and gave Jamie a huge hug.  They followed the boys into the chair room.    
 
      
 
    “Boys, I am trying to concentrate and figure out this old system; please keep your playing down,” Brink muttered as he again went through a specific menu set which seemed to be a closed loop which did nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, I guess we should leave,” Regina said to Brink as she stepped into the chair room. 
 
      
 
    Brink looked up and was so surprised that he stood up to greet them.  The display screen went blank.  “Oh no!” Brink said and sat down quickly.  The screen did nothing.  “What!" Brink pushed and tapped and touched every part of the screen.  But there was nothing, just a dark reflection-less nothing.  He almost started to cry because the display did not work.  “How did you get here so soon? I thought I would have more time.  I should never have stood up.  What a mess!” Brink was unsteady in his words.    
 
      
 
    “There is a transport station directly below you here.  We took a transport to there,” Michael explained.  He stopped before telling Brink about The Voice. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can look at that later.  Right now, we still have a job to do.  Jamie, you need to put on that spacesuit in the closet there,” Brink started to bark some orders. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, slow down.  Just explain what is happening.  I am not following you,” Jamie said in a calm and reassuring manner.   
 
      
 
    Brink explained to them about finding the artificial intelligence Roxanne in the remains of the FTL scout ship.    
 
      
 
    “So, it is tethered to the hull?” Michael asked.  “And you are sure it is Roxanne?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  That is what it looks like.  I would show you, but the display is not functioning,” Brink looked worried. 
 
      
 
    “And this spacesuit will allow me to go out and recover the scout ship? Is the airlock big enough to haul it all inside?” Jamie asked.      
 
      
 
    “No.  But to get Roxanne all we need is the Atomic Level Processor.  The ALP should be taken out of the console under the instrument controls,” Brink said.  He then gave detailed instructions on how to extract the ALP which was no bigger than an ordinary data stick.  It involved several complicated steps.    
 
      
 
    “That is pretty delicate work to do in zero gravity,” Jamie said as she pondered all that it would involve.  The puzzlement was clear on her face.   
 
      
 
    “There is an easier way,” Regina broke in saying, “Just cut the whole console loose, that is not much bigger than that space helmet.” She pointed at the bubble helmet, which sat near the top and bottom of the spacesuit. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Regina, that would work!” Brink said.  “Then we can disassemble it inside.  I should have thought about that.”  
 
      
 
    “Will the molecular saw work in vacuum and zero-gravity?” Jamie asked Brink. 
 
      
 
    “I helped design that, and yes it will.  It was made to be functional in the dust, debris, radiation and toxins of Earth.  It is well protected.  Vacuum will be no problem.”  
 
      
 
    “So, I will just put on the spacesuit and go cut that console out,” Regina said and started toward the suit. 
 
      
 
    “Ever been in zero-gravity?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    “No.  I am a technician,” Regina admitted.  “But I am sure I can do it.”   
 
      
 
    “Well, I have been in zero gravity and not too long ago.  It is disorienting and confusing.  I will go and do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, are you sure? I can go in your place,” Regina asked.    
 
      
 
    “I do not mean to say anything bad about you.  You are very smart and skilled.  But zero gravity is weird.  I do not think you could do it.  The old spacesuit, the removal of the console and the rest will be tough even for me, and I do have a little experience.  So, it must be me,” Jamie insisted. 
 
      
 
    “If the suit would fit me, I would do this,” Michael added.    
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, you and your big fingers would get the job done alright,” Jamie teased him.    
 
      
 
    Michael walked over and pulled Jamie close.  Then he whispered in her ear, “Will this pregnancy thing of your mess this up for you?  Or mess you up?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie relied in a low tone, “I have no idea.  I am not nauseated now, so I should be okay.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Jamie, get your shoes and coveralls off and get into the suit,” Brink instructed.  “It is in three parts: the top, the bottom and the bubble helmet.  While we were waiting, I looked it over having Jacob or Joel sit on the chair.  I should have had them sit there just now.  I know we could have used the display for this mission.  The suit operates in a very simplistic manner.  It seems the engineers who designed this expected the users to have almost no understanding of physics or engineering.  Everything is automatic, once the helmet is snapped on.  It has an air recycling system, which draws out room air here, and stores it in the layers of the spacesuit itself.  Should be a full air charge in only a few moments.  In a vacuum, that air is then filtered through by your own breathing.  The suit takes your body heat and converts that to energy to run everything.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie slipped the spacesuit on.  The two parts came together easily, and the seal appeared tight.   She picked up the bubble helmet and walked over to the airlock.  Placing the bubble helmet on and snapping it into place, she took some deep breaths.  She could feel the layers of the suit move, thicken and adjust.  They came into close contact with her entire body.  It was not unpleasant, just strange.  It covered everything from her feet to her neck, and the bubble helmet completed it all.  The only part of her that was not being directly touched was her head.  She could see clearly through the clear bubble helmet.  She could not hear anyone outside of the suit.  She reached up and unsnapped the bubble helmet and lifted it off.    
 
      
 
    “It all seems to work; however, I cannot hear anyone with it on.  But I guess outside the ship that would not matter,” Jamie explained.  The suit had stayed thick and intimately touching her skin, even after she had removed the bubble helmet.    
 
      
 
    “There was a communication system available on the screen when I was in the chair, but that is gone.  As to the airlock, I know there are the switches here, ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color.  The same is inside the airlock.  I do not know what controls are outside the hull, if any.  I estimate that the airlock door will open when it is depressurized, and only close when pressure is restored.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie strapped Michael’s belt around her and attached the molecular saw.  Using it was a bit clumsy with the suit covering her hands, but not as bad as she expected.  “I can do this,” Jamie said and replaced the bubble helmet on her head.    
 
      
 
    Brink touched the rust colored control on the frame next to the door.  The door to the air lock opened.  Everything was utterly silent for Jamie.  She stepped into the airlock which was about two paces wide and three paces deep.  She saw the two controls on the inside.  She pushed the blue “Depressurize” control.  The door to the chair room slid shut.  The blue light flashed.  When the light stopped flashing, the opposite side of the room opened outward.  Jamie suddenly was weightless.  Apparently, the gravity manipulation, which the ship used to give the feeling of gravity, was disengaged when the air lock was depressurized.  She grabbed hold of the hand rails which ran along each side of the airlock.  Looking out the airlock, Jamie could see the brilliant stars shining.  She pulled herself outward until she was at the edge of the door.  “I should have brought a safety line to connect myself to something.  I do not want to just float away.”  She then found that there were handrails outside on the hull of the ship as well.    
 
      
 
    Inside, everyone watched as Jamie entered the airlock.  Then the door shut.  The blue control near the door started to flash.  Suddenly, the display screen lit up.  They turned to look at the display.  No one was sitting in the chair, yet it was working.  It was split into four different views, three from outside along the hull and one from inside the airlock.  They all could see as the outer door opened.  Jamie floated up and pulled herself along the handrails. 
 
      
 
    “Want to watch the game?” said The Voice from the display screen. 
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    The Big Game 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Want to play a game?” Jamie heard The Voice echo through the bubble helmet. 
 
      
 
    “What? You have some baboons out here too?” Jamie snapped back.  The surprise she felt was hidden under her tones.  She would not let The Voice hear her emotions.    
 
      
 
    “You succeeded with that test, so now this one needs to be harder.  Progressive elevation of complexity in testing yields a better rate of development,” said The Voice.   
 
      
 
    “So, what do you have in mind?” Jamie’s mind was taking in everything she saw. 
 
      
 
    “This testing area is unusual.  But I have several tools at my disposal.  Shall we begin?”   
 
      
 
    Jamie looked out at the vast exterior hull of the Eschaton.  It went for as far as she could see in all directions.  She knew that the overall shape of the ship was something like eight habitat cylinders around the central tubular drive ship, but, being here on the hull, hanging onto a hand rail, all she could see was a landscape of permalloy-made mechanical boxes, tubes, ridges and valleys.  Overall, it was dim, but not as dark as the black sky which was filled with a vast multitude of stars.  The star light shone onto the hull and cast a silvery glow over the dark hull.  In the distance, not too far from where she floated, she could see where they had first physically contacted the Eschaton.  The new permalloy they had used was a different color than the hull of the old ship.   
 
      
 
    The people of Dome 17 had initially sent robotic faster-than-light probes which had tried to reach all seven of the lost colony ships.  The one which had reached the Eschaton, had placed a beacon on the hull.  Jamie and Michael followed in a scout ship, which, due to mass and weight restrictions of faster-than-light travel, would only accommodate two people.  When they had found the beacon, the robotic probe had already been destroyed.  They had connected the scout ship to the Eschaton’s hull by making an umbilicus.  Using nozzles from the scout ship they had sprayed a bead of foam permalloy all along the edge of where the two ships were nearly touching.  It quickly expanded and sealed onto the old permalloy material of the Eschaton and fused into the new permalloy of the FTL ship.  In just moments, the permalloy foam was hardened and ready.  Jamie and Michael had crossed through that umbilicus and entered the Eschaton. 
 
      
 
    But that hardest substance ever created was blown apart by some kind of defensive system.  The remains of the ripped apart umbilicus were clearly visible to Jamie.  The modern permalloy reflected light differently than the one-hundred-year-old permalloy of the Eschaton.  A bit further away was the tether line that connected the damaged scout ship to the Eschaton.  Apparently, the artificial intelligence, Roxanne, had survived the attack which had ripped the umbilicus apart.  Roxanne had been able to snag the hull with a line. 
 
      
 
    The wreck of the scout ship was rotating round and round the line.  Jamie had been estimating how she would get to the scout ship to remove Roxanne, when The Voice returned in her bubble helmet. 
 
      
 
    “The test is about your ability to follow instructions,” said The Voice.   
 
      
 
    “Why should I listen to you? Last time you had me trapped and gave me no choice, do you always play games where you are in control?” Jamie replied.  She was pulling herself along the handrails but saw that they only extended so far.    
 
      
 
    “You are the test subject.  Test subjects do not design the games or the tests,” The Voice replied.    
 
      
 
    “Who says?” Jamie retorted.  She had reached the end of the handrails and was looking for the next place to grab.  She knew if she let go, she could easily float away and be lost.  The fight in the zero-gravity gymnasium had shown her how easy it was to set things in motion when there was no gravity.    
 
      
 
    “There is foreign material on the hull twenty-three meters from your location.  Proceed there and await further instructions,” said The Voice. 
 
      
 
    That was where the umbilicus had been located.  It also was almost in line with where the tether was attached.  Jamie decided to play along.  “Okay, I am heading there,” Jamie said.  “But it will take time; there are no handrails, and I will need to find places to grip.” 
 
      
 
    “If you become separated from the hull, you will lose the game and the test will be completed.  I will pneumatically open several hatches, which should allow you to proceed.” 
 
      
 
    Three places opened, and long rectangular hatches were now standing perpendicular to the hull.  Jamie could grip them and pull along each of them.  She reached the remains of the permalloy umbilicus.    
 
      
 
    “You have passed part one of the test.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I win a prize?” Jamie sneered in response. 
 
      
 
    “You are a still alive to develop and evolve.  That is positive incentive,” said The Voice.  “The next step involves you proceeding to the next foreign body attached to the hull.  It is forty-nine meters away.” 
 
      
 
    “Want to open some hatches for me to get there?” Jamie said hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “No.  You must find your own way there during this part of the test.”  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, anyway.  But hey, if I die out here, how will I develop?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “The other test subjects are watching, and the group will learn from your experience, be it a negative one or a positive one,” said The Voice.     
 
      
 
    “But if I can tell them about this, would the development come at a more rapid rate?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    Several hatches opened on the path toward the tether.  Jamie carefully worked her way toward the tether.  It took care and coordination, as the hatches were not as easy to grip as were the hand rails.  But after a while, Jamie reached the tether.    
 
      
 
    It was a long cable filament which was attached to the hull by a glue type substance.  Looking up the cable, she could see the wreck of the scout ship continuing its rotation.  It was now spinning the opposite direction.  It seemed that it could twist the cable only so far in one direction before it could tighten no more.  The wreck then stopped and slowly started rotating in the opposite direction.    
 
      
 
    “You have passed this part of the test.  Now cut free the foreign material and return to the airlock,” The Voice commanded.    
 
      
 
    Jamie grabbed onto the cable.  She was suddenly thrust sideways.  The spinning was not confined to the wrecked scout ship, but the cable tethering it to the hull was also rotating.  So, when Jamie grabbed hold, her entire body began rotating along.  She had not anticipated that, so she was pulled free from the grip she had on the hull.  Recovering from the shock of being yanked away from the hull, Jamie grabbed the tether with both hands.  She then began to pull herself toward the wreck.    
 
      
 
    She concentrated on looking out along the cable toward the scout ship’s remains.  That way she did not get vertigo from seeing the mechanical landscape spinning around her.  It was bad enough to see the star fields appear to be moving 
 
      
 
    “Where have you gone?” The Voice asked.  “Show yourself or there will be punishment.” Jamie continued to pull hand over hand along the cable.  The twisting made it difficult, but she made steady progress.  “You have become lost.  The game is over.” The hatches began to slowly descend back to their closed positions.    
 
      
 
    Jamie reached the wrecked scout ship.  The back third of the ship was missing.  There was just a ragged mess of twisted permalloy.  The cable was from one of the forward projection points.  Jamie was able to see where the hatch had been.  Half of it was still there; the other half was gone.  Jamie slid inside what was left of the scout ship.  She sat down in the seat and strapped herself in.  That way she could use both hands for cutting the console out.    
 
      
 
    “Jamie?” Roxanne said in a static filled way. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne? Can you hear me?” Jamie replied with obvious relief.  The AI was still functioning. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can transmit this way over a very short distance.  You are the first one to hear me.  I have been sending direct beam transmission messages whenever the scout ship’s sole functioning transmitter is aimed at an array.  I was unsure if any of those were being received,” Roxanne said.    
 
      
 
    “I am here to get you,” Jamie said and took out the molecular saw. 
 
      
 
    “You are planning to remove the console containing the Atomic Level Processor? I will be unable to communicate with you after that is removed, until the ALP is replaced in a suitable receptacle.  Before you cut the ALP out, tell me, did you set up the teleportation pad?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Roxanne.  Many from Dome 17 made it,” Jamie began cutting with the molecular saw. 
 
      
 
    “Only many? So not all were evac…?” Roxanne was cut off as Jamie removed the console containing the ALP.  It was about the size of her head, including the helmet.  Using the molecular saw, she cut the seat restraints from Michael’s recliner and made a carry strap out of them.  She then tied the console to her back and replaced the molecular saw.  Unstrapping herself, she carefully climbed out of the wreck and, hand by hand, made her way back to the cable.  Then she pulled herself along the cable until she was right near the hull.  She was spinning at a moderate speed and wondered how she would grab the hull as it swung by.  “Am I swinging by it, or is it swinging by me?”  For some time, she waited there, pondering the questions regarding spinning.    
 
      
 
    Holding tightly to the cable, she reached for the hull.  When she grabbed it, it yanked her away from the cable with a sudden force.  Her momentum pulled against her as she let go of the cable.  Her fingers were aching as she held onto the hull.  It took several attempted grabs of her right hand to reconnect with the hull. 
 
      
 
    “You are reconnected to the hull,” she heard The Voice say.  “But you have failed the test.  You must return inside to repeat more basic games.  This test is beyond your abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct; I failed,” Jamie lied to the Voice.  Apparently, The Voice could only sense when she was in direct contact with the hull.  “I should report to the other test subject about my failure, so they can learn and develop.” 
 
      
 
    “Fifty-three percent potential growth and development from allowing test subject to leave area.  Forty-seven percent potential for growth from immediate termination of test subject.  Test subject will leave testing area.  We will play again later.”  
 
      
 
    Hatches popped open, leading directly back to the air lock.  Hand over hand, Jamie followed them until she got to the air lock.  She climbed in and pulled the hand rails until she stood before the inner door.  She pushed the control marked “Pressurize” and the exterior door closed.  Jamie fell hard to the floor as the gravity manipulation forces turned back on.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



   
 
      
 
    27  
 
    Inside, Outside, Upside, Down?    
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting Jamie out of the airlock was not difficult.  The lights flashed, and as soon as the door opened Michael rushed in and pulled her out.  She was greatly stunned by the sudden fall.  She had numerous bruises where she had slammed up against the lower deck.  The spacesuit was tough and had not been damaged, but Jamie’s body was not as tough as the suit.  They had all watched her actions on the display screen, which had gone completely dark as soon as the airlock cycling began.  Nothing Brink could do would restore any functioning to that display.  Michael pulled her up and helped her remove the suit.  A large bruise was swelling over her left eye and cheek where she had hit the inside of the clear bubble helmet.  “Are you okay?” Michael asked with deep concern in his brown eyes.    
 
      
 
    “I am not sure...  that smacked me around pretty good...  I guess I should have realized that the console’s weight would affect me, but…,” Jamie almost passed out.  Michael caught her and carefully set her down to rest.  “I am okay, just check on Roxanne,” Jamie insisted after a few minutes.    
 
      
 
    Brink and Regina carefully disassembled the console and removed the Atomic Level Processor.  Brink inserted the ALP into a data stick reader, and a three-dimensional image appeared over the reader.  “Hello, Brink and Regina,” said the mechanical voice of Roxanne.  “You are here also.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you?” Brink asked.     
 
      
 
    “I estimate that I have retained 98.27% of all information which I had at launch.  I am restricted severely by the confines of the data stick reader and have no access to anything outside of this reader.  However, I can communicate in this manner and relay audio, video and graphics information in this style.  I am operational.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can remedy the confines by connecting you to the ship’s systems and in that...,” Brink said. 
 
      
 
    Regina turned to him in anger.  “That Voice is in the ship’s systems, and we will not put Roxanne in there!  We have too many problems to deal with to risk losing our only modern AI.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose you are right,” Brink said.  “Roxanne, can you process and analyze why our data sticks do not function in the readers, and yet you were able to integrate with this one?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, I will work on the problem,” Roxanne replied.   
 
      
 
    “Besides, Brink, we need to get these boys back to Antioch,” Michael said as he hugged the boys.  “Their parents are going to be worried.  They forgave me last time, but I am not sure they will forgive this one.  But at least Jacob’s arm is not broken.” 
 
      
 
    They spent the next few hours sleeping in and around the chair room.  They were all exhausted and needed the rest.  With four adults, the guard watch went easier than usual.  Brink even seemed to sleep more deeply than he had for a while.    
 
      
 
    Jamie took the last watch.  She was less nauseated and queasy than she had been.  After massaging her bruised body and stretching out her tired muscles, she spoke to Roxanne.  “I am pregnant, and I want to do this the normal way.  Can you help?” 
 
      
 
    “You being pregnant at all is not the normal way in Dome 17.  However, this was a foreseen probability.  When Dr. Carolyn administered the vaccinations against potential diseases, she reversed the sterilization you had received at age fifteen.  Dr.  Carolyn did this on all the adventurers sent out in the piloted FTL ships.  The medical records indicate that the Committee decided, and approved it unanimously, that fertility would be a desired trait should teams survive and find a habitable colony ship but not be able to establish teleportation.  Records indicate that Dr.  Carolyn objected strenuously to the secretive nature of this, but she was overruled by the Committee.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the other people from Dome 17 are still normal?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    “Possibly not, although at this point I cannot know with certainty.  I have no scanning ability in this condition.  We departed Dome 17 first, and I have no records of what transpired after departure.  It is a distinct possibility that the Committee ordered some kind of medical intervention for all personnel.  But my records of Dome 17 ended with our launch.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they may have done this to everyone?  All against our wills?  Without ever telling any of us?” Jamie was furious.  In her mind, she thought her pregnancy was somehow linked to living in the habitat with the primitives.  She had considered that the vastly different diet had given her the fertility.  Jamie had not even remotely considered that the Dome 17 Committee had ordered Dr.  Carolyn to reverse the sterilization. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” Roxanne replied.    
 
      
 
    “So, can we build a normal nursery? I mean, one where the embryo develops in an extracorporeal womb? And can this embryo be transferred into there?” Jamie asked.  She was still fuming about the Committee action, and she planned on confronting Lorna when they got back. 
 
      
 
    “Extracorporeal womb technology was perfected over fifty years ago.  I have complete plans and diagrams and know how to build that.  A single fusion pack here can easily power a large number of individual incubators in a proposed nursery.  As for embryonic transplantation, that procedure should be relatively simple, provided there is a medical facility available.  I have complete and thorough knowledge and records of how to accomplish that.  Even though I do not have the hands to perform that function.” 
 
      
 
    “There is an old AI called Kurat who operates a medical facility here.  I will introduce the two of you, and then we can revert to doing this the normal and safe way.” 
 
      
 
    “I will look forward to interaction with an artificial intelligence system designed several generations ago,” Roxanne replied. “It will be an interesting experience.  
 
      
 
    Jamie disconnected the ALP from the reader and packed both into her backpack.  The rest of the people were up and getting ready to depart.  They consumed some of the remaining food they had, but their water supplies were getting low.  Brink briefly suggested that they use the transport system which was located one deck down, the one which had brought Michael, Jamie and Regina from Secondary Aquatic, but both Jamie and Regina objected rigorously as neither had any trust for The Voice and did not want to risk another encounter.    
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess we all walk back,” Brink said as they departed from Exterior Repair Station 814, what they referred to as the chair room.    
 
      
 
    “I am running not walking!” Joel said as he picked up a fusion pack and light and took off down the hallway.  His big brother ran close on his heels. Michael pulled out his own fusion pack and turned on the light.  The boys were waiting at the base of the circular stairwell when the adults reached that location.  The orange colored lights above them were casting down a glow. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like we have been here a couple of times before,” Michael said as he looked up the steps.  “We could take a side journey and see if we can find that Zero-Gravity Gymnasium, and the lost Willie Wacker.” 
 
      
 
    “I have had more than enough zero gravity for a long time,” Jamie said.  Her tone was very serious, but a slight grin played on her lips as she said it.  She rubbed around her eye which was swollen and turning a purplish color around it.  The bruising almost hid some of her freckles. 
 
      
 
    “I bet I can beat you to the cut-up door!” Joel cried as he ran up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “No way, I am always going to be faster than you!” Jacob replied. 
 
      
 
    “Do not go into the habitat until we catch up!” Brink yelled.  “Remember we got attacked up there.” Brink recounted in more detail his and the boys’ encounter with Shammai.  Jamie and Michael were not really surprised but had growing irritation at the man who had caused them so much grief.    
 
      
 
    “I will kill him the next time I see him; no questions, no talking, nothing,” Jamie said.  She was limbering up but still quite stiff.     
 
      
 
    The boys were both walking the stairs and panting heavily before they reached the landing where the cut apart door was located.  They were sitting and leaning against the walls by the door when the adults reached them.  “Can we go in now?”  Jacob asked.    
 
      
 
    “Let me go first,” Michael said as he crawled through the opening and into the habitat.  He was struck by the brightness; every time he entered here he would also recall the very first time he saw a working ecosystem.  It was early morning in the habitat, even though to Michael it felt like midday.  He was surprised at how much he had missed being under the light of the sky tube.  Also, the great expanse over his head, the air, the wind and all the noises of the habitat were somehow comforting to him.  He shook his head in puzzlement.  Almost all of his life he had been in the tight confines of Dome 17, yet reentering this habitat with the large trees, the brilliant colors of green and the wonders of birds and animals seemed like home.  “All clear out here!” Michael called back after he looked around and saw nothing which was an obvious threat.  There were some of the birds, called robins, walking through the grass, and there was even a hare off in the distance.  But he saw no Shammai, ambush or other unexpected danger. 
 
      
 
    After everyone had crawled out through the cut door, Jamie said to the boys, “We need to refill our water supplies, will you walk us to the nearest place to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.  There should be a stream this way,” Jacob replied, and Joel and he skipped ahead.  It was not a run, but it certainly was not a walk by any means.    
 
      
 
    “I thought I said walk,” Jamie muttered as she watched the boys going ahead. 
 
      
 
    “You did,” Regina said. 
 
      
 
    The four adults walked in silence, each captivated by his or her own thoughts.  The boys never got too far ahead.  The encounters they had with Shammai still lingered in their minds and had tempered their adventurous spirits a bit.  The boys did point out various berries and fruits which were ready to eat, and they all enjoyed picking those as they walked along.  They refilled their water containers at the stream. 
 
      
 
    “Gath is down that way,” Jacob said pointing downstream.  “Do we really have to go there?”   
 
      
 
    “Is there a quicker way to get back to Antioch?” Brink asked.  He was not eager to visit Gath either.  Something about the place had put off everyone except Regina, and she did not care to experience it for herself.    
 
      
 
    “Yup, I think we can get right to the river if we cut across that way,” Jacob said as he gestured in a general direction. They walked through the habitat and reached the edge of the river.   
 
      
 
    “Abigail’s fish farm is right up that way,” Jamie said as the light from the sky tube was beginning to dim.  “We can probably spend the night there.” The six of them found themselves walking up to the fish farm just as it was getting dark. 
 
      
 
    “Hey John!” Michael yelled as he saw someone sitting on the edge of the waters with a pole in his hand. 
 
      
 
    John climbed to his feet and hugged everyone with exuberance.  “It is so good to see you.  You were the talk of all of Antioch!” They all went with him into Abigail’s home.  John reached down and punched several small buttons on the side of the door.  It swung upward to reveal a staircase that led down.  There was dim light at the bottom of the stairs.  “Abigail, may I come in? We have visitors!” John called down.    
 
      
 
    “Certainly, John.  You do not need my permission to come in.  You have lived here for how long now?” 
 
      
 
    “It is an old habit, and I respect your privacy and your place.  In the dome, we had to honor other people’s private spaces,” John answered.  It sounded like he had said this many times to her.   
 
      
 
    They all walked down the stairs and entered into the large room.  There were areas of light shining down from the ceiling but it was artificial light, since the light tubes with mirrored insides, which led to the surface were now dark.    
 
      
 
    “Welcome!” Abigail said as they took seats around the table.  The boys looked all around at the various things in the underground home.    
 
      
 
    “So, tell us what has been happening,” John said with an eagerness to hear their accounts.  Brink told of his account, and Michael and Jamie added their own details.  Regina was quiet and did not contribute much to the discussion.  “Two entire seas full of water?” John asked.  “A Salt Sea and a Fresh Sea? That would be quite a sight.” 
 
      
 
    Abigail put a hand on his shoulder in a loving way and said, “You will have to see it sometime.  I will go with you.” John squeezed her hand affectionately.  John and Abigail then informed the others of what had transpired with the legionnaire's journey to Tropical.    
 
      
 
    “Are Levi and Gideon going to recover?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “They are nurturing each other back to health.  Hulda said she would visit their cabin every day to check their progress,” Abigail assured them. 
 
      
 
    They talked long into the night.  Jamie did not share about her pregnancy, as she was unsure of all that entailed.  She also felt very weak and tired.  The boys drifted into asleep first, and soon everyone except John was asleep.  John had set up the reader and put in the ALP.  He discussed fishing and fish with Roxanne.  He seemed determined to get as much information from the modern AI as he could before they went on to Antioch in the morning.    
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    Run, Run, as Fast as You Can 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We should be in Antioch soon,” Michael said.  They were making good time after having left Abigail’s fish farm at first light.  They still had to restrain the boys from running too far ahead.    
 
      
 
    “John seems to have adjusted pretty well here,” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    “Better than some,” Brink replied as they walked along.  He was still pondering the equations he could start running now that they had a modern AI.  He was so deep in thought, that at first, he did not hear Michael calling.  “What?” Brink finally said as he turned around. 
 
      
 
    Looking back, Brink saw Regina running to Michael.  Michael was lowering Jamie to the ground.   Jamie was very pale.  “Jamie what is happening?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “I am just so weak and feel washed out,” Jamie replied.  “I do not know what is happening.” Jamie passed out.    
 
      
 
    “Her pulse is weak and fast,” Michael said.  “I must get her help.” Michael pulled Jamie’s back pack off and dropped his own off as well.  He then picked up Jamie in his arms.  “Boys get our backpacks and bring them to Antioch.  I am taking Jamie there as fast as I can.  Do it now!” Michael commanded and took off running with Jamie in his arms.    
 
      
 
    Regina and Brink could not keep up, nor could the boys while carrying the heavy backpacks.  The boys knew how important this was, and they did not want to let Michael and Jamie down.    
 
      
 
    Michael’s legs pumped as hard as he had ever run in his life.  Jamie was nearly limp in his arms, but she still clung to his neck as best she could.  The bruise on her face was a deep purple; the skin very pale around it.  Sweat was soaking through Michael’s shirt.  “You hang in there,” Michael said as he approached the first cabins of Antioch.  Tobias the legionnaire saw him and met him as he entered.  “Run and tell Hulda Jamie has a problem!”   
 
      
 
    Tobias ran ahead, yelling for help.  The people of Antioch, both original residents and the Domers, came out in answer to Tobias’ call.  “Go and find the Rectora and Lorna and bring them here,” Tobias informed a man offering to help. 
 
      
 
    “I believe they went out to Rowan’s and Lottie’s, but I will try to find them!” The man ran off as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    “You! Go and get Willie the trader and have him bring his medical box,” Tobias instructed.    
 
      
 
    “Willie and several traders left early this morning to make rounds with their goods.  Should I chase them down?” The other man asked.   
 
      
 
    “Wait and see,” Tobias said.  He felt helpless, but he would do what he could. 
 
      
 
    Michael carried Jamie into Hulda’s cabin.  “Lay her on this cot,” Hulda ordered.  Michael carefully set Jamie down onto the cot.  Hulda pulled Jamie’s clothing off and assessed her situation.  There were more bruises under the clothing than Michael had expected.  Hulda then lifted the foot end of the cot and kicked down several folded legs.  The cot was now slanted at an angle with Jamie’s feet higher than her head. 
 
      
 
    “She is bleeding inside,” Hulda explained as she gathered her medicinal jars.  She quickly mixed up a paste from several containers and swabbed a thick layer of it under Jamie’s nose.  “This moss makes better air for her to breathe.” 
 
      
 
    Michael watched in worry and deep concern.  Jamie looked so pale and was so bruised.  But her breathing got much deeper and slower as she breathed in the air from the paste of moss.  A bit of color returned to Jamie’s face, but she was still very pale.  Hulda then took a great deal of care examining Jamie’s abdomen.  She felt, pushed and prodded.    
 
      
 
    “I do not think this is due to the many bruises you see.  Although, the injuries may have contributed to it.  But she is bleeding inside, up in this part,” Hulda pointed to a place.  “I think it will continue to bleed.  I can try to open her up and stop the bleeding, but I think, a better place needs to be reached.” 
 
      
 
    “The medical facility?” Michael asked.  “Is there time?” 
 
    

“Yes, but I will need to give her perfect blood first,” Hulda said and reached under her counter and extracted a jar filled with large insects.   
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Michael asked.  “What are you doing?”  
 
      
 
    “They are blood slugs.  They will take blood out of any person, and then they purify that stale blood inside their bodies.  They make it into perfect blood.  That perfect blood is then milked and placed into the one who needs it.  You are here; may I get the blood from you?” Hulda motioned to a nearby cot.    
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Michael said, and he lay on the cot.    
 
      
 
    Hulda removed one of the blood slugs.  It was about as big as Michael’s foot and had numerous legs on its side and a wide mouth at the front.  Hulda’s brown hands held it gently and with respect kept its mouth pointed away from her.    
 
      
 
    “There will be pain,” Hulda said as she attached the blood slug's mouth to Michael’s wrist.  There was immense pain, and Michael let out a cry.  The people outside heard the cry and stood quietly by.    
 
      
 
    The boys finally reached the cabin and dropped their backpacks.  Regina and Brink were not far behind them.  Brink took Jamie’s backpack from Joel and carried it inside Hulda’s cabin. 
 
      
 
    The blood slug’s teeth bit down sharply into Michael’s wrist, and he felt the blood start to pour from him.  But moments later his hand, wrist and all the way up to his elbow was numb, and he did not feel anything there anymore.  Hulda was saying something to someone, but Michael’s mind was getting foggy and it was hard for him to follow the conversation.  Hulda’s face hovered over Michael.  “It is okay, Michael; the blood slug has taken what was needed, and you are feeling the afterglow from its bite.  Do not try to get up.” 
 
      
 
    Hulda turned the blood slug around and set it on Jamie’s arm.  The mouth of the blood slug was closed.  Hulda stroked the back of the blood slug, and its stinger came out.  She then carefully inserted the long thin stinger into Jamie’s arm and snaked the stinger into a large vein near the elbow.  Hulda then massaged the blood slug while it slowly began injecting the perfect blood into Jamie’s body.  Hulda walked to the door of the cabin and announced, “I need people to carry two cots to the Center into the portal room.” There were more than enough volunteers.    
 
      
 
    Jamie’s color improved, and she became aware of what was happening, although she was too weak to move much.  Michael, too, was weak and tired and a bit muddled because of the enzymes that the blood slug had released into his arm.  Hulda removed the blood slug from Jamie’s arm and replaced it into the jar of other slugs.  She then picked up a small satchel.  “Now, we go to this other world,” Hulda said.  The volunteers picked up the cots and followed her out of the cabin.  Brink followed as he worked to place the ALP into the reader.    
 
      
 
    “Regina, make sure the boys get home, and tell the parents I am sorry,” Brink said.    
 
      
 
    Regina took the APL and reader from Brink and said, “Brink, you take them back.  You explain what you did.”   
 
      
 
    Brink looked shocked but let go of the reader and ALP.  He looked to the boys, “I need to apologize to your parents.” The boys led him away.    
 
      
 
    “Regina, I will place the backpacks at the legionnaire supply cabin and then met you there,” Tobias said.    
 
      
 
    The people carried Michael and Jamie on the cots to the Center and into the portal room.  Hulda led them with Regina at her side.  The two legionnaires on guard duty looked at each other and then back at Hulda.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, we need immediate transport to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    “Transport available, please enter the vehicle after doors are completely open,” Theta Four’s voice stated from the display screen wall.  “Kurat has been notified of medical need.” They entered the vehicle, and set Jamie’s cot across one side of seats and Michael’s cot on the other side.  Hulda, Regina and the helpers stood in the vehicle.  Tobias ran in and stepped into the car.   
 
      
 
    “We are in.  Theta Four please send us there.” 
 
      
 
    “Complying with request,” Theta Four said.  The doors shut, and the vehicle departed.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    29  
 
    Medical Ethics? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The people carried the cots into Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Regina was the only one who had ever been here before.  She was scared.  The people from Antioch were very nervous and kept looking to Hulda, who just nodded and gave brief smiles as they walked through the doorways and into the facility.    
 
      
 
    Regina was expecting to find blood soaked floors or some evidence of the fighting that had taken place here previously.  She saw only a few burn marks on the walls and some chunks of wall were missing, but the floors were very clean, and the medical bays were all lit up.  Except for the one at the far end of the room; that one was dark and obviously damaged.  Regina tried not to think about her own experience in this place.  She was here for Jamie and for Michael.    
 
      
 
    “Please place male patient on table 4a.” The mechanical voice of Kurat said.  The people were a bit more nervous, but Hulda kept her composure and pointed to the table with the correct label.  They laid Michael on it.  “Please place female patient on table 12b.” Kurat instructed.  The people did so, carefully lying Jamie on that table. 
 
      
 
    Regina sat on the floor next to Jamie’s table and placed the Atomic Level Processor into the reader, and the three-dimensional field showed up around it.  “I am here, Regina,” Roxanne, the modern artificial intelligence they had recovered from the wreckage, stated.    
 
      
 
    Hulda walked the people who had carried the two stretchers back to the lobby and instructed them to wait there.  She then came back into the medical room. 
 
      
 
    The display over Jamie’s treatment table was illuminated, and Kurat was describing the case.  “Patient with no discernible identification admitted under emergency authorization.  Female: approximately thirty years old, suffering from hemorrhagic shock, hemoperitoneum and moderate post blunt physical trauma.  Hemorrhagic shock is due to partial rupture of the Sampson artery and smaller arteries in the right fallopian tube.  Ectopic pregnancy, gestation of sixteen weeks is noted.” 
 
      
 
    “Kurat, please treat Jamie,” Regina stated. 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s body floated above the table and several tubes descended and connected into various veins in her body.  “Hydration begun, prognosis poor,” Kurat stated. 
 
      
 
    “Regina, I heard what that old AI said, and it is not treating Jamie properly.  She needs immediate salpingectomy with evacuation of ectopic pregnancy and repair of damaged vascular system,” Roxanne stated.    
 
      
 
    Hulda stood by watching.  When Jamie’s body floated up, even her composure was shaken a bit.  But her concern for Jamie overrode any fears of unusual events.  “Machine, Jamie is bleeding inside, please stop that bleeding,” Hulda said.   
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply,” Kurat stated. 
 
      
 
    “What!” Regina yelled.  “Fix Jamie right now!”   
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply,” Kurat stated. 
 
      
 
    “Regina, from what that old AI said, Jamie will die if the bleeding is not stopped.  Jamie needs immediate salpingectomy with evacuation of ectopic pregnancy and repair of damaged vascular system,” Roxanne said.   
 
      
 
    “Kurat, I order you to do whatever is necessary to save Jamie’s life,” Regina said as sternly as she could.  Her rage was building.    
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply,” Kurat stated. 
 
      
 
    “Even this old system should be able to do an immediate salpingectomy with evacuation of the ectopic pregnancy and repair of the damaged vascular system,” Roxanne insisted.  “Those procedures have been performed since the late nineteenth century.” 
 
      
 
    “Kurat, explain why you refuse to treat Jamie,” Regina demanded.    
 
      
 
    “Treatment would result in termination of pregnancy.  Pregnancy cannot be terminated in any manner under any circumstances,” Kurat replied.   
 
      
 
    “What? Jamie will die! You must treat her!” Regina screamed. 
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply.  Treatment order violates explicit directives by Jaxson Rhono.  Cannot comply with request,” Kurat said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I will save her life,” Hulda said and grabbed Jamie’s floating body and lifted her away from the treatment table, pulling the hydration tubing from her arms.  Hulda carefully laid her on the floor next to where Regina sat by the modern AI.  “I believe Jamie has a poor little doomed baby in the wrong spot, and it is killing her.  Is that correct?” Hulda said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Roxanne replied.  “If you can physically perform the procedure, I can instruct you on how to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have done this before, but yes, your help is greatly appreciated.  We may be too late already.  None of us want this girl to die,” Hulda said as she opened up her satchel.  She unrolled a package of delicately made instruments, which were all hand made by Josiah, the blacksmith.    
 
      
 
    Over the next few minutes, Hulda and the AI Roxanne worked together to perform surgery on Jamie.  The ruptured fallopian tube was removed with the remains of the ectopic pregnancy.  With great skill Hulda operated.  Yet the bleeding continued.  “I am not sure I can get this stopped.  She is ripped up inside pretty badly,” Hulda said.    
 
      
 
    “Maybe we could try the table again?” Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “That machine did not help before, but we can try.  I can do no more,” Hulda said.  The worry was etched into Hulda's face.    
 
      
 
    They lifted Jamie back up and placed her on a different treatment table, this one labeled 11b.  “Kurat, please diagnose and treat the new patient immediately!”  Regina commanded.    
 
      
 
    The display lit up again.  “Patient with no discernible identification admitted under emergency authorization to treatment bay 11b.  Female: age thirty years, suffering from hemorrhagic shock, laceration injuries to abdomen, and moderate post blunt physical trauma.  Emergent repairs to vascular system begun.  Prognosis excellent.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s body floated upward, and a sterilizing light came down upon her body.  Hydration tubes were reinserted.  Small tools descended from the ceiling and carefully opened up the incisions made by Hulda.  Laser cauterization was performed in a number of small bursts inside of Jamie’s body.  Then the incision line was sealed.  Jamie’s body descended back to the treatment table.  “Patient has been treated.  Security has been notified of laceration trauma to this patient,” Kurat stated.  “Patient will be ready for discharge in fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Regina said.    
 
      
 
    “No, not that machine.  I thank you two very much!” Michael said from behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, how long have you been there?” Regina said. 
 
      
 
    “I got pumped full of stuff and was released.  I saw you and Hulda working on Jamie on the floor.  Thank you both very much for saving her life,” Michael began to weep as he hugged them both.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, with this treatment, the people cannot get pregnant?” Jamie asked Hulda. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, using that, women cannot get pregnant, nor can a man impregnate a woman.  It is made from a mixture of herbs.  But it only lasts for two hundred days.  So, do not forget to tell the others,” Hulda said.  She had asked Jamie to come back to discuss the progress of the new nursery plans.    
 
      
 
    “So, this box you are making is to make babies? That will really work?” Hulda asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, back in Dome 17 every baby was developed in an extracorporeal womb.  Roxanne has given us the plans for it and is overseeing the construction and use of it.  Josiah, the blacksmith, and Lorna are working hard on this project.  It will take about a month to build, because every part needs to be made by hand.  We will then need to harvest eggs and sperm and have them analyzed for mutation, compatibility and defects before any the pregnancy starts.  This way the people from the dome can have children the normal way,” Jamie teased her friend Hulda.  Since the incident with the emergency surgery, they had become close.   
 
      
 
    “But I hear that Conner and Miranda are expecting a baby, and they both are from the dome.  Miranda is not having her baby in a box.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is up to Miranda, right?” Jamie replied with twinkle in her eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, the mother should have the say, even if she wants to have it the normal way inside her own body, right?” Hulda laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Or if she wants to do it the right, safe and healthy way like we did in the dome,” Jamie added her laughter to Hulda’s.  “What the mother wants the mother should get.”  
 
      
 
    “And that rolling and talking machine, Roxanne, will be the nursemaid?” Hulda asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, since Brink and his team rebuilt that automacube and installed the data stick reader with the Atomic Level Processor, Roxanne is mobile, talking and helping.  But I better run along, John and Abigail are bringing some fish into Antioch, and I want to meet them.” Jamie left the healer’s cabin and walked to the town square.    
 
      
 
    Michael met her as she was walking along.  “You know Lorna still feels horrible about what the Committee did.  She thought it was a good idea at the time, but now she genuinely does regret the secrecy.  We really should go talk with her again.” 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    “And there is talk about a person being named the new Rector to work with Rectora Lydia.  Shall we head over to the Center?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “So, we still do not know what is going on in Tropical.  We never did figure out why that body was sent here.  We need to investigate that,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “You know Levi and Gideon are determined to find out what is going on there and avenge Deborah.  We should talk to them before they try another adventure on their own.” 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “And Roxanne is still working on the data stick problem.  We still cannot figure out why they do not work.  We need to try to find those other AIs on the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “Jaxson Rhono’s influence almost killed you.  We need to figure out a way to cull that stuff from the ship’s systems,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “And we need to figure out where this ship is headed,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “And the team in engineering could use our help.” 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “And The Voice is still out there somewhere; we need to find what that is.” 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “There are still lots of unknowns on this colony ship we need to understand,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “So, what do you want to do today?” Michael asked as he hugged Jamie and looked into her hazel eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I want to relax with my friends and just enjoy the people around me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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