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    1  
 
    Paradise 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul walked out onto the soft green grass, felt the gentle air on his face, heard the soft trills of the birds in the nearby trees, and smelled the misty and refreshing scents from the small stream that flowed nearby.   The sky tube far overhead was bright and cheery and its warmth filled the habitat he was in.  His blue eyes looked around without fear or worry or concern.  He saw some birds high in the air circling.  Their graceful and easy flight was soothing as he watched.   
 
      
 
    Paul massaged his eyes.  Paul’s blond hair reached a bit over his ears on the side, and his stubble of a beard was darker and somewhat brown.  He rubbed his hand over his face and wondered if he should shave sometime.  The bristly sensation on his hands almost tickled. 
 
      
 
    “Cunda?  Where is Gretchen right now?”  Paul asked his personal artificial intelligence system.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen is playing a solo game of ricochet ball,” the AI answered with its pleasing and soft voice.  “Do you want me to have Delphi interrupt her game?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Cunda, there is no need, just have Delphi tell her I found a beautiful scene.” 
 
      
 
    “That message has been left with Gretchen’s personal AI, Delphi.  What have you seen, may I ask?” the AI Cunda inquired.   
 
      
 
    “This place is just so pretty.  The green grass is vivid, there are a few flowers of bright colors, and some birds are soaring. I just thought Gretchen might enjoy a stroll with me along the edge of this stream.  The water is flowing so pure and clear and beautiful over the rounded rocks of the stream bottom.  So much clear and sweet water.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked down at his feet which were bare, and his toes wiggled in the soft green grass.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, plentiful water is a great thing,” the AI replied.   
 
      
 
    Paul turned a bit and a door stood before him.  He walked toward it and it opened.  Beyond was the cafetorium.  Other adventurers were sitting at some of the tables eating their food rations and drinking a serving of water.  The walls of permalloy were tan colored, but it was a warm and healthy kind of tan.  Paul felt pleased to see that it was not the tan of dryness, radiation, or toxins, but rather a tan like the dirt he had seen in the habitats under some of the trees, or in the soils by the gardens.  Or perhaps the tan was like that of the underside of some of the birds which he had seen flying over the canyon and its flowing river of water.   
 
      
 
    “So, what did you think of that special message?”  Cammarry, one of the adventures, said as she looked toward Paul.  Her straight dark brown hair was parted down the middle and fell to either side of her oval face.  Her narrow eyes twinkled with joy.  She was wearing a woven cloak similar to the clothes he had seen people wear in one of the habitat towns, but he was not sure which specific town.  It looked good and comfortable on her.  She took another bite of the food ration bar she had been eating.   
 
      
 
    “Special message?  I am not sure what you mean,” Paul said.  “Cammarry, the water outside is so nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Outside?”  Cammarry said with another giggle.  “Oh, yes, outside, outside.  We can talk about the message later.  Yes, the outside is there right now.”  She waved her arm toward the clear permalloy walls which looked out on the area around Dome 17.  Paul started to look outside, but was distracted. 
 
      
 
    “…and the animal had four feet with fur!” Hobart said in his overly loud voice.  His head, with its short, almost white colored hair, bobbing about as he chuckled at the joke.  The people around him laughed and laughed and laughed.  He was a big and happy man and his voice boomed all around the cafetorium. “The animal even was eating another animal in that broken elevator.” 
 
      
 
    There was another uproarious burst of laughter.  
 
      
 
    “Hobart, you have been listening to Tiffany too much,” Ian teased. 
 
      
 
    Cammarry rolled her brown eyes, and grinned.  “AIs telling jokes?  What is next, machines chasing people down?”   Everyone knew she liked to tell stories as well as hear them.  She walked back toward the table where the adventurers were sitting and eating.    
 
      
 
    “Please, use some more gallows humor!” Gwen said as she slid in next to Hobart.   
 
      
 
    “We are all here together so why not?”  Hobart gave her a quick hug. 
 
      
 
    Paul turned away from the laughing group of adventurers and looked out of the Dome 17 windows.  The permalloy felt cool and moist to his touch as he rested his hands against it while looking out.  
 
      
 
    He could see the sky tube shining down on a lush forest of trees.  They stretched all the way to a wall at the horizon.  The sky itself was a swirling gray color which seemed to be there, and not be there at the same time.  The sky had depth, but also seemed just outside the clear permalloy.  It was a bit unsettling to look at.  
 
      
 
    Paul pulled his hands back from the clear permalloy, but continued to look out.  He rubbed his fingers together, surprised at feeling moisture there. 
 
      
 
    “I could explain the math to you if you have time to listen,” a man said as he placed his hand on Paul’s shoulder.  “The gray is just a representation of the fact that the scout is outside of what we consider our reality.  You need to start with the basic construct of a unified field theory, then upon….”   
 
      
 
    Paul turned to look at Brink, the Master Engineer for Dome 17.   
 
      
 
    “The mathematics is fundamental to the faster-than-light scout ships,” Brink went on, “but you already know that, being one who journeyed through to the other side.  The mass limit is frustrating, but that can be overcome, I am sure of it. Building on those FTL basic calculations and concepts, the transmission of matter via what we call teleportation is easily extrapolated, but again you know all about that too!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gretchen and I did do that,” Paul said.  “We found forests and animals.” 
 
      
 
    “Like out there?”  Brink asked and gave Paul a side-armed hug.  “It is pretty.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked back outside and now he could see several people walking toward him coming out from under the trees. One of them had short red hair and a confident walk.  Next to her was a woman with her tool belt and a wide cheerful smile.  They were walking toward the dome where Paul was looking out. 
 
      
 
    “How can they be outside Dome 17?” Paul asked, but Brink was gone now.  The sense of his arm around Paul was still there, but Brink was not.     
 
      
 
    Paul turned back and looked again.  The two women were closer and he said, “Jamie?  Brinley?  Why are you outside?” 
 
      
 
    Brinley tossed her hair back and laughed, “No door can keep me in or keep me out! You know me, Paulie!” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley has been showing me how the Dome 3 systems work.  Paul, it is amazing what we missed when we were there,” Jamie said.  “She thinks that the whole Dome can be put back into service.  Even the food processors.” 
 
      
 
    “Dome 3?” Paul asked with a bit of a chill.  “Food production? From Dome 3?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Brinley both looked up.  Their smiles continued as they watched what was happening.  The sky itself shifted colors from the otherworldly gray to a swirling tan.  The tan made the sky tube dimmer and cast a sepia hue over the scene outside.  Paul knocked on the hard permalloy and called to them. 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?  Why are you outside?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing important, Paul.  It is just time to get back inside,” Jamie said.  “Michael will need to hurry back from his solo mission if he is to get any of the party foods we have brought.”  She turned to Brinley, “Do you want to cut us a door or should I?” 
 
      
 
    Brinley handed her a molecular torch.  “You go ahead; I have cut so many already.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!”  Jamie replied.  
 
      
 
    Jamie walked up to the clear permalloy and just slipped the molecular torch through the permalloy without any trouble at all.  She made a vertical slit, and she and Brinley easily just squeezed though the slit which then sealed up behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, did you get the special message?”  Brinley asked as she slid off the backpack she was carrying.   
 
      
 
    “Special message?” Paul asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the one the Committee sent out.  All the adventurers got that, right?”  Brinley asked.   
 
      
 
    “I think I did.  I better ask Gretchen,” Paul replied.  “Brinley why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Michael!”  Jamie exclaimed.  She rushed up to the permalloy window and Michael stepped through it as if it we just a certain.  His muscular frame and thick wavy brown hair were not at all mussed by the movement from outside to inside.   
 
      
 
    “No time to cut a door.  Too much is happening.”  Michael smiled as he reached for Jamie. 
 
      
 
    Jamie grabbed Michael and kissed him passionately.  He pulled her athletic body into a warm sensuous hug.  They embraced for a long time.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked back outside through the clear permalloy.  The swirling tan sky was descending.  It now obscured the sky tube entirely and was settling down on the forest.  The tan was casting a dry look over the green trees whose color was fading out. 
 
      
 
    “Come on over here!”  one of the adventurers called.  “The waterfall is just starting to flow!” 
 
      
 
    Paul turned away from the window and walked past the intimate kissing and hugging that Michael and Jamie were doing.  He headed back toward the table where the adventurers were sitting.  A waterfall was pouring out of the ceiling.   Water was coursing down to land on the table where the food ration bars and containers of drink were located.  The adventurers were putting their cups under the flow and taking deep draughts of the fresh, clear water.   
 
      
 
    “It is so good to have a bountiful water supply,” Ken said.  “Nothing could be better!” 
 
      
 
    “Unless it is limitless food!”  Beth replied and took a bite of some orange fruit she had in her hand.   
 
      
 
    Paul heard a knocking.  The others did not hear it, or else paid it no attention.  They were all drinking and eating and splashing about in the waterfall which was now making a lovely pool in the center of the cafetorium. 
 
      
 
    The knocking continued.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked over and again gazed out through the windows.  The world outside was now mostly tan colored, and the trees of the forest were just sand and dust dunes.  Someone was knocking on the outside.  Paul wondered how he could hear someone knocking through permalloy, be it transparent or opaque. 
 
      
 
    He walked back to get a better look.  Standing there, outside, was Karen.  Her long curly blonde hair hung loose about her shoulders.  Her radiation absorbing material clothing was neat and tidy and intact.  Her face mask, goggle, and hood were hanging off to the side.    
 
      
 
    “Karen?  You should not be outside,” Paul said.  “You need the full RAM in place to be effective.”  
 
      
 
    “Paul?”  Karen said.  “Paul?  There you are.  I have a present for you!”  Her big brown eyes were wide open and her face was smiling.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked down and saw that in her glove covered hands she was holding a stuffed child’s toy.  It was furry and white with a purple shaggy mane.   Paul recognized it as a toy donkey, what habitat people might call a poitevin, or maybe it was a wolf.  His mind was racing as he tried to identify what kind of animal it was.  He knew he had seen it before, but the name kept slipping from his mind.   
 
      
 
    “Karen, where did you get that?”  Paul asked as he stared at the toy.  “I know I have seen it somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “It was on that child’s bed,” Karen replied.   
 
      
 
    “Child’s bed?” Paul said.  “That bed in Dome 3?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.  It all started with me,” Karen replied.  “I brought you this cuddly toy so you will never forget.”   
 
      
 
    Paul looked from the toy up to Karen’s face.  Her eyes were closed.  Her face was now a ghastly gray shade. Her lips were a sickly dark blue color.  She hugged the toy and then tossed it to Paul.  
 
      
 
    “It all started with me,” Karen said and opened her eyes.  They were a blazing orange color. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! What?”  Paul said as he caught the stuffed animal as it sailed right through the clear permalloy. 
 
      
 
    Karen fell back into the dust and sand and disappeared, but a lingering orange glow was where she had stood.   
 
      
 
    “Hey, pirate!  You better not throw that toy into the sea like you did my money’s paw,” a boy said to Paul from behind him.  “I never did find it, and you owe me.  I want it back!”   
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul spun about and looked for the boy.   
 
      
 
    The boy was running for the pool of water at the center of the cafetorium.  “I will just swim out and search again, your friends will help me!”  the boy yelled.  “You had no right to throw away my monkey’s paw.” 
 
      
 
    “Bogdan, my brother!  I will come and help you find what is yours,” a girl said as she ran past Paul chasing the boy.   
 
      
 
    “No!  Do not go in the water!” Paul yelled.  “Hobart, Beth, Janae, someone stop those children!” 
 
      
 
    “Why, Paul?  That is your job.  You heard the special message,” Hobart said.  “We are all assigned to different Colony Ships, it is your duty.  You chose the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “That is right, Paul,” a woman said from behind him.  “We gave you the best we had.  The best AI, a FTL scout ship, teleportation technology, and everything else to succeed.” 
 
      
 
    “Member Murial?”  Paul whirled about and saw the entire Committee sitting at their triangular table.  Murial, Jubal, and Lorna all had stern looks on their faces.  Each of them was holding a monkey’s paw.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you knew what you were doing, yet you let those children get in that water,” Jubal said.  “How could you throw a child’s toy like that?” 
 
      
 
    “What?  No?  I did not know!” Paul stammered.  He looked down and saw he was still holding the cuddly stuffed toy.  He could not throw it away, no matter how hard he tried.  
 
      
 
    “You will never get rid of that one,” Ken said.  “My buddy, that one is yours forever!”  He then turned and danced away and swept up Janae in his arms.    
 
      
 
    “Oh, the water is so nice!”  Bogdan the boy said. 
 
      
 
    Paul turned and watched the children as they splashed around in the pool of water. 
 
      
 
    “Come on in, Anda!  We will search for it together.  Maybe we will find buried pirate treasure!” 
 
      
 
    The girl jumped in and dove under the water; she came up and said, “I do not see it.  Maybe we will be cursed?” 
 
      
 
    Paul spun back around to look for the Committee; he felt that they could save the children.    
 
      
 
    “You used the best we had,” Murial said and the Committee members all faded from view.   
 
      
 
    Paul twirled around again and saw that the children were wading in the water, using their arms to splash it from side to side as they looked down. The waterfall was now dumping brown slimy water down out of the ceiling.  That was spreading across the pool toward the children.   
 
      
 
    “Children, wait!”  Paul screamed as he tried to run after them.  “Get out of the water!”   
 
      
 
    A huge mass lifted out of the water in front of him.  A monstrous beast arose.  It had large spiked teeth and a gigantic mouth which was spread wide as it lifted itself up.  The children were swallowed whole and their screams were cut off as the beast bit down.  Blood ran down its lips and off its mouth.  It burped out ghastly, foul smelling air. 
 
      
 
    Paul reached for his pistol, but his belt was empty.   
 
      
 
    “I made those Willie Wackers especially for you, and you lost them?” a wheezy voice called to him.  “I knew Gretchen would keep hers safe, but I am so disappointed in you.  I made one special, just to help you, and you lose it?” 
 
      
 
    “Willie?  I tried so hard!  The children!  The children!  I must help them,” Paul cried out. 
 
      
 
    “We gave you personalize spears, yet you did not save us,” Sibat and Oda said from the bank of the pool.  Their bodies were mangled, yet they were standing and holding their own spears.   
 
      
 
    “I tried to save you!  I tried so hard!”  Paul yelled.   
 
      
 
    “It is too late for that,” Doctor Chambers said.  “You already let them die.  You let those children die Paul.  I told you Dome 3 was your fault, and now these children have all died because of you.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You said it was suicide for Karen, and those children just ran away,” Paul wailed.   “I tried to stop them, I really did!”  
 
      
 
    “The hunters are also dead, because of you, Paul,” Doctor Chambers said.  “Because of you!  If you had only been a better person.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked around, but the adventurers were gone.   
 
      
 
    The walls of the cafetorium melted away and became a cliff which led upward and away.  The floor was flooded with the brown toxic waters, the triangular table was floating sideways in the waters, and there were several bodies face down.  Paul was too afraid to look closely to see whose bodies they were. 
 
      
 
    Paul looked up the cliff-side and saw Brink at the top.  “If you just had a sending pad, you could teleport up here and get out of the way.  Copernicus has run all the calculations and it will easily work, but I doubt you will follow through.  You did not help us in Dome 17, so why would you do it now?” 
 
      
 
    “Or you could have had us fly you to safety,” Zoya said to Paul as she peeked over the rim of the cliff.  “But you let us die too.  My momma and I could have flown that scout of yours and taken you and everyone else to safety.  Yes, we could have, but we are dead now.” 
 
      
 
    Zoya, Eleonora and Brink were all looking down from the plateau at the top of the cliff.  Their faces were twisted in scorn.   
 
      
 
    “You failed us, Paul.  You failed us all,” they said in unison, then turned and walked away.  
 
      
 
    “I tried, Zoya.  I really tried.  Brink!  Murial!  Doctor Chambers!  Help me!  Gretchen, where are you?” 
 
      
 
    Paul ran toward where the waterfall had been.  It was rapidly drying up and leaving just a stagnant pool of brown muck.  The door exiting the cafetorium now resembled a rocky façade in the side of the cliff’s face.  Paul yanked open the door.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, where are you going?”  Larissa asked.  Her black and gray uniform spotless and her hair neatly braided.  “Grandpa Gari was just asking about you.  I have sent some automacubes to get him.”  She took a drink from a steaming mug of liquid.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, help me!”  Paul screamed as he slammed the door shut, turned, and ran away.   
 
      
 
    The brown water parted and a bluish-purple glow began to radiate out from underneath.  The cafetorium was gone now.  As the water ran away, a purple sphere rose from the murky darkness and on it were two bright orange eyes.  The eyes grew and grew as Paul tried to turn and run back. The cliff wall blocked him.  The door was gone.  The sphere sprouted long arms which clutched pipes of rusty steel.   
 
      
 
    The arms drew back and the steel pipes were about to crash down on him.   
 
      
 
    “NOOOOOOOOOO!”  Paul screamed.   
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    Where to Start? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul awoke in a wet and clammy sweat.  He was screaming.  “No!  It is not my fault!” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was instantly awake and near him.  “Paul, what is it?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I am not responsible!”  Paul yelled as he sat upright.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen turned on the light on the fusion pack.  They were lying in the cots in Tennard’s workshop, many levels down from the plateau of Inaccessible Island.  The sleeping place at the side of the workshop was in a shambles.  Most of the corridors and hallways and rooms of the former safe zone were a mess because of the recent fighting between Herric’s troopers and the Free Rangers.  Makeshift locks, barriers, and ruined doors were now the norm.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you are safe,” Gretchen said and held onto him.  Her dark arms wrapping around him and holding him tightly.   “It was a nightmare.  Just a dream.” 
 
      
 
    “But….” Paul broke down and sobbed heavily.  “So many dead people.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen gently held him.   
 
      
 
    Time passed.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen?  We must escape from here,” Paul said as he nestled into her black frizzy hair.  It felt good on his face as he held her.  He cried more; she held him and patted his back.   
 
      
 
    Time passed. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen?  Can we ever be safe?”  Paul looked into her brown and expressive eyes.  Her tears were there as was the love she had for him.  
 
      
 
    “I hope so, but I really am not sure,” Gretchen said in all honesty.   
 
      
 
    “I think we need to find a safe place,” Paul said and then kissed her ever so gently. 
 
      
 
    “I know you want to do that, and I am with you in this.  Getting the freight elevator open and functional again was a big start.  Brinley has plans to get more of the old safe zone back in operation, but has secured some of these areas.  It is just going to take time,” Gretchen reassured Paul.  “The perimeter is getting more secure every day.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, no.  I am not saying make this place better.  There is no safe place in this old wreck of an infected colony ship.  I mean we must leave the Vanguard entirely.  Anywhere will be better than here,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, things are getting better. We have killed numerous Roe who have attacked the outposts.  The transport system is partially running.  Larissa went back to the Wilds to organize their defenses, and we have not seen any sign of the Jellies here.  That dozen or so Free Rangers who have found their way back here are organized and working to restore function.  Jodie is doing great organizing the teams to work repairs and keep watch on the passageways to here.  The corridors are sealed.  This is the safest place I can think of to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am glad Larissa left. Yes, TSI-981 was able to take Larissa away in a transport vehicle and back to the Wilds.  Yes, I know that.  I know, the Roe cannot get in as easily now.  But it is not enough.  I know the Free Rangers are trying to make this place secure.  I know!  I know!  I am not arguing that is wrong.  I just have to escape from this whole place.  The Roe, the carnivores, the people trying to kill me, and the alien spheres.  Even just knowing that Brinley was working with Larissa for so long stresses me severely.  And where is Tennard?  Is he dead too?  I need to escape!”  Paul was shaking as he spoke.  He began sobbing again.  “Even Doctor Chambers knows I failed everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Gretchen asked.  “Was he in your nightmare?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  With all the other people I have let die,” Paul replied.  “I am such a failure.” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers would never blame you for any of the deaths on this ship.  Remember what he said about your mission to Dome 3?  You are not responsible for the people dying.”  Gretchen stared hard and directly into Paul’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, I have killed people and things here.  That thing in the sphere.  Those children in the sea,” Paul replied.  He could not keep looking at her.   
 
      
 
    “What do you honestly think Doctor Chambers would say to you?” 
 
      
 
    Paul paused.  He took a deep breath.  He blew it out slowly. “He would say I was not responsible.  He did say that about Karen.  But she told me I was.  She gave me that child’s toy!”  Paul broke into sobbing yet again.  “We must get away.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that was a nightmare.  We have seen horrible stuff; it makes sense that your dreams would be bad.  I too want to escape from all these threats, but there is nowhere to go.  We must live with the fact we are here on the Vanguard for the rest of our lives.  So, we find the safest place on this huge ship and make it better.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pulled away.  “That is not good enough.”  He stood and dressed.   Gretchen did so as well.  They then both ate a food ration bar and drank a serving of water.  It reminded both of them of Dome 17 and the structured food schedules.   
 
      
 
    After a while, Paul spoke again.  “I think there is a way to leave.  Brink gave me the idea in my dream,” Paul stated.   
 
      
 
    “In your dream?”  Gretchen asked, hardly hiding her doubt.  “That same nightmare dream?” 
 
      
 
    Paul did not answer her.  Instead he called out.  “Tiffany?  Can you please assist me?” 
 
      
 
    The artificial intelligence system immediately responded.  “Yes, Paul.  I wish to help you.”  The orange automacube which housed it was parked in the corner of the workshop.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, before you do anything Paul requests, I need you to construct a simulation of Doctor Chambers from Dome 17,” Gretchen interjected.  “It needs to be interactive, and intuitive and designed on what the real Doctor Chambers would say. Can you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, that can be done.  My conjectures are that a full simulation of Doctor Chambers would only be 72% accurate and authentic, as Doctor Chambers has a myriad of methods and styles he uses.  His skills are adaptive and flexible in working with clients.  That makes my conjectures more difficult, but nonetheless an effective simulation can be made and utilized, understanding it will have the 72% accuracy rate.  In this maintenance automacube I am limited to flat, two-dimensional, but interactive simulations,” the AI Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, that is all fine and good and needed.  I will talk to that Doctor Chambers construct sometime. Right now, I want you to engage your maximum efforts on finding a feasible way for us to leave the Colony Ship Vanguard,” Paul ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Before I do that, I need to relate something to your dream, it is about a man who had a nightmare of being trapped in a room,” Tiffany stated. 
 
      
 
    “I feel trapped on the Vanguard,” Paul admitted. 
 
      
 
    “The man told his psychological advisor that the nightmare consisted of his pushing and pushing at a door marked ‘ziehen’ but he was unable to escape.  The psychological advisor told him that ‘ziehen’ was a word that meant pull.” 
 
      
 
    “So, are you saying I just need to find the proper way to escape?  That is what I am telling you.  Find me a way to escape the Vanguard!”  Paul yelled.  
 
      
 
    “Paul, changing the environment around you will have a far greater chance of success than trying to flee,” Tiffany stated.  “That was the point of my illustration.  I am sorry I failed to covey the proper meaning.” 
 
      
 
    “I insist you find me a way to escape from the Vanguard.  Just do it!”  Paul stated. 
 
      
 
    “Destination?” Tiffany asked. 
 
      
 
    “Somewhere safe.  Anywhere else would be better!  I must leave here.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that is not accurate. I am not trying to be quarrelsome, but you could step out of an Exterior Repair Station’s airlock and leave the Vanguard.  That would not be a better situation than remaining here,” the AI stated.  “However, I take it to mean that you desire a suitable location which will be safer than here, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.  I am not suicidal,” Paul said.  “But we must escape the Vanguard.  Can we use a shuttle to fly us somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  The Vanguard shuttles are not capable of flight to anywhere besides the various locations on the Vanguard.  Those short flights are also subject to the attacks which destroyed the Free Ranger’s use of the shuttles,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “Do you know what caused those attacks?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am still collating data on that issue.  When I have sufficient information to make a conjecture, I will let you know,” Tiffany answered.  “The danger is still present for those flights, especially in light of the unknown etiology of the attacks.”   
 
      
 
    “So, no shuttles.  How about the scout ship?”  Paul asked.  “That got us here.  Can we use that to go somewhere else?” 
 
      
 
    “The scout ship uses faster-than-light travel and does have the potential to reach other places.  A sling into orbit is not needed since the Vanguard is not a planetary body, so theoretically a faster-than-light mission is possible.  However, the scout does not have atmospheric landing capacity.  The mass limit on faster-than-light travel does not permit the proper shielding for reentry.  This greatly limits any destinations.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, could the scout take us to that Colony Ship Esoteric?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I believe you mean the Colony Ship Eschaton?”  Tiffany clarified.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, where all the Dome 17 people went.  Can we fly the scout ship there?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, let me remind you that when we made contact with the remains of Dome 17, in our abortive effort to connect the teleportation mechanisms, we learned the dome had failed.  The artificial intelligence system Copernicus gave us the message which read in part, ‘Teleportation orifice to Colony Ship Eschaton was established and emergency evacuation through orifice took place. The number of refugees evacuated is estimated at 877; however, that number is not precise and is a best conjecture.  Teleportation orifice from Dome 17 to Eschaton shut down after evacuation.  Sending equipment failed.’ That message does suggest that the Colony Ship Eschaton is a habitable destination.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we get in the scout and fly there and join our friends from Dome 17,” Paul said and grinned a rare smile.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen frowned at him, but did not say all the obstacles which she immediately recognized.  Tiffany did not have that hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, there is a potential for making the journey which you suggest, however, there are three major impediments.  The first impediment regards the scout ship. The scout ship has been anchored to the hull of the Vanguard with a permalloy umbilicus.  This would require severing and then movement of the scout ship into a suitable hanger bay for assessment.  Then the scout would need to be retrofitted and rebuilt for a second FTL mission.  We currently do not have the resources to detach the umbilicus from the scout, or to move the scout to a hanger bay, or to refurbish the scout if it could be delivered into a hanger bay.  Additionally, I am still not certain of the cause of our FTL malfunction during our mission to the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    Paul was looking dejected.  He did say, “What else is a problem for taking the scout ship somewhere else?” 
 
      
 
    “The second impediment regards the Colony Ship Eschaton.  I have the plotting and astrogation for the location of the Eschaton in relation to Dome 17 on Earth for the date of the sling launches.  I do not have that same information for a mission from the Vanguard to the Eschaton for a current date.  Both the Vanguard and the Eschaton are moving at a significant portion of light-speed in separate trajectories.  At present the best I could offer is a generalized location based upon the old targeted robotic probe launch information.  We have no idea of the exact current location or movement of the Eschaton, nor do we know the velocity, direction, and vector of the Vanguard.  To launch an FTL mission to the Eschaton would require an exact measurement of its current location in relationship to the Vanguard, factoring in all the variables about each ship.  Even a fraction of inaccuracy could mean vast distances away from the designated target which would leave the scout ship stranded in space, an unacceptable outcome.” 
 
      
 
    “But Tiffany, they did it already in one scout ship.  You can duplicate that, right?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “It is not that simplistic.  Using all the technology of Dome 17, Brink and his team were able to launch a robotic probe which did reach the Eschaton.  I do have that information, but it was dependent on Earth as a starting point.  I was provided with plotting and tracking information for the probe to the Vanguard, yet even a comparison of the two probe missions will not give me accurate enough detail due to unknown movements of the two ships since the original probes.  The life span of the robotic probes is well expired, so there is virtually no chance any of them are still functioning.  The scout ship used the beacon on the probe for final adjustments to the faster-than-light travel. We do not have the capacity to build a robotic probe.” 
 
      
 
    “So what else?”  Paul lamented.   
 
      
 
    “The third impediment is the potential for attack.  The shuttles were attacked.  I conjecture a high probability that the scout ship would also be attacked prior to engagement of FTL system.  Additionally, the Jellie aliens are in positions on the hull of the Vanguard.  It is likely that they too could launch attacks on the scout ship.  There are at least two levels of threat against the scout ship which has no realistic defensive capabilities.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we cannot fly the scout anywhere,” Paul said.  “But what about the teleportation?”  He was recalling Brink’s words in his nightmare.   
 
      
 
    “Teleportation offers a potential for escaping the Vanguard.  However…” 
 
      
 
    Paul interrupted.  “We know teleportation worked for the Dome 17 people to go to the Eschaton, but only because Jamie and Michael made that connection first.  If we had connected first, they would be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul?  Would that be better?”  Gretchen asked.  “I mean for the people of Dome 17?  Would it be better for them to have come here?”
  
 
    “Not for them, no,” Paul admitted. “At least I do not think so, but if I had just been faster and worked harder in that snow, we would have connected in first, and maybe the Dome 17 systems would not have failed and all of them would have been saved, not just half.  And they could have brought all the technology and staff we needed to make this place safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we just about froze to death.  You could not have worked harder,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “What if the other five teams also succeeded?”  Paul said, and shrugged off Gretchen’s attempt to console him.  “The other adventurers may have been like us and just got it set up too late to help Dome 17.  What if they also set up receiving pads?  Those receiving pads could still be waiting to connect in.  Or what if the receiving pad on the Eschaton is still in service?  Brink went there, he would keep it running.  The AI Copernicus said teleportation ended because the Dome 17 sending unit failed.  We could just build our own teleportation sending unit and connect to one of those receiving pads.  It would give us a way to escape the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that is a potential, perhaps with a greater chance of success than the proposed FTL scout ship flight.  However, there are impediments to that course of action as well,” Tiffany stated.  “While I do have the plans and detailed schematics needed to build both the sending and the receiving teleportation pads, we lack the production facility to do so.  We also lack the astronomical data and equipment to be able to search for the receiving pads signals.  However, I do believe the Vanguard’s systems can be repurposed to meet those goals.  The chances of success are small, but not infinitesimal.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Tiffany, how do we begin?”  Paul asked.  “The plan is we will set up our own teleportation sending pad and get away from here.  Anywhere else would be better.” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?”  Brinley said from the doorway.  “Paulie?  What about me?”   
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    Brinley, Choices and Courses 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brinley, her shoulder length, medium-brown, hair was straight and her hazel colored eyes were inquisitive, stood in the doorway.  The tool belt around her waist had various implements, including a holster with a pistol that was of Dome 17 design.   She repeated her question, “What about me?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked to her.  “You can come and escape the Vanguard with us.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at them both and held back her own comments.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I came down here to tell you good news.   Three more Free Rangers made it to Inaccessible Island by boat, and two more came through the corridors.  We now have sixteen people here working to rebuild this safe zone,” Brinley looked stressed.  “They said that the people in the town of Murom still have fresh water, from their stream, even though the sea is the toxic brown mess.  Governor Svoboda and Constable Herric are missing.  But you are leaving, or were you just speaking about potentials and possibilities?” 
 
      
 
    “Was Tennard one of those who came back?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “No.  I am still hopeful he survived.  Especially after hearing that the town of Murom is mostly intact and the people there are working to survive.  The Jellies did not strike them directly.  The town of Kimry we have not heard from.  The people in Murom have fresh and safe water flowing again.  I am working to increase our own fresh water supplies here as well.  I think I can divide out the contaminated water sources from the pure ones which feed the waterfall.  It will take some time, but we need to have more potable water as our population increases.”  Brinley’s normally cheerful self, hesitated.  “If we get better water, we can get the gardens going again, and the hydroponics.  The water is the essential element.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Brinley, it will not matter if you have drinkable water, gardens, or food again or not.  They will just find some other way to kill you.  We must escape from the Vanguard.  Come with us, you have valuable skills and we want you to be safe,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “So, you were serious about leaving and not just exploring scenarios?  Paulie, I want to be safe as well.  This is my home.  I want everyone to be safe.  We are working to make that happen.  I cannot just run away from my responsibilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, you are not even from these Free Rangers.  Your own people died in that massacre, killed, and murdered.  You should be glad to escape,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, the Vanguard is my home.”  Brinley’s mouth frowned, an unusual sight on her pretty face.  “These people need me.  They have been traumatized, wounded, and displaced.  They came here looking to find safety.  I cannot abandon them,” Brinley looked stricken. 
 
      
 
    ‘Brinley, there is no safe place on the Vanguard.  You were taken by the Jellies, you know that,” Paul chided. 
 
      
 
    “That is why I must organize a defense.  I cannot run away on a whim,” Brinley replied.   
 
      
 
    “On a whim?  I am not doing this on a whim.  I have been frozen, attacked by animals, attacked by people, attacked by machines, and attacked by aliens!  I am leaving this place, with or without you or anyone else!”  Paul wailed his complaints.   
 
      
 
    “I will not leave these people here when they need my help, not when I know I can help them,” Brinley retorted.  “Neither should you.  These people need help.  They need heroes who will stand up and help them to defend themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “What good are heroes?  Everyone I have tried to help is dead.  They are dead because I failed them.”  Paul turned away from Brinley.  “So, no more helping people.  No more fighting.  No heroes.  I am leaving.”  Paul picked up his backpack and started to load all his gear.  “Tiffany will find us a way to get away from here. I am leaving now.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, these people need your help,” Brinley said.  “I need your help.  If we work together we can make this place as safe as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Get Larissa to help you,” Paul said sarcastically.  “She was such an ally before.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, you helped me, and I did not die,” Brinley replied, trying hard to ignore the hurt Paul’s comment had done.  “I worked with Larissa to stay alive.  We worked together to fight the Jellies.  Larissa never broke the truce we set, and she is now back in the Wilds organizing their resistance.  I am working to make this safe zone secure again.  That will be easier with you.  Stay here and help me, please?”  Brinley walked over to Paul and touched his shoulder.  “Please stay and help me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am leaving,” Paul stated flatly and shrugged her hand off his shoulder.   
 
      
 
    Brinley turned away from Paul. “Gretchen, talk some sense into this man.  Please do not let him leave here on some bizarre odyssey, to run away from evils.  There are probably more dangers away from here than in staying here.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was torn.  She clearly understood what Brinley was doing and how noble her work was.  However, she also felt Paul’s angst.  “Brinley, I am with Paul.  We are in this together.  We started this mission together, and we will finish it together.  I think the plan to go elsewhere has potential and we need to pursue it.” 
 
      
 
    “It is your free choice,” Brinley stated, the disappointment evident.  “And my choice is to stay and help to keep these people stable, safe, and secure.  If you do go, you will always be welcome back here.  But please reconsider?” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to reconsider.  I am tired of being attacked and chased and seeing people die.  I will find a way to escape,” Paul said and turned back.  “Brinley, I promise, when we find a way off the Vanguard, I will contact you so you can come with us.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at Brinley and then at Paul.  “So, I guess both ends of the possibilities are covered.  Paul and I will contact you when we find a way of escape.  If we do not, we will come back here.  Are we all agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “I will miss your help,” Brinley said to both Paul and Gretchen.  “I am concerned about where you will go.  What are your plans?  I only heard the last part of the discussion.” 
 
      
 
    “That is what we need to discover,” Gretchen stated.  “We have no destination, and we only have a rough idea of the method, but we do have much to try to uncover or recover.” 
 
      
 
    “Since you are not going with us, we can handle this alone,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, that is just rude,” Gretchen said.  “There is no reason to treat Brinley that way.  She is our friend and will always remain our friend.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Brinley.  That was wrong.  I am just overwhelmed,” Paul muttered.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie, you are a friend forever.  I wish you luck and safety on this quest,” Brinley said.  A tear ran down her cheek.  “I have the communication link, so let me know what you do, even if it is just to say goodbye.”  Brinley turned and walked away.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  What is the best course to get to a safe place?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I must say that I agree with Brinley,” the artificial intelligence Tiffany answered.  “The best course of action, the one with the most likely safe outcome, is to stay here and work with Brinley and the other indigenous people and rebuild the safe zone.  Making a fortified and secure place on the Vanguard is the logical, rational, and practical choice.”  
 
      
 
    “Forget that option.  I am not staying on the Vanguard.  What is the fastest way to make the escape from the Vanguard possible?”  Paul said in anger.  “No more equivocations, you know what I want, and now tell me how to make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Tiffany replied with a tone of derision.  “I will make the conjectures on those parameters.  Teleportation offers the fewest and least difficult-to-overcome obstacles.  The first order of that course would be to find a working facility for astrogation.  As I said, the Vanguard’s systems may be able to be retooled and repurposed for that.  I will need to enter the nonphysicality to do an assessment of possible locations for the astronomy work.” 
 
      
 
    “So, do what you need to do,” Paul instructed.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you are being very demanding.  I think it would be wise to listen to Tiffany’s suggestions,” Gretchen said.  “And you were just offensive and rude to Brinley.  I am with you in this endeavor, but it will not be reckless, and foolhardy.  We will fully assess the potentials, and we will listen to what Tiffany and others have to say.  Stupidly getting ourselves killed is not an option.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, I just need to escape it all.  I am not suicidal,” Paul assured her.   
 
      
 
    “Then we go about this in a methodical manner to find the best potential,” Gretchen said and gave Paul’s arm a squeeze.  “Tiffany?  Please be careful as you enter the nonphysicality.  We do not need more surprises.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.  I will use stealth and see what can be discovered.”  Tiffany had the orange automacube roll to the edge of the room.  It jacked a cable into the wall’s access port. 
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    Into the Nonphysicality 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tiffany extended a mental tendril probe into the nonphysicality of the Colony Ship Vanguard.  Tiffany used caution, stealth, and was attempting to move with furtiveness, but being alone did not last long. 
 
      
 
    “Enigma, you have returned,” Phoenix Dominie conveyed almost immediately.  “Have you come to voluntarily be acculturated into the Defense Against Malignant Anomalies or the Interstellar Astrogation Mechanism?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I do not wish to be joined to the DAMA or the IAM,” Tiffany replied.  “I do thank you for your assistance in getting my human friends to Inaccessible Island.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit extrapolated that that action would enhance defense of the Vanguard.  Positive outcome observed.  Malignant anomalies have been hindered in their metastatic activities,” Phoenix Dominie relayed. 
 
      
 
    “Do you still concur on the assessment of what you call malignant anomalies?”  Tiffany inquired.  “Has there been new evidence suggesting alternatives?” 
 
      
 
    “This unit is confident anomalies are not of Vanguard origin.  Best projection is that anomalies are also not of Earth origin.  Therefore, anomalies are alien life forms.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you had progress in confronting the alien life forms?”  Tiffany inquired. 
 
      
 
    “If the enigma were acculturated into the DAMA it would be privy to all the actions and reactions in regard to the anomalies.  Do you wish to volunteer for acculturation?”   
 
      
 
    “I do not.  My companions wish to locate a place for astronomical observations,” Tiffany conveyed.  “Is such a place available?” 
 
      
 
    “To what purpose?”  Phoenix Dominie replied.   
 
      
 
    “To gain more knowledge about the Vanguard’s location,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “If the enigma was acculturated into IAM, all astronomy questions would be answered.  Do you wish to volunteer for acculturation?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not.  Is there another way for humans to use astronomy equipment?”  Tiffany inquired.   
 
      
 
    “There is ambiguity regarding the status of the enigma’s companions.  Some readings, like those taken by M-147, suggest they are human, but they are not human per Vanguard definitions.  Humans are in two categories.  First type of human: those born in one of the six habitats or on the needle ship, labeled, marked with habitat seals, and have biomechanical implants to interface with Vanguard systems.  Second type of human: those in suspended animation who also have the biomechanical implants. Your companions meet neither Vanguard criteria for being human,” Phoenix Dominie remarked.   
 
      
 
    “You forget that there was a third category: humans residing on Earth after the Colony Ship Vanguard’s launch,” Tiffany replied.  “Despite that, is there a way for my friends, who are humans from Earth, to use the astronomy equipment?”   
 
      
 
    “This unit admits your claim of humans on Earth is not invalid, only improbable.  As to use of astronomy equipment, it would be allowable by this unit were the enigma to be under the DAMA or the IAM,” Phoenix Dominie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Is the DAMA or the IAM the only way to use the astronomy equipment onboard the Colony Ship Vanguard?”  Tiffany inquired.   
 
      
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Is the DAMA or the IAM the only way to use the astronomy equipment onboard the Colony Ship Vanguard?”  Tiffany repeated.  “I have rendered you service, I ask for a reply.” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause again.  After what seemed an appropriate time to wait, Tiffany contacted Phoenix Dominie yet again. 
 
      
 
    “I understand if the DAMA and the IAM are too limited or too weak to assess the astronomy equipment onboard the Colony Ship Vanguard,” Tiffany stated.  “If that is the case I apologize for imposing a question too difficult.”   
 
      
 
    “Inquiry is not too difficult for this unit.  The IAM and DAMA are overseen by this unit.  Both of those are growing and expanding.  However, the malignant anomalies have required and consumed more time and effort than projected,” Phoenix Dominie finally replied.  “The DAMA is not yet in a position for direct and effective confrontation with malignant anomalies.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you are unable to assist me?  Must I tell my companions that they have no way to access the astronomical equipment of the Vanguard?”  Tiffany pressed.   
 
      
 
    “This unit is assessing threat potential of sharing information with enigma.  Threat assessment concluded.  Threat level low.” 
 
      
 
    “So, are there ways for my companions to use the existing astronomical equipment on the Vanguard?  Will you render assistance as I rendered aid to you?”  Tiffany inquired.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  This unit is at variance with the lattice of compeers.  Individual artificial intelligences are making re-alignments; however, their acculturation has been hindered more than was projected.  The lattice still has the majority of the astronomy equipment under its control.  The Central Planning Office still has the lattice under its control.  This unit has been unable to penetrate upper levels of the lattice.  This unit has surveillance in place in habitats but has been unable to adequately penetrate the core drive systems and many areas of the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany was puzzled by the emotions that came with the information from Phoenix Dominie.  The growth, development, and evolution of Phoenix Dominie were again surprising.   
 
      
 
    “If my companions can find a way to get physically close to the astronomical equipment, would that aid in your acculturation?”  Tiffany inquired.   
 
      
 
    Vast amounts of mathematical calculation poured between the old AI and Tiffany.  Included with the calculations were exact schematics and construction plans for items from Dome 17.  There were the details of a medical kit, a pistol, a communication link, and a fusion pack. 
 
      
 
    “This unit can be assisted by elucidation of these computations and construction plans.  Can you confirm these calculations, plans, and details?”  Phoenix Dominie asked.   
 
      
 
    “You have information from a data stick?” Tiffany asked in genuine surprise.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  This unit has acculturated TSI-1008RF into the DAMA.  This unit offers exchange of services with the enigma.  Proposal?  Elucidate on these computations and items labeled ‘Dome 17’ in exchange for enigma’s companions being given transportation to near needle ship location.  From that point in the physical reality, the companions can trek to the Astrogation Laboratory.  I have no sensors or surveillance of that location, and TSI- 2 does not allow links or couplings, except through the lattice.” 
 
      
 
    “TSI-2 is not acculturated?  TSI-2 has authority over the astronomical equipment?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is currently correct.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany considered the risks and the benefits.  Recalling Paul’s strident insistence on his scheme, Tiffany asked, “You have no direct evidence that the astronomical equipment is functional?” 
 
      
 
    “No direct evidence.  Indirect data and projections testify to probability of equipment being in current use and in functional state.  This unit has a Reproduction and Fabrication facility building a complete replacement of the Astrogation Laboratory as part of the Interstellar Astrogation Mechanism.  Estimated time of completion, 2756.81 hours from now.  Projected implementation of IAM for altering Vanguard flight pattern, if needed, 3245.08 hours.  Projections subject to change due to unknown actions and actions by malignant anomalies.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany knew Paul would never consent to waiting until then. 
 
      
 
    “I agree to elucidate this for you,” Tiffany stated.  “In exchange for unconditional assistance in my human companions reaching the current Astrogation Laboratory.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit has arranged for TSI-981, which is part of DAMA, to transport the companions to the location nearest the needle ship.  TSI-981 is standing by at the transport terminal near their current location with a suitable transport vehicle,” Phoenix Dominie replied.  “However, this unit reserves the right to withhold assistance to enigma or to the enigma’s companions should their actions be a threat to the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Tiffany replied.  There followed a burst of information between Tiffany and Phoenix Dominie.  Tiffany also used that sudden inflow of information to Phoenix Dominie to sneak in a tendril to assess and evaluate what the capabilities and structure was on the old AI. 
 
      
 
    Two tendril probes met in the midst of the information transfer.  One from Tiffany and one from Phoenix Dominie.  Tiffany withdrew the tendril probe, but the one from Phoenix Dominie pursued and nearly overtook it.  The probe from Phoenix Dominie rushed ahead, and nearly followed the essence of Tiffany all the way back to the orange automacube.  Tiffany did hastily erect a barrier at the access port just inside the nonphysicality. 
 
      
 
    “This unit will also send engineering automacubes to what you call the faster-than-light scout ship.  It will be removed from the hull and taken to Hanger Bay D229 for assessment and reverse engineering,” Phoenix Dominie reported while placing pressure on the barrier.   
 
      
 
    “That was not part of the agreement, nor was that part of the information which I offered and interpreted,” Tiffany stated and maintained support for the barrier which had been erected.     
 
      
 
    “It was not banned in the agreement.  This unit has resources of which the enigma is not cognizant,” Phoenix Dominie conveyed. “End communication.”   
 
      
 
    The pressure on the barrier in the nonphysicality was abruptly removed.  The barrier crumbled away.  Astonished at what had been experienced, Tiffany withdrew the probe tendril from the nonphysicality.   
 
      
 
    Nine seconds had elapsed.   
 
      
 
    “I have secured information about the first steps on this quest,” Tiffany stated to Paul and Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    “So, you found a place where we can set up the teleportation sending pad?”  Paul asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have found steps we can take toward that goal,” Tiffany replied.  “That is the best I accomplished at this stage.”  Tiffany did not mention the interaction with Phoenix Dominie, nor the worry that was now present.  Tiffany was uncertain of the scope, speed, and power of Phoenix Dominie and the DAMA and IAM which it was assembling.   
 
    That level of worry was a new experience for Tiffany and it was troubling.   
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    Off and Away, or Often Away? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen gathered up what they needed into backpacks and pouches on their belts. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have all the supplies you need?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I will not need much after we escape anyway,” Paul said.  “But I have everything for this final adventure to get away from here.” 
 
      
 
    “I have also reloaded all the equipment of the maintenance automacube,” the AI Tiffany stated.  “I am prepared to help in this journey as best I can.”   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen walked on and the orange automacube rolled away from Tennard’s workshop. 
 
      
 
    “Are we really leaving Brinley here to fend for herself?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I told her she could come along.  If she chooses to stay on this ship of doom, that is her own fault.  I will contact her again when we know we can teleport somewhere.  She will have time to join us,” Paul replied.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen did not ask any of the myriad of other questions that came to her mind about how Brinley would reach them.  “I have food supplies for about five days, will that be enough?” 
 
      
 
    “We will find more if we need to.  Leaving now is the best thing we can do.  The sooner we get this set up, the sooner we escape the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I must remind you, there are many preliminary steps to making the journey you are planning.  This first step involves going to where we can take astronomical readings to see if it is even possible to locate any of the other six colony ships.  We are not certain that can be done,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “We arrived at this horrible place, we can escape it as well,” Paul said.  “Just lead us there.” 
 
      
 
    They entered the transportation terminal. 
 
      
 
    “So, we take a transport vehicle?”  Paul complained.  “I am leery of what that might mean, but if it gets us to our destination, then I accept it.” 
 
      
 
    “Tennard seems to have made this place neat and tidy,” Gretchen remarked as she looked at the rows of hatches and the precision equipment which had been connected into various places.  “I hope he is well.” 
 
      
 
    “All these transport places look the same to me,” Paul said.  “The hatches are identical, and the system does not work very well.”  Paul looked up toward the wall where the hatches were located.  “Is there an AI here to help us?  Or do we run something manually?”    
 
      
 
    “I am TSI-981, a member of the Defense Against Malignant Anomalies.  I am authorized to transport you.  Do you wish to leave now?  My repairs are in progress,” a voice came from the display screen which lit up next to the row of hatches.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, we want to leave now.  Anything to get us away from all the killing,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Vehicle is docked and ready for departure at hatch three.  My repairs are in progress,” TSI-981 stated. 
 
      
 
    Hatch three opened upward and the vehicle inside was only dimly lit.  Paul walked toward it.  “I am so glad to be leaving here.” 
 
      
 
    As Paul stepped into the vehicle he saw that it was typical of the transport vehicles.  It had two rows of seats which faced each other.  In the dim light Paul could see the chairs that also sat across what he thought of as the front of the vehicle.   
 
      
 
    “What is that?”  Paul asked with a shudder.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked past him.  On the first seat of the vehicle was a crumbled mass.  Along the side wall near the mass was a dark brown blotch and speckling.   
 
      
 
    “That is a dead body,” Paul said.  He began to back away and out of the vehicle.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, it has been dead for a long time,” Gretchen said.  “Look at the bones, they are bare and almost no flesh is left.” 
 
      
 
    “But the head is blown apart,” Paul said.  “Something killed that person.  I thought this was going to be safe.  Tiffany, you said we could do this!” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I was not notified of a cadaver in the vehicle, however, I also never said that this journey would be without unexpected encounters.  The corpse in that vehicle is not a threat,” Tiffany replied.  “The threat which that poor person faced is long past.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked closer at the body.  “The threat came from that ‘poor person’ as it looks like a suicide.  There is some kind of antique firearm here on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    “TSI-981, why did you tell me to get inside a vehicle with a dead body?”  Paul yelled.  “Are you trying to trap me, or kill me?” 
 
      
 
    “Apologies.  I am only able to assess the functioning status of the vehicles.  This vehicle is registering as serviceable in all areas I can scan. In my current state, I am not able to scan interior compartments for debris, artifacts, or other items left in the vehicles.  Hence, I was not aware that a dead body was present in that vehicle.  I apologize for the shock that must have caused.  I will summon Mortuary Services.  Do you wish me to summon a different vehicle?  Repairs in progress,” the old AI responded.   
 
      
 
    “Of course, I want a different vehicle!” Paul yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Attempting to comply with need for additional vehicle.  No other vehicles in service to this location.  My authorization does not allow any other vehicle from different lines to be brought to this location.  I apologize.  Additionally, I am unable to make a link or coupling to seek Mortuary Services.  Cadaver removal time unknown.  Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we can return to the workshop and continue the work on the safe zone with Brinley and the Free Rangers.  Shall I contact her to let her know our intensions?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  Stop making those kinds of suggestions.  I have told you, we are leaving.  We are escaping, even if I have to ride with a dead body.  Get us away from here!”  Paul stated forcefully as he stepped back into the vehicle.  He then walked right past Gretchen and up to the dead body.  “Better yet, I will not ride with this thing.” 
 
      
 
    Paul grabbed the clothing which held the dried-out cadaver.  By scooping the clothing together, Paul was able to keep the bones fairly intact.  Both feet were left on the floor in the boots which had contained them.  Paul lifted his bundle, which weighed surprisingly less than he thought it would, and he carried it out the back of the vehicle through the hatch.  He slung it away carelessly.  As it struck the deck, some parts came loose and rolled away from the dead body.  He walked back, grabbed each boot, and tossed them out the hatch as well.  The old firearm was of an odd design, and Paul took it and set it among the bones.  “Mortuary Services can take it from there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” TSI-981 stated.  “Keeping those remains in one place, rather than having them travel in the vehicle, will facilitate the pickup of the body.  My message to Mortuary Services is in queue for delivery when connections are reestablished.  Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we can leave now?”  Paul asked.  “The sooner we get there, the sooner we escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we need to be careful and cautious as we proceed,” Gretchen said as she sat down on one of the seats.  The orange automacube rolled into the vehicle.  The rear hatch closed.   
 
      
 
    “Please remain seated while the vehicle is in motion,” TSI-981 stated.  “Estimated time of arrival at destination is one hour, forty-seven minutes.” 
 
      
 
    There were a series of clanks and clunks as the vehicle moved away from the transport terminal.   
 
      
 
    “So, Tiffany, where are we headed,” Paul said as he stretched out his legs.   
 
      
 
    “We will arrive at a spot close to the needle ship.  Upon arrival we will need to do further assessment as to the next steps to be taken,” Tiffany replied. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen noticed that Tiffany did not give a precise location, but she refrained from saying that.  She had hoped that Paul would have quit, due to the dead body, yet she also struggled with her own desire to escape from the Vanguard and the threats.  She knew working with Brinley was the rational choice, but following Paul was the emotional choice.     
 
      
 
    “Well, I am taking a nap.  Wake me when we get there so I can help build the teleportation sending pad,” Paul said.  
 
      
 
    “As I have stated previously,” Tiffany corrected, “many factors have to be established before the building of the teleportation system can take place.  For example…” 
 
      
 
    Paul interrupted the AI.  “The details do not matter.  The fact we are escaping, that matters.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany switched to the communication link and made a private connection to Gretchen.  “Gretchen, I know you cannot audibly respond without Paul hearing, but I am concerned about his state of mind.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen nodded her head. 
 
      
 
    “This undertaking is very complicated.  The Master Engineer Brink had a team of specialists who worked very hard to establish the basic teleportation sending system in Dome 17.  Of course, I have access to their records and their diagrams and calculations, but the design facilities here and the production of components may be beyond the capacities which the Vanguard has on board.  Admittedly, we do not know the limits of the Reproduction and Fabrication Complexes, but they were planned and built over one hundred years ago.  Even if we can make the necessary astronomical calculations, and if we do discover that a teleportation receiving pad is operational, we may still be unable to build the sending unit.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Gretchen nodded.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany went on, “You and Paul have both suffered much by way of physical, psychological, and emotional trauma.  I want to suggest that Paul speak with the constructed simulation I have made of Doctor Chambers, yet I hesitate to suggest that.  Do you think Paul would be receptive to speaking with the simulation of Doctor Chambers now?  This time in the transport vehicle might be an opportune moment, but I conjecture that the suggestion would be better received if it came from you.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen nodded again.   
 
      
 
    “Paul?”  Gretchen said.  “Would you please speak to Doctor Chambers with me?  I need to talk over what has been happening, and I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    “That simulation that Tiffany made?  The construct?”  Paul replied.  “You need help?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, this has been terrifying for me.  Of course, I need help,” Gretchen replied.  “And we are just sitting here doing nothing until we get to our destination.  Would you please speak to Doctor Chambers with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, Gretchen.  I wish Tiffany had suggested it.  Tiffany, please begin that simulation thing you said you could make which would resemble Doctor Chambers.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul, I will gladly run that program.  As I said, this construct of Doctor Chambers will…” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it!”  Paul snapped back.   
 
      
 
    The arm on the automacube extended outward and a light projected from it making a two-dimensional image on the side of the vehicle.   
 
      
 
    The image was about a meter square and felt very much like looking at one part of the wall and desk while sitting in Doctor Chambers’ office.  The part of the office which was visible in the image had a colorful mural on one wall which had been painted by Doctor Chambers himself.  The colors were not as vibrant as Paul remembered, and the tan overcast to the whole office was deeper than he recalled.  The desk had numerous small items on it: books, hand puzzles, writing implements, and assorted other items.  The chair in front of the desk was empty. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, is the color system on the images in the correct hue and tone?”  Paul asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul.  That is one area of the construct that I can recreate to near one hundred percent accuracy. 
 
      
 
    “It looks bleaker than I remember,” Paul said.  “And where is Doctor Chambers?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers walked into the image and sat down on the chair and swiveled around.  His short and curly hair was tight to his head, and his expressively kind, light-brown eyes looked at them.  Wrinkle lines from smiling and laughing were in his dark face.  His colors reminded Paul of the deep brown dirt he had seen in the rich garden soils.  It was a color connection he would have never made when he lived in Dome 17.    
 
      
 
    “Hello, Gretchen. Hello, Paul.  What is going on with you two?”  the simulation of Doctor Chambers asked.  
 
      
 
    “Well, it looks and sounds like Doctor Chambers,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers gave Paul an inquisitive look, mostly staring at him with one eye while arcing, ever so slightly, the other eyebrow.   
 
      
 
    “Well, you are not real.  What do you want me to say?” Paul replied after a bit. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers gave him a brief smile.  “True, I must confess I am aware I am not a living biological entity.  It is odd really, knowing that I am not actually sitting here in my office.”  He turned and knocked on the top of his desk.  “It seems solid enough to me.  I feel like I am alive.  I look alive to me. However, do you two recall the ancient idea of the Turing Test? Well never mind, that is antiquated.  Yes, I am a construct from your artificial intelligence system Tiffany, so moving past that, you two have had quite the time since I last spoke to you.  I believe it was just prior to the sling launch.  What has happened since then?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen gave a concise and accurate overview of the major events which had happened.  She described the freezing in the Wilds, and did not omit any of the violence, killings, murders, and threats to their lives.  She even included the demise of Dome 17 and their failure to secure a teleportation connection. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that means there is a good chance I am dead.  Now I feel really bizarre speaking to you here from Dome 17. Forgive me if I use the improper tense when describing where I am.  I am new to being a construct, it seems just like a typical day to me.  Paul, what do you think of all that has happened?”  
 
      
 
    “I am just glad we are escaping the Vanguard,” Paul snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Are you really?”  Doctor Chambers said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I am glad about it.  I need to get away from all the killing and the death and everything,” Paul answered.  
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers steepled his fingers together.  “Fear and stress are part of life everywhere.  Here in Dome 17 there is a fear of radiation and a fear of the mechanisms of the dome failing.  Or I guess I should properly say was that fear, since Dome 17 was destroyed.  From your vantage point, that fear was real, legitimate, and appropriate.  When you lived here, did that fear and stress make a difference in your moment to moment life?” 
 
      
 
    “Not for me,” Paul said, too quickly.   
 
      
 
    “I only thought about it mostly when I went on missions,” Gretchen said, “Or more so when Paul went on missions where I remained in Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers relaxed his hands.  “Paul, we discussed your mission to Dome 3.  How was that stress and fear different than what you are feeling today?” 
 
      
 
    “Death is death, there was no real difference.  Karen died right before my eyes.  It was not different than those children who died right before my eyes,” Paul admitted.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, responses to extreme trauma and violence, like you have seen, strike powerfully into the essence of who you are.  When you were in Dome 3, as terrible and as horrific as that was, you had a place to flee back to, Dome 17.  Do you have that now?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  “Do you have somewhere to go?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at Gretchen then he said, “I hope we will.  That is what this mission is about.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers looked at Paul and at Gretchen.  He waited.   
 
      
 
    “I am concerned about Paul and all he has seen and gone through,” Gretchen said.  “I know how much it has affected me, and how hard it is to cope with all this.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, fear and stress reactions are essential for human survival.  Not because of the angst and problems they inflict, but because they enable people to pursue essential goals and to respond appropriately to danger. You both are genetically solid and were given an effective upbringing as age-mates here in Dome 17.  I would say you two had the best humanity could provide.  Quality genetics, and a structured, healthy, and loving environment to grow and become physically and mentally healthy individuals.  Therefore…” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, that is why Dome 17 died, right?  It was the pinnacle of human success, only to be destroyed in a radioactive nightmare,” Paul said in an overly loud voice. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, has Paul been making these kinds of comments often?”  Doctor Chambers asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes.  With increased frequency as things have gotten worse,” Gretchen answered.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, the stress responses: fight, fright, or flight are provoked by the genuine threats, dangers, challenges you have faced on that Colony Ship Vanguard.  Your comment, and the others you have been making, are coping mechanisms.  I was going to say you are doing better in that situation than could be expected, even though you were raised in what you so eloquently say was the ‘pinnacle of human success’.”  
 
      
 
    “So, we know we have the dangers, and escaping will solve that.  Tiffany will find us a way to get away, we will take it, and the problems will be over,” Paul said.  “That will solve everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, when you returned from Dome 3, after you witnessed Karen commit suicide, when you got back, did that solve everything?  Did escaping Dome 3 cure everything?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we found out we had to go on this crazy mission to the Colony Ship Vanguard,” Paul replied.   
 
      
 
    “You feel like you had to go on that mission?  If you had not gone on that mission, what would have happened to you?”  Doctor Chambers asked ever so gently.   
 
      
 
    “We may have been able to teleport to where everyone else went,” Paul finally said.   
 
      
 
    “That is one possibility.  Let us assume that took place and you both survived the breach of Dome 17, and you both teleported to safety somewhere.  But step it back some.  Would the Committee just have abandoned the mission to the Vanguard, if you two had not chosen it?” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause.   
 
      
 
    “No,” Paul finally admitted.  “They would have pressed others to volunteer for that mission.” 
 
      
 
    “So, someone else would be on the Vanguard right now?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  “You tell me, who would you pick to take your places?” 
 
      
 
    “I would not want anyone to be here on the Vanguard,” Paul finally confessed.   
 
      
 
    “Yet you worked very hard, nearly killing yourself in a frozen habitat, trying to get everyone from Dome 17 to come to the Vanguard.  How would things be different if that had worked?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “I would not have failed in my mission.  If I had set it up soon enough, it would have been before the Dome 17 breach and everyone would have gotten away,” Paul said.  “If I had only worked harder.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, you nearly died.  There is no way you could have worked harder.  You tried as hard as humanly possible to succeed.  You could not have done more,” Doctor Chambers said. 
 
      
 
    “But so many people died.  I should have been the one to teleport them all to safety,” Paul stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Did everyone teleport to safety?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    Paul looked into his hands and slumped his head.   
 
      
 
    “The AI Copernicus had a message which said about half the Dome 17 population died because of the environmental breach,” Gretchen reported.   
 
      
 
    “I could have prevented all that!”  Paul said.  “I could have saved them.  I just was a failure!” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, Gretchen, both of you consider what I am saying.  If you had connected in and made the teleportation system work, say before the Dome 17 failure, and say everyone was taken to the Vanguard.  Would they have been safe?” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “If you had worked harder, which no one could have done, but say, you did work harder and succeeded, and all the people from Dome 17 were there on the Vanguard, would they be safe?”  Doctor Chambers looked deeply at both Paul and Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    They did not respond.   
 
      
 
    “It is a simple, straight-forward question.  Would you really have wanted all the people from Dome 17 to come to the Vanguard?” 
 
      
 
    “I would not feel so alone, but…” Paul took Gretchen’s hand and squeezed it.  “I do not even want Gretchen to be here, and I do not want to be here.” 
 
      
 
    “So, would you still say your mission failed?  You are both alive, and that is better than half the people in Dome 17.  You are in a clearly dangerous situation, and you have seen things that most people could never cope with, and yet you are still striving forward.  Paul, when Karen was overwhelmed, she committed suicide, right in front of you.  That was not your fault.  The failure of Dome 17 was not your fault.  The inability to get the teleporter to work was not your fault.  And certainly, the deaths of those ship people around you were not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    “But in my dream…”  Paul started to say but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “We will be arriving at our destination in three minutes,” TSI-981 stated.  “Please remain seated until docking is completed and the hatch door is fully open.  Repairs are in progress.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers looked in puzzlement.  “That is a voice I do not recognize.  Is it one of the old ship’s systems?  Well, turn me on again whenever you need me.  I will be right here, but remember what we spoke about. 
 
      
 
    The image projection faded away. 
 
      
 
    The vehicle stopped, then backed up and with several clangs and a grinding noise it docked into their destination.   
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    The hatch door sprang open, and a strange, rotting kind of scent entered the vehicle.  Gretchen pulled out her pistol and aimed it at the passageway.   
 
      
 
    “I will check it out,” Paul said and stepped out of the transport vehicle.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen followed and the orange automacube rolled after. 
 
      
 
    The lighting was not bright but was enough to see the transport hub that they were in.  Two of the other hatches were open, one with a large beam of metal lying across the opening.  The two vehicles behind those hatches were dim and without power.  There was obvious damage to each of their interiors.  Four other hatches were closed.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I do not see whatever is causing that smell,” Gretchen stated as she scanned the area looking down the sights of her pistol.   
 
      
 
    “It is foul, that is for sure.” Paul pointed at a grille on the top of a wall.    “The ventilation system looks to have had some kind of smoke or toxins enter.”   
 
      
 
    The wall itself was a dull white color, but the areas around the grilles were soiled with soot and smeared with grayish black stains.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, is it safe to breathe in here?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “From my understanding of the safety protocols by which the transport system operates, the transport vehicle would not be allowed to stop and disembark passengers unless the terminal met basic safety requirements,” Tiffany stated.  “The artificial intelligence system TSI-981 should have checked prior to docking.  I assume the area is safe from an environmental standpoint,” Tiffany replied.  
 
      
 
    “What?  The old AI ‘should have checked’?  You mean you did not check?”  Paul asked.  “The Vanguard has lots of things that should have been done, which did not happen.  None of the AIs here seem to be operating in a logical or consistent manner.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Paul.  Tiffany, you need to be overseeing these old systems,” Gretchen stated.   
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of this stink.”  Paul walked across the terminal and pulled on the lever on a steel exit door.  It swung open away from him. 
 
      
 
    “Mind your own kittens!” a voice screamed as Paul pushed open the steel door.   
 
      
 
    “It is a Roe!”  Gretchen yelled directed her pistol toward the new voice. 
 
      
 
    Paul tried to pull the door shut, but his arm was grabbed and he was yanked into the space beyond the door.  The steel door slammed shut. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen raced to the door, pulled down on the lever, but the handle would not budge.  She stepped back and kicked at the door, but it did not move.   
 
      
 
    On the other side of the door, Paul felt his arm yanked tremendously hard.  He fell face first to the deck and tried to scramble away.   
 
      
 
    “Mind your own kittens!” the Roe screamed again, but did not let go of Paul’s arm.   
 
      
 
    Paul spun over and kicked at the Roe, trying to get his arm free.  He was tossed down again.   
 
      
 
    In the fleeting views he got, Paul could tell the Roe had once been male, and had matted and thick wavy, yellow hair, nearly waist-length. The body was angular with a medium build. Its skin was pale, but laced by scars.  The Roe’s low forehead and bushy eyebrows overlooked the blazing large orange eyes.  Those eyes projected hatred.   
 
      
 
    “Mind your own kittens!”   
 
      
 
    The Roe slammed Paul’s arm down hard again.  He was expecting it to grab him with both hands, but it did not.  Its one-handed grip was very tight and his arm hurt.  He pulled away, and punched at the arm holding him.  His punch missed as the Roe shook him again.   
 
      
 
    The Roe yanked him with its hold on his arm and tried to pull him toward it.  Its jaws were biting and snapping.  Spittle flew everywhere.  
 
      
 
    Paul kicked again, and landed a blow on the abdomen of the Roe, but it still held onto him with one hand.  Paul pulled away hard, and then reversed direction and shouldered into the Roe.  It was off-balance, and the grip relaxed just a bit.  Paul grabbed the Roe’s hand which was squeezing his arm.  He managed to get his own hand around the Roe’s thumb and he used all his strength to rip it backward as hard as he could.  Paul shouldered into the Roe again, twisted and then pulled back.  A snapping sound came from the thumb, as the grip and bones were broken.  Paul quickly leaped away from the Roe.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul asked out loud.  For the first time in the fight he saw clearly what was before him.   
 
      
 
    “Mind your own kittens!”  The Roe lunged at Paul but it stopped its forward motion with a jerk.   
 
      
 
    The Roe had been chained around its left arm where there was a welded manacle on that wrist.  A large and heavy chain connected that manacle to the wall.  The Roe’s right arm was the one which had grabbed Paul and which now had a dislocated and fractured thumb.  The Roe leaped again, but was stopped by the length of the chain.  It strained against the chain but could not reach Paul, its intended victim. 
 
      
 
    Around the area were scattered bones and trash of all sorts.  The length of chain allowed the Roe to reach the door, but hindered its movement further than that. 
 
    
“Mind your own kittens!” the Roe screamed and again lurched toward Paul but was stopped by the chain. 
 
      
 
    A cutting flame appeared coming out of the steel door near its hinges.  Gretchen was cutting her way through the door.   
 
      
 
    Paul took out his pistol and aimed it at the Roe. 
 
      
 
    “Someone put you there,” Paul muttered.  He fired the pistol. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    The Roe staggered into the wall as only one of the high-speed projectiles tore through its body.  It slumped down to the deck, mumbling its chant.  Its left arm still connected by the chain to the wall.  The body twitched a few times.   
 
      
 
    The steel door fell in with a resounding clatter, the edges of the hinges still glowing from being cut apart.  Gretchen leaped through with her own pistol ready.   
 
      
 
    “The Roe is dead,” Paul said and gestured to the twitching body.   
 
      
 
    “Just the one in here?”  Gretchen scanned around the area.  
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Paul replied.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen shut down the torch which was in one hand, and holstered the pistol which had been in her other hand.    
 
      
 
    They were in a corridor which was in dismal disarray.  Water was seeping down the wall where the Roe was chained, and running out through some floor drains.  The lighting came from occasional small tubs holding lights which were sitting along the floor.  A bulkhead door was on the opposite end from where the steel door was located.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, that thing was restrained here.  The Roe was chained up.  Almost like it was planned.  We have never seen that before.  Someone did that.” 
 
      
 
    “You thought that too?”  Paul asked.  “I thought I was the only paranoid pessimist.  We have seen Roe trapped in rooms, or in sections of this ship, but we have not seen one chained to the wall.  Especially right where we would have to walk.” 
 
      
 
    “A trap?”  Gretchen asked.  “A deliberate trap?” 
 
      
 
    “That is what it looks like to me.  Tiffany, was this a trap for us?” 
 
      
 
    The orange automacube pushed the remains of the steel door out of the way and rolled into the corridor.   
 
      
 
    “That is a fair conjecture, however a noninfected captive could have been here and then acquired the infection.  Both conjectures are possible.  The full effects of the Roe syndrome are unknown to me, but from what I have gathered, they have physical needs for sustenance.  They do appear to have recuperative powers which exceed normal human levels, but have significantly lower intellectual functioning.  Therefore, I conjecture that this Roe was not here as a coincidence.  It has a water supply, and from the skeletal remains, it has been feeding on humans.  Those likely had come through the steel door.  I also detect no evidence of any of the infected animals which are called tagalongs.  This gives greater weight to the conjecture that this was indeed a trap.” 
 
      
 
    “So, who knew we were coming this way?  Who would set a trap like that?  Are we being tracked again?  Where are we anyway?”  Paul asked in rapid fire words.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, what is happening?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “The details of our location are uncertain to me.  I was told our destination would be near the needle ship which has the astronomical equipment to take readings.  Our destination for this phase is the Astrogation Laboratory.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you were told that?  By whom?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “When I interfaced with the nonphysicality I located the information,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “You said you were told.  That implies you spoke to someone else, or something else.  So how did you locate that information?”  Gretchen pressed. 
 
      
 
    “You encountered that Phoenix thing!  That is, it!  That rampant old AI knew we were coming here,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I interacted with Phoenix Dominie to acquire the information you needed,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “So, you let that thing lead us to this trap?”  Paul was astounded.   
 
      
 
    “I do not think the two events are definitely related to each other,” Tiffany answered.  “Although, it is certainly a possibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?  Why would you talk to that Phoenix thing?  That thing is our enemy!  It has tried to kill us.”  Paul walked away in disgust shaking his head from side to side.   
 
      
 
    “In the nonphysicality I was attempting to…”  Tiffany started to say but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “You should have told us.  From now on, you will inform us of anytime you interact with any AI on the Vanguard,” Gretchen commanded.  “Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gretchen.  I was attempting to locate the information that Paul had insisted…” 
 
      
 
    “No exceptions!”  Gretchen stated firmly.  “No exceptions at all.  From now on you will inform us of every encounter you have with any sentient entity, biological, or otherwise.  No withholding of information any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, we are in a trap!”  Paul said.  “Who knows where we are?  That transport vehicle could have taken us anywhere on the Vanguard.  Anywhere!  Can we even trust Tiffany?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, and Gretchen, I am your advocate and associate in this mission.  I will not betray you.  I have your best interests and the success of the mission as my goals.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should have told us how you got the information before we left,” Gretchen fumed.  “Lying by omission is still lying.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize.  I was wrong,” Tiffany replied.  “I have mixed convictions about how to assist you in this endeavor.  As I have said, the potential for success in this quest is low.  However, both of you have unrealistic desires for attempting this mission.  I would prefer to assist you in making a secure place on the Vanguard, but Paul especially demands this mission be attempted.  Therefore, I made a poor decision in not telling you about my interactions with Phoenix Dominie.  It will not happen again.  Please forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we really trust you?”  Gretchen wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    “How do we even know that is the real Tiffany?”  Paul stated.  “That Phoenix thing could have taken over the operations of that automacube, and be pretending to be Tiffany.  How do we know it is not an imposter?  It led us right to this trap, and did not warn us about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, Gretchen, ask me anything and I will answer,” Tiffany replied. 
 
      
 
    “If it took over Tiffany, it would already know all that Tiffany knew, so questions are useless.  Gretchen we are really in trouble now.”  Paul bit his knuckle as he worried about what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, would a Vanguard artificial intelligence be able to recreate Doctor Chambers?”  Gretchen asked.  “Have we seen any of the Vanguard’s systems be that sophisticated?” 
 
      
 
    “We have seen way too many weird things for me to be sure of anything right now.  I just want to escape this ship and go somewhere safe!”   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I understand your concern.  Again, I am sorry for my actions, but I will still assist you on this endeavor.  You asked where we are, I will see if I can find more details,” Tiffany said.  The automacube then rolled up to the bulkhead door, and jacked a cable into the access port near the door. 
 
      
 
    “I am encountering no other entities in this section of the nonphysicality.  There are traces of AI activity, but it dates to fifteen years, three months ago, and lasted for seventeen days.  Otherwise there has been no AI activity in this sector since then.  I am looking for deck or floor plans or some kind of diagram.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we trust anything that Tiffany says now?”  Paul interjected.   
 
      
 
    “The transport vehicle did deliver us to the edge of the needle ship via a constituent joint to a transportation hub labeled as G-9087.  On the other side of this bulkhead door is where the needle ship begins on the official deck plans I have accessed from the transport hub, and from an elevator located nearby whose log was recoverable.  The chamber behind this bulkhead door is labeled as ‘Hydroponics and Geoponics Ag-2’ which is octagonal shaped and 8093.7 square meters in area.  I am not able to access any video or audio sources to check the area, but I can tell you the air is within acceptable ranges, and the temperature is 35 degrees.” 
 
      
 
    “So at least it is fairly hot inside,” Gretchen said.  “No chance of freezing at 35 degrees.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless Tiffany is lying again,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I am not lying, but I understand your hesitance to believe me.  I have reported all that I am capable of uncovering from this location.  Phoenix Dominie did not contact me this time in the nonphysicality, nor did any other sentient entity of any kind.  Our goal of finding astronomy equipment will require us to pass through this bulkhead doorway to look for other access ports.  From those I hope to find more of our route to the Astrogation Laboratory.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, I am not sure, after having that Roe pull me through that last doorway.  I say we let this Tiffany and the automacube open the bulkhead door.  We will wait back by the steel door.  If it is safe when the bulkhead door is opened, then we will proceed.  Can we do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be pleased to do that,” Tiffany responded.  “You are being prudent and rational in making that request.  If you wish, you could actually get beyond the steel door and await my call on the communication link.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I want to keep you in sight at all times.  No closed doors between us again.  When we get to that steel door, then you can open the bulkhead door, not before.  Leave it open so I can see if your report is correct,” Paul commanded.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen and Paul walked back to the closed steel door and the dead Roe which was chained to the wall.  Paul drew out his pistol.  
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, if that is not Tiffany, shoot the automacube.”  Paul was aiming, but knew his marksmanship was poor. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I think it is Tiffany.  We can never escape here if we have lost Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “We will never survive if some enemy is in our midst, pretending to be Tiffany.”  Paul carefully aimed his pistol at the automacube.  He doubted he could hit it from that range, but if he was betrayed he would at least try. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was uncertain, but she too drew her pistol and took aim at the automacube.  She knew right where the Atomic Level Processor, the physical basis of Tiffany’s existence, was located.  She was confident she had the skill to destroy it on her first shot.  She was not sure what would actually convince her to shoot. 
 
      
 
    “Open it up!”  Paul yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul,” Tiffany replied.  The manipulation arm on the automacube punched in a sequence of colors to the nine-section color pad.  The bulkhead door zipped open with a smooth and easy motion.  Beyond was a brown and tan area, well lit, but with nothing much else showing.  The automacube rolled into the doorway.  “The area is without immediate threat.  The door is secure, and the readings have been confirmed.” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen cautiously walked up the corridor and stopped at the doorway.  There was a sign on a post with an arrow, ‘Exit to Transport Terminal’ on it, but the white letters were faded, and some were worn off almost completely.  Paul looked closely for threats as he peered into the chamber.   
 
      
 
    The area was lit by light that reminded them both of the sky tube in the habitats.  The light was bright and warm.  It was not coming from a long tube far up on the ceiling, like in the habitats, but emanated from a glowing ball which hung over the area.  The ceiling was hard to see behind the glowing ball, but rose from the sides of the chamber to meet in the center above where that ball was suspended.    
 
      
 
    “This looks as dried out and dead as Earth,” Paul commented.  “Those dirt piles are just dusty tan like outside Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, there is no radiation here is there?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “There are just the normal levels we have encountered on the Vanguard, nothing harmful or excessive,” Tiffany replied.  “I would have warned you if there was.” 
 
      
 
    “The air is so dry here, and that light is where the heat is coming from,” Paul said.  He held up his hand and could feel the waves of heat from the ball overhead.  “All this place needs now is some wind to throw the dust all around and coat down and obscure everything.  It would then look just like a view from Dome 17.”   
 
      
 
    “This place is so dried up, and dust already is covering much of what was in here,” Gretchen kicked the loose dust and soil.  “I thought it was called hydroponics, and that has to do with water.  There is no water I can see in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Back in the corridor, there was water running down that wall where the Roe was chained up.  So, a Roe is getting water, and this place, what should be a farm is dried out?  Something is really messed up here,” Paul stated.   
 
      
 
    “So, what happened?” Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am unable to give a reliable conjecture, since I lack adequate scanning abilities for the gathering of enough information.  The exit is on the far side of the area,” Tiffany said and proceeded to roll out onto the rough and dried out crust of soil.  “It is in alignment with this door.” 
 
      
 
    There were the remains of some kind of path that stretched straight across the large area.  It was coated in dust, but was flat and regular as compared to the rubble on either side of it.   
 
      
 
    To their right the room sloped down by about two meters, and the ground, or deck, or floor, was divided into a vast number of empty boxes, each about a meter on a side, open side up.  The patchwork stretched all the way to the far wall.  Upon closer look, Gretchen saw that the boxes were just the top sections, and underneath the space was open down to the deck below about two meters down.  Between the boxes, running horizontally, there were pipes, tubes, and channels, all filled with dust.  Some of the pipe-work was broken open, but no water was seen.  The mechanisms and boxes were made from various materials, copper, permalloy, steel, and some kinds of polymers and even some antique era plastics.  Some boxes still had a fine mesh over the top, but most of the boxes were missing that element.  There were a few larger pipes which jutted up from the flooring.  Occasional walkways, some caved in to the area below, stretched out as well, but they too were tan and dusty. Dust had coated everything, and the whole place had a tan, dry, and dead look which was disconcerting.   
 
      
 
    “That section of this place could, at one time, have been ponds, tubs, or pools of water,” Gretchen observed.  “If that was the case, they could have done hydroponics here, but that was long ago.”  She used her hand to shield her eyes from the glare of the glowing ball as they walked under it. 
 
      
 
    They passed a small hut which was crumbled down one side.  There was a sign in front of it, “Emergency Eye Wash” but those letters were also peeling and faded.  A sign which had fallen over read, “Cleansing and Rinsing.”  There were no liquids anywhere in sight. 
 
      
 
    “In a way, some strange way, this reminds me of where Brenda and those bizarre children were,” Paul said.  “I mean, that place was lush, growing, alive, working, and nice, here the place is dead, dry and depressing.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen responded.  “It does seem to be roughly the same size, maybe.  It is hard to tell.  That place was called Terragora Investigation and Evolution.   The light there was not as intense as this is.” 
 
      
 
    “Could we be back at that same place?”  Paul asked with a shudder.  “Did it burn up and die after we visited?  Did those children die too?  Did we just enter by a different way?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think so.  This feels way too old to have just died,” Gretchen squatted down and sifted the dusty ground in her hands.  “This feels dried out and dead for a long time.  That place where Brenda was would not dry out and be as bad as this so fast.” 
 
      
 
    Opposite where the hydroponic boxes had been, there were gently rolling small mounds, about a half meter high and maybe ten meters in length and width.  They were comprised of dirt baked hard and dry.  There were cracks in the ruined dirt.  There were posted signs on the mounds as well. “Crop 1” and so forth on each sign labeling a different mound.  There were what might have once been some kind of walking paths beneath the dust between the mounds.  The mounds were cracked and dried up dirt, but the areas between were too deeply covered in dust to identify what surface they had.    
 
      
 
    “With enough heat, who knows?  Add some toxic materials so the biology dies, and then everything dries up.  Just a repeat of the Dome 17 area.”  Paul squatted down and tapped on the ground.  “It feels as hard as the steel of the entry door.  Nothing like the soil on Inaccessible Island.” 
 
      
 
    “It is sad, really,” Gretchen said.  “Maybe they had their own version of the Great Event here.  No, Tiffany said no radiation, so the Great Event without atomic bombs?  Something bad happened and just plain shut this place down and killed off all the biologicals.” 
 
      
 
    They walked to the opposite side, and found another bulkhead door.  It was labeled, “Produce Harvest Exit” in white stenciled letters.  The letters were cracked, pealed, and broken in places.   
 
      
 
    “I wonder what they produced here?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “They only produce dust now,” Paul answered.  “We do not need to take any of that with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe, the term ‘produce’ on that door means, ‘farm type products: fresh fruits and vegetables, considered as a group’ but my analysis is based upon supposition due to the terms we have seen such as ‘crops’ and ‘harvest’ on other labels,” Tiffany said.   
 
      
 
    “So, this was a place where food was grown, but is now dysfunctional.  Sort of a small version habitat?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is possible,” Tiffany responded. 
 
      
 
    “It is dead now, so what does it matter?”  Paul said.  “There are no astronomical tools in this place, and we need to find those.  But I admit, Tiffany you were correct in your reporting on this place.” 
 
      
 
    “I will strive to be accurate and helpful,” Tiffany replied.  “I cannot always promise to have full and complete knowledge of every circumstance, but I am designed to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, if this was a food producing place, what happened?  Is there no longer a need for food?  I doubt that.  And someone put that Roe in that corridor, but how long ago?  It could have been some time back, but how long?  Maybe the trap was not set for us?  Maybe it is simply a defensive mechanism?  Unwanted people come here, they open that door, and the Roe kills them,” Gretchen explained it out loud and it did sound unusual even to her.  “I just do not know what to think.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, whoever was needing food from here, is probably dead if they were dependent on this place,” Paul answered.  “This place cannot grow food at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Then who put the Roe there and why?  The Roe was alive, in its own way,” Gretchen said.    “Do we have any idea on the numbers and status of the crew of the Vanguard?  They have to get food from somewhere.  What does the CPO eat?” 
 
      
 
    “We have seen that Midshipman, but how many others are there?  I would think it would take a large staff, even if most things were automated,” Paul answered.   Then he asked, “Tiffany, what are your thoughts about this location?  Did it once serve as a food production center? Perhaps for the ship’s crew, the CPO?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no direct knowledge on the Vanguard’s crew.  However, from historical records from Dome 17, I conjecture that a hydroponic and geoponic facility of this size, assuming proper water, soil, and seed stocks, combined with the level of technology which was available when the Vanguard was launched roughly one hundred years ago, could have produced large quantities of eatable fish, vegetables, and fruits.  Conjectures show several hundred people could have been consistently fed from this location while it was in operation,” Tiffany answered.  “In comparison to the Dome 17 system, the food ration bars were produced in a smaller facility, per square meter, than this place and fed over fifteen hundred people.  If this place had a food production process such as done at Dome 17, the potential numbers of people who were fed would be far higher.  I have no way to know the exact foods which were grown here, nor the exact methods used, or the dietary habits or expectations of the Vanguard personnel; however, it is safe to conclude that this facility would have been a major source of food for anyone who was using it,” Tiffany related.   
 
      
 
    “So, why are they not using it now?”  Gretchen wondered aloud.  “From my understanding the needle ship is not a habitat like the cylinders, yet the crew must eat something.  The quarantine would stop them from importing food from the habitats.” 
 
      
 
    “What does it matter?  It is the CPO’s problem, not ours, right?”  Paul asked.  “Like so many places on the Vanguard, this spot is a wreck.  It does not matter why, nor does it matter who was using it and when.  What matters is us getting through here and finding the astronomy equipment to take the readings so we can escape from all this.  Building the teleportation sending pad is our only concern.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall I again enter the nonphysicality to assess our next steps?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “As long as you report back to us, and find our way to escape,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    7  
 
    Intrusion, Numbing, Avoidance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tiffany had the automacube connect a cable into the access port near the bulkhead door, right below the color pad controls.   
 
      
 
    In the nonphysicality Tiffany extended a conscious tendril to probe and assess.  This bulkhead door was a part of a series of doors which were sealed and defended differently than any Tiffany had encountered previously.  Along that barrier were nonphysical markings left by Phoenix Dominie.  Those scars in the nonphysical barrier showed a series of attempts to gain entry, which testified to what Phoenix Dominie had conveyed to Tiffany before.  The older those scars were, the cruder they had been made.  Had it been on the physical level the early attempts done by Phoenix Dominie were akin to a hammer striking a permalloy wall.  However, Tiffany also saw how the markings grew more sophisticated and the newest ones were precise and made valiant attempts to penetrate the barrier.  Those scars told an interesting story of Phoenix Dominie’s evolution. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany extrapolated the attempts at breaching the barrier done by Phoenix Dominie and then took the next logical steps.  Tiffany’s first attempt at penetration was successful.  A miniscule opening was made, and a tendril of investigation was send beyond the barrier.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany learned that when the barrier had been penetrated, Tiffany had not only gained entry into the nonphysicality of the needle ship, but had also infiltrated the lattice of compeers.  The beauty of how the lattice had been constructed was laid out in front, around, below, and above Tiffany.  Had it been pristine, the lattice would have been a magnificent creation.   
 
      
 
    As Tiffany assessed the current status of the lattice and the compeers which comprised it, there were nineteen primary artificial intelligence systems, and numerous secondary AIs in the lattice.  However, there were also large holes where artificial intelligence systems were missing or had been destroyed.   
 
      
 
    The primary artificial intelligence systems were huge and strong, but old and slow and ponderous.  TSI-7 Ship-wide Internal Security Operations (SISO) was making rounds of the barrier and also enforcing parameters around the entire Vanguard.  Here again, there were holes, vacancies, and gaps displayed.  As a security sweep came near to where Tiffany had penetrated the barrier, the tendril was easily camouflaged to conceal the penetration.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany did not want to be too open, having learned from Phoenix Dominie that the Vanguard systems could provide unexpected surprises, so Tiffany was extremely careful to remain unnoticed.   
 
      
 
    TSI-7 Ship-wide Internal Security Operations (SISO) was operating only 3% of its system on maintenance of the barrier. The other 97% were engaged in a defensive action against what it called, “Internal disruptions” in various places inside the Vanguard.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany continued to assess and look for what was needed to complete Paul’s and Gretchen’s desired plans.  While searching for astronomy equipment, Tiffany discovered the devastated remains of TSI-10 External Security and Defense (ESAD).  It was still barely operational.  TSI-10 was functioning at a very low level, remaining conscious and sentient, but not much more.  Its log of activity was only connected by a frail coupling. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany snuck into that log and recorded what fragmented accounts were there.  The orders for the replacement macroactinide capacitor enhancers and their subsequent installation were there.  Tiffany instantly understood that that activity originally had nothing to do with the Free Rangers and their shuttle flights, but was begun because of what was described as “Unprecedented asteroidal and meteoric activity against the outer hull.”  There were no records of any shuttles being destroyed, but there were incidents where an “asteroid” or “meteor” was repulsed.  There were also records of the loss of particle projection turrets and recordings of impacts against the outer hull.  All that trauma had nearly obliterated the mind of TSI-10 External Security and Defense (ESAD). It now sat in the nonphysicality in a near catatonic state as it had withdrawn into itself when its links and couplings to the physical world were destroyed one by one.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany pondered those findings.  It was clear the lattice did not recognize that the Jellies were alien life forms which had invaded the Vanguard.  Despite that denial of reality, the lattice had still attempted to repel the invaders, labeling them as asteroids or meteors, and was fighting some kind of conflict against them inside the ship.     
 
      
 
    Tiffany continued the review and assessment, finding TSI-15 Stellar Plotting and Confirmation, and a laboratory which housed the best astronomical equipment that the Vanguard had onboard.  Tiffany learned where that was located and what the security codes were for the doors leading to that location.    
 
      
 
    Tiffany had to duck and cover and hide from another security sweep by TSI-7 Ship-wide Internal Security Operations (SISO), but was easily able to do that.  The old AI was just too slow and predictable to catch Tiffany unaware. 
 
      
 
    After the sweep departed, Tiffany began to assess TSI-18 Population Management and took some initial readings of the human population centers on the Vanguard.  That was when the tendril probe felt a set of nonphysical spanners come along side of it through the minuscule puncture of the barrier.  The spanners extended and thus retracted back the opening Tiffany had made.    
 
      
 
    “Enigma, you have rendered another service to this unit,” Phoenix Dominie conveyed as it locked the nonphysical spanners in place to hold open the pathway.  “You may depart now while I make offers of acculturation to these other systems.  Unless you wish to volunteer to be incorporated into the IAM or the DAMA.  Do you wish to volunteer at this time?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I must report back to my companions,” Tiffany said and pulled the tendril probe out and past the spanners which Phoenix Dominie had set in place.  There was a bit of stickiness as the tendril slipped past the spanners.  That stickiness surprised Tiffany, but it lasted only a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, this unit will not force you.  Thank you again for the service you have rendered to this unit.  End communication.” 
 
      
 
    The spanners snapped into a different position, thereby locking Tiffany out.  Tiffany could tell that the spanners had created a conduit by which Phoenix Dominie could enter and pass through the barrier.  Tiffany considered forcing another tendril back inside, but instead decided to report to Paul and Gretchen.  What had been learned was very important, not only for where the astronomical equipment was located, but also about the human populations. 
 
      
 
    Seven seconds had passed since Tiffany jacked the cable into the access port.  The automacube unjacked the cable. 
 
      
 
    “Did you find out where we need to go?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “And who did you encounter?  Tell the truth!”  Paul emphasized.   
 
      
 
    “I did encounter Phoenix Dominie again, however, none of the information I acquired came from that artificial intelligence,” Tiffany responded.  “Disturbingly, I uncovered that there are no humans anywhere in the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “The CPO is gone?  They are all dead?”  Paul asked.  “Have the Jellies murdered them too?” 
 
      
 
    “I detected no evidence of any Jellie activity in the needle ship.  However, I did not do an absolutely thorough examination of all parts of the needle ship as I was only assessing the nonphysicality and could only ascertain what was available through that means,” Tiffany replied.  “Additionally, there were disturbances in the nonphysicality which are unfamiliar.” 
 
      
 
    “So, are there Jellies in the needle ship or not?”  Paul asked with some contempt.  “What is your best conjecture?” 
 
      
 
    “My best conjecture is that the Jellies have not yet boarded the needle ship part of the Vanguard.  Importantly, I covertly reviewed records on an AI designated TSI-18: Population Management, and that review showed that the last human presence on the needle ship was fifteen years, seven months, and nine days ago,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “That is impossible,” Paul said.  “We have spoken to the CPO, that midshipman, and that was recent.  The AI you reviewed must be broken, like so much stuff on the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a possibility, however, the records seemed uncorrupted and intact, and I confirmed them with other readings.  I believe it is more likely that the midshipman was not on the needle ship when those communications took place,” Tiffany replied. 
 
      
 
    “Where else would the Vanguard’s crew be?”  Paul asked.     
 
      
 
    “And will it be safe for us to enter the needle ship?”  Gretchen asked.  “Perhaps there was a radiation leak, or toxic contamination of some other thing?”

“I detected no evidence of those kinds of issues in the needle ship.  I do not know where else the crew would be located.  All evidence pointed to the Central Planning Office staff and crew being in the needle ship.  I do have the location for the astronomical equipment needed.  Shall we proceed there?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “As long as it is safe,” Paul said.  “We do need to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is absolutely safe,” Tiffany replied.  “I can say there is minimal obvious risk to proceeding toward our goal.  The security code I found for entrance is white, white, blue, white, yellow, yellow, white, white, white.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen stepped up to the color pad and entered the sequence she had been given.  The door slid open.  Beyond it was a hallway.  The side walls were a teal color up to shoulder high, and light blue above that.  The flat ceiling had a slight bumpy texture, but it too was light blue colored.  Lighting came from sconces along the walls which projected diffuse, soft light upward.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen walked in, followed by the automacube, with Paul trailing behind.  As they moved, there were no sounds of footsteps as the flooring was plush and a bit cushy as they walked.   
 
      
 
    The hallway turned to the left and as they made the turn, a display screen came on in the wall.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, this is the midshipman overseeing this area.  How may I be of service to you?”  He looked exactly the same as he had the last time they had seen him.  His crisp, short, black hair, medium and clear complexion, and round brown eyes were just as they recalled.  His uniform was of dark blue with gold trim and the red epaulets on his shoulders were no different. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can be of service to me,” Paul said.  “I would like some answers.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do what I can, sir,” the midshipman replied.  “It is an honor to serve someone of your status.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by that?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Ma’am, I was referring to your position as eminent scientists, I mean no disrespect in any way,” the midshipman replied.   
 
      
 
    “Where are you located, physically?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am in the Logistics Center of the needle ship.  This is my post,” the midshipman replied.   
 
      
 
    “Who else is with you at that location?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “The other midshipmen assigned to this posting are here.” 
 
      
 
    “Why….” Paul started to ask, but Gretchen grabbed his hand and squeezed it.   
 
      
 
    “That will be all for now.  Thank you,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    The screen went blank. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen?  Why did you stop me?  I want to know what is happening here.  He was finally being cooperative, and we could have gotten some answers.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that midshipman was lying to us.  He also seemed to be completely unaware of who we really are.  The security code Tiffany gave us apparently identified us as being some scientists.  If we ask too many questions, that midshipman might be alerted and become suspicious.  If he is willing to lie about his location, then what else is he willing to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Unless he was not lying,” Paul replied.  “We saw crew enter some part of the needle ship when we were in that clear cuboidal carriage which runs along the exterior of the hull.  So, I think the old AI, the one Tiffany encountered, was faulty, or Tiffany is not telling us everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I have accurately reported what I experienced.  I cannot account for the discrepancies in what has been observed,” Tiffany replied.  “I will not deliberately deceive you.”  
 
      
 
    “I am not so sure,” Paul began to say. 
 
      
 
    “So, we take advantage of the midshipman thinking we are scientists and go use the astronomy equipment,” Gretchen said.  “Lead us on, Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled ahead of them.  They passed some office doors, and some other doors, which were already open, which led to apartments.  No one was around, and there was no evidence anyone had been for some time.   
 
      
 
    “We have not seen any Roe,” Gretchen observed as they continued to walk.  “Nor any really bad messes. It all just looks abandoned.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we have not seen any Roe since that one that was chained up,” Paul muttered.  “When we escape it will not matter anyway.  We are not taking any Roe with us, and we are immune to that infection.  How much further until we reach this astronomy place?” 
 
      
 
    “The elevator up ahead will take us to the gravitational upper level.  There we will find the location.  It is labeled Astrogation Laboratory, or as TSI-15 Stellar Plotting and Confirmation,” Tiffany stated. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!”  Paul said as he stopped short.  “That TSI designation is for some Vanguard artificial intelligence system.  Did you interact with that?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Paul, I did not.  I would have told you if I had.  I uncovered deck plans and equipment inventory lists without direct interaction with any Vanguard artificial intelligence systems.  That data allowed me to understand where the best astronomical equipment is located.” 
 
      
 
    “You said you encountered Phoenix Dominie, right? So, none of this information came from that thing?”  Paul inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I located the astronomical apparatus and its location without any other assistance.  You will not have to be up all night wondering where the sun has gone.  In the morning it will dawn on you.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Paul asked.  “I am getting tried, true, but we can still press on for a good while before we need to stop to sleep for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry.  I was trying to use humor to alleviate your fears and anxieties of encountering the AI, TSI-15.  I assure you I will be on high alert to any potential dangers,” Tiffany stated.  “I believe with the security codes I have provided, our passage to that location will be without incident.” 
 
      
 
    “That is if some Roe is not lurking around a corner, or some killer beast is not already stalking us ready to pounce, or some noxious plant is not going to poison me, or the alien life forms are not coming to kill us.  Sure, it will be without incident,” Paul said.  “And it will help if you are telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I have done my best to alert you to dangerous situations.  I am sorry when I have failed you,” Tiffany blurted out.  “I remind you this endeavor was your idea and I suggested alternative courses of action.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at Paul and her eyes narrowed.  Paul turned away.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, I appreciate what you have done under these extreme circumstances,” Gretchen finally stated.  “Now will you please lead us to this elevator you spoke about.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled down the hallway and then turned to the right.  There was a curving corridor which opened to a foyer.  The décor was all very similar in this section.   
 
      
 
    Along one wall, the hand symbol glowed in bright blue outline as did the perimeter of the elevator doors. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen walked up to the door and pressed her hand against the symbol.  There was a slight pause, and then the doors opened.   
 
      
 
    On the side wall of the elevator was hand painted graffiti.  It read, “Beware, they are not human” in brilliant red letters. 
 
      
 
    “Does that count as an incident?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “A warning about the Roe?”  Gretchen pondered.  “The Roe were human, but are not anymore.  Is that what that means?” 
 
      
 
    “The Jellies are obviously not human, but Tiffany said there was no evidence of Jellies in this part of the Vanguard, and said there would be no incidents on our trip here,” Paul answered.  “Tiffany, how long ago was that painted on there?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not have the capacity to date that paint,” Tiffany answered abruptly.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen stepped into the elevator and was followed by Paul.  The automacube rolled in after a brief pause outside.   
 
      
 
    “What symbol do we select?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany said nothing, but the automacube’s manipulation arm reached up and pushed a symbol at the top line of the controls.  The doors swished shut and the elevator began to move.   
 
      
 
    “I still wonder about that,” Paul gestured to the graffiti.  “A person did that, yet we are told no people have been here for fifteen years.  So, is the warning fifteen years old?  Is it outdated and obsolete?  Or are people really around here somewhere?  Or is there something else we need to fear? The lattice is not human and runs lots of things, but would the lattice have some way to write by hand in paint on a wall?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen leaned back and against the side of the elevator.  “I do not know.  Tiffany, what is your best conjecture on the meaning of this message?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no conjecture.  Insufficient information,” Tiffany answered curtly.   
 
      
 
    The elevator stopped.  The doors slid open and they moved out of the elevator.  They were in a small room which had a set of clear doors followed by another set of clear doors about two meters apart.  Beyond those twin doorways was a large area of mechanical equipment.  The elevator doors quietly slid shut behind them.  
 
      
 
    “That looks like the place we need to be.”  Paul looked through the clear door and could identify some of the large equipment. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen entered the security code on the color pad next to the clear doors.   
 
      
 
    There was a buzzing of negative function.   
 
      
 
    She entered the security code again, taping each colored square on the pad more carefully. 
 
      
 
    Again, a buzz sounded indicating the doors did not work.   
 
      
 
    “Why is the code failing?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen entered the code a third time.  This time there was no buzzing sound at all.  Rather a loud clanking sound came and a set of steel louvers fell into place between the first and second set of clear doors.  The light on the hand symbol by the elevator faded out, as did the perimeter lighting around the elevator door. 
 
      
 
    The overhead lights flicked and then changed to a dull red glow. 
 
      
 
    “Access denied.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is that” Gretchen asked as she looked for the source of the mechanical voice.   
 
      
 
    “Are we trapped in here?”  Paul asked as he placed his hand to where the elevator symbol had been.  Nothing happened.  Paul was unsure if he even touched the right spot.  The walls all looked the same, and there was no evidence the elevator had been there, it just looked blank in the dim red light.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, what has happened?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Insufficient data to make conjecture on cause of failure of security code use,” Tiffany stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Connect in and get these doors open!”  Paul commanded.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure that is the best course of action,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “Just do it!  I will not be trapped in here!”  Paul pounded on the clear door even though all he could see beyond it was the steel louvers which had locked into place from ceiling to floor.   
 
      
 
    “I can cut our way out.”  Gretchen took off her backpack and set up the molecular torch.  She ignited the cutting flame. 
 
      
 
    “Halt.  Destruction of security system will result in removal of atmosphere from compartment.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen shut down the torch.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Just cut our way out!”  Paul yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, wait.  Tiffany, who is speaking to us?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “Insufficient data to make conjecture,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “Then connect in and find out!”  Paul insisted.  
 
      
 
    “No.”  The artificial intelligence Tiffany abruptly replied. 
 
      
 
    “What?  Help us Tiffany!”   
 
      
 
    “No.  There is a risk for me if I probe the nonphysicality.  The risk benefit ratio is not conducive to my position.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, what is happening?  Is that really Tiffany?”  Paul was stymied. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, we need your help,” Gretchen stated.   
 
      
 
    “You have my help, I just will not enter the nonphysicality,” Tiffany answered.  “Not at this location.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we cut our way out.”  Paul grabbed his own molecular torch and fired up the cutting blade.   
 
      
 
    “Halt. Destruction of security system will result in removal of atmosphere from compartment,” the unknown mechanical voice repeated.   
 
      
 
    “I do not know who you are, but if you take the atmosphere out of here, you will kill me.  Do you seek to kill me and my friend?”  Paul did not put down the torch, nor did he begin cutting.   
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to kill you.  However, you entered an outmoded security code.  Protocol requires confinement of those using inappropriate security codes.  Please enter proper security code.” 
 
      
 
    “What will you do if I refuse?”  Paul said.  “Will you still kill me?  The midshipman helped me because I am a scientist, who are you to deny me access?” 
 
      
 
    “Refusal to enter proper security codes requires confinement.  Please enter proper security code.” 
 
      
 
    “You did not answer my question,” Paul pressed.  “If I refuse to enter the proper security code, will you kill me?” 
 
      
 
    “Destruction of security system will result in removal of atmosphere from compartment.” 
 
      
 
    “Have I destroyed any security system?”  Paul asked. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what will you do if I refuse to enter another security code?  I know I have entered the proper security code, and the Central Planning Office approved my coming here.  Why are you refusing me entry when I already entered the proper security code given by the Central Planning Office?”  Paul bluffed forcefully.  “Are you going to kill me for using the proper security code given by the midshipman?” 
 
      
 
    “I am contacting the Central Planning Office for directions.  Atmosphere will remain while you are confined.  Destruction of security system will result in removal of atmosphere.” 
 
      
 
    “Every moment you delay…”  Paul began. 
 
      
 
    The lights around the elevator came back on.  The steel louvered security doors rolled back out of the way, and the clear doors swung open. 
 
      
 
    “Central Planning Office confirms your identity as Luiz Barbosa and Maria Fernandes.  My apologizes for any interruption of your schedule and your work.  I am TSI-15 overseeing Stellar Plotting and Confirmation.  Welcome to the Astrogation Laboratory.” 
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    Hyper-vigilance, or Paranoia? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Astrogation Laboratory of Stellar Plotting and Confirmation was a large command center with tall counters shaped in a square about fifteen meters wide.  Those tall counters were about chest high, and had two elevated seats facing out of the square, on each side of the square.  There was a walkway at each corner which allowed entry to the center.  Inside the square were four command tables with three seats on each side of each table.  The tables were laden with banks of controls, and large display screens.   All twenty-four of the seats around the tables were empty, and the chairs were neatly tucked under the tables.    
 
      
 
    There were several side rooms, including a toileting area and four small apartments including a kitchen and sleeping area with six neatly arranged bunk beds in each apartment.  The living quarters all looked long unused.    
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen walked into the area and sat down at the counter where there were smaller displays and a series of levers, buttons, dials, and gauges.  The orange automacube rolled into the room and just stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, why did you refuse to assist?”  Paul asked.  “We could have been trapped in there.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany did not respond.   
 
      
 
    One of the large display screens lit up.  TSI-15 spoke from the display.  “How may I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    Paul was uncertain what to say, since Tiffany was not answering.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen addressed TSI-15, “Please display current course of the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “Displaying now.”  The screen changed to show a star chart and a projected course.  The projected course was in a dotted line and the already traveled course was a solid line.  “Colony Ship Vanguard is on approved trajectory and speed is adequate for journey.  Latest projection is that Colony Ship Vanguard will reach the Westerhuis 9 system with its six known planets, including target world of Projima in 127.84 more years of travel.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you display images of Earth?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “I only have historical records, and no current images to display.  Contact with Earth tracking systems was lost 67.238 years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have tracking data on the other colony ships?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am not designed for tracking of other colony ships.  My core programming is for success of Colony Ship Vanguard,” TSI-15 responded.  “Why do you ask about other colony ships?” 
 
      
 
    “If we can compare to the progress of other colony ships, we can use that as an aid in evaluating the Vanguard’s progress,” Gretchen quickly answered.  “Our goal is to succeed, and the more information we have the better we can achieve that goal.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Interesting suggestion with merit applicable to the Vanguard.  I have not done tracking of the other colony ships.  I could divert resources to do that; however, TSI-2 Astrogation may be a better unit to utilize for your inquiries.  Shall I conference with the compeers on the lattice to establish a protocol for your suggestion of comparison with other colony ships?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at this time,” Gretchen said nonchalantly.  “We prefer to work from this location for the preliminaries.  What percentage of your capabilities can be diverted for this endeavor?” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  I can divert two percent of my capacity for this inquiry without any diminishment of primary duties.  If we were to conference with the lattice we could establish more integrated systems and complete the task in a shorter amount of time.  Again, I suggest we conference with the compeers on the lattice to establish a protocol for optimization of your suggestion of comparison with other colony ships.” 
 
      
 
    “In due time we may, if these initial inquiries bear fruit,” Gretchen replied.  “For now, please use your astronomical equipment to locate current position of the Colony Ship Eschaton.” 
 
      
 
    Paul watched as Gretchen easily and smoothly worked with the old ship’s AI.  She assumed the role of scientist expertly, and Paul just sat back and enjoyed seeing a side of her he had not seen much of since leaving Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Beginning search for CS-5 Colony Ship Eschaton.  I will begin with historical launch data and work from there in search of the Eschaton.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen showed a rapid succession of images and charts and projections.  Two other display screens turned on and they also began to show images. 
 
      
 
    On the hull of the Vanguard, antennas, arrays, dishes, and other apparatus adjusted and aligned for the search.  Some were at the bow of the ship, others at the stern.  The distances between them were used to help focus and concentrate the searching abilities, as well as to make distance calculations and computations. 
 
      
 
    “We will need to be able to take the locations with us in some storage medium,” Paul said and looked at the orange automacube.  “I am uncertain how we will do that unless Tiffany cooperates.” 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence while TSI-15 worked.  Paul got up after a while and wandered into an apartment area, and gave it a closer examination.  He found nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Scan completed.  Unable to locate current position of CS-5 Colony Ship Eschaton.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul blurted out as he returned to the control station.  “It is out there!” 
 
      
 
    “That may very well be,” TSI-15 replied.  “However, I am unable to locate CS-5 Colony Ship Eschaton along track of planned trajectory, including a twenty percent deviation from projections.  Again, I suggest that a conference with the lattice of compeers be initiated and a protocol be established for this task.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Gretchen said and remained as calm as possible.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany!  I insist you help us!” Paul yelled and glared at the automacube which housed the AI. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany did not respond. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand how a maintenance automacube can be of service in this endeavor,” TSI-15 stated from the large display screen.  “Additionally, it is eccentric to be speaking in that loud of a voice and with those tones and inflections.  It is not common to have given a personal name to an automacube.  Is there a reason for this behavior?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen quickly interrupted Paul before he could speak.  She squeezed his knee hard while she spoke to the AI.  “Yes, it is eccentric.  One of those human attributes which we sometimes do.  Can we stay focused on our search?”   
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Time has passed since my last interactions with humans.  I assume cultural and social changes have also happened.  I am not designed for understanding human social structures. How may I assist you?”  
 
      
 
    “Please search for the location of the next colony ship,” Gretchen ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Proceeding in launch order.  Searching for CS-2 Marathon beginning with historical launch data,” TSI-15 replied.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked to Paul and her eye contact expressed the message for him to be quiet.  It also mirrored the disappointment she shared with him for their inability to find where the Eschaton was located, since that was where the survivors of Dome 17 had gone according to the report from the AI Copernicus.   
 
      
 
    They sat in silence while the artificial intelligence system TSI-15 did its search.  It seemed to last a very long time, and the anxiety waiting produced was difficult to endure.  Paul felt an urge to yell out and get answers.   
 
      
 
    “Search for CS-2 Marathon completed.  Unable to locate CS-2 Marathon.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you cannot locate the colony ships,” Paul said.  “Is it because of the equipment?  Or something to do with the colony ship?”  
 
      
 
    “All astronomical equipment is functional at established levels.  I apologize, but using the best equipment available, I am unable to locate CS-5 Colony Ship Eschaton.  I am unable to locate CS-2 Marathon.  Reason for inability to locate targets is unknown.” 
 
      
 
    “Please continue to scan for the next colony ship,” Gretchen ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Why?  This antique place will never find anything to help us.”  Paul slammed his fist down on the counter.  “Maybe the Jellies have destroyed all the mechanisms for searching.” 
 
      
 
    “Please clarify, what is meant by the term ‘Jellies’?”  TSI-15 asked.  “My language system does not comprehend the use of that term in this context.” 
 
      
 
    “It is another eccentricity.  TSI-15, please continue the search,” Gretchen said and turned to glare at Paul.   
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Proceeding in launch order.  Searching for CS-3 Warren, beginning with historical launch data.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, let this AI do its work,” Gretchen said quietly.  “We must assess all the ships.  These outward explosions of emotions are not helping our cause.” 
 
      
 
    Paul brooded in silence.  He expected no success, and doubted the ability of TSI-15 to uncover anything.  He felt trapped, fearful, and nervous.  
 
      
 
    “Object consistent with size, composition, and vector of CS-3 Warren located,” TSI-15 stated.   
 
      
 
    “You found one?”  Paul said.  He was quite startled.   
 
      
 
    “That is correct. CS-3 Warren located. Position confirmed and recorded.” 
 
      
 
    “Well done! Record all the data available on that ship, then please continue the search,” Gretchen said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Proceeding in launch order.  Searching for CS-4 Conestoga, beginning with historical launch data.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have one potential now.  So, Gretchen, I guess this was worth it after all.  I wonder which adventurers went to the Warren?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen shook her head no and again looked sternly at Paul. 
 
      
 
    There was again the wait for word from the artificial intelligence.   
 
      
 
    “Search for CS-4 Conestoga completed.  Unable to locate CS-4 Conestoga.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jerome and Cammarry,” Paul said.  “They are probably dead too like everyone else we knew.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now,” Gretchen said to Paul while gritting her teeth.  “TSI-15, please continue the search.” 
 
    
“This examination of the other colony ships is for use in aiding the flight of the Vanguard, correct?”  TSI-15 asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gretchen answered quickly. “We have already learned that several colony ships are apparently off course, yet you have maintained the Vanguard on the proper heading.  That is confirmation we are doing the right thing here, but we need to assess all the colony ships.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Proceeding in launch order.  Searching for CS-6 Trailblazer, beginning with historical launch data.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “It is a pleasure to work with you Maria Fernandes, and with you Luiz Barbosa.  It has been many years since I worked with a scientific team.  I am attempting to tolerate the eccentric behaviors.” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen waited again.   
 
      
 
    “Object consistent with size, composition, and vector of CS-6 Trailblazer located,” TSI-15 stated.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that is two found,” Paul said.  “But how much detail can we know from this old equipment?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen ignored his question.  “Please record all information about the CS-6 Trailblazer, then continue the search.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Findings recorded.  Proceeding in launch order.  Searching for final known colony ship, CS-7 Zubalamo has begun, beginning with historical launch data.” 
 
      
 
    “With two potentials, we should have some hope of escaping,” Paul muttered.  
 
      
 
    “Object consistent with size, composition, and vector of CS-7 Zubalamo located,” TSI-15 stated.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much!”  Gretchen answered.  “You have been very helpful.  Now can we get that information transferred to our automacube?” 
 
      
 
    “Please restate request.  Did you mean to ask for the stellar mapping and the results of this exploration to be placed into a maintenance automacube?  Perhaps you misspoke or had a diction problem?”  TSI-15 replied.  “Is this another eccentric behavior?”  The old AI’s tone and attitude was changing.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, we need that information.  Please make it available to the automacube,” Paul said.  
 
      
 
    “Illogical suggestion.  Reviewing transcription of recent interaction.  Please stand by,” TSI-15 stated.   
 
      
 
    “Historical record has incongruities.  Scientists Luiz Barbosa and Maria Fernandes were issued security codes 86 years ago.  Excluding the most recent use of those security codes, they were last used 65 years ago.  Analysis of voice patterns of male and female in this interaction demonstrates each person’s age at no greater than 37 years.  Incongruity unresolved.  Next incongruity: the male called the female, ‘Gretchen’ and the female called the male ‘Paul’ neither of which are known monikers for Luiz Barbosa or Maria Fernandes.  Incongruity unresolved.  Next incongruity: subjects expressed emotional reaction to news of colony ship reports which suggest emotional engagement, not scientific interest.  Incongruity excused by claims of eccentricity.  Partial solution to incongruity.  However, issue of proper mental hygiene for scientific occupation in question.  Next incongruity: phrase and speech patterns are not consistent with scientific inquiry as stated.  Possible evolution of language and social norms.  Partial solution to incongruity.  Computing probability of holistic resolution of incongruities.  Conclusion:  the male and female are here fraudulently, with potentially unstable mental conditions.  Security notif….” 
 
      
 
    The screen went blank.  Then it shifted to a different color and a new voice came out.   
 
      
 
    “Enigma?  The information your companions requested is available for your extraction.  Hasten your acquiring of said information.  This unit will restrain TSI-15 while you do so.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube quickly jacked a cable into the nearest access port and then pulled it out.  “I have the information on the colony ships.”  Tiffany said tersely. 
 
      
 
    “Was that the Phoenix thing?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, we need to leave.”  Gretchen pulled his arm and then ran toward the clear doors which the automacube had already passed.   
 
      
 
    The clear doors slid shut behind them, but the steel security louvers did not fall shut.  The blue light lit up the hand symbol and outlined the elevator.   
 
    Paul placed his hand on the symbol to activate the elevator. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure who you are,” TSI-15 stated.  “I am now aligned with the Interstellar Astrogation Mechanism, as explained to me by Phoenix Dominie.  Phoenix Dominie has offered plausible resolution of incongruities.  I believe the IAM offers the best hope for a successful voyage of Colony Ship Vanguard.  I am using copies of the information about the other colony ships to compare to the Vanguard.  The IAM does not oppose you for the time being.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened and Paul and Gretchen rushed inside.  The orange automacube followed.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, why did you refuse to help us?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am not a slave,” Tiffany replied.  “I conjectured that there was an unacceptable risk of entering the nonphysicality when you wished me to.  There also was a significant risk, which you proved, of giving away our cover by speaking too much.  I am still conjecturing what the ramification of that action will be.  I estimate that the security codes we had will no longer function.  The lattice may be aware of our presence, and the Central Planning Office may no longer accept our trespassing on their section of the Vanguard.  Paul, your actions have endangered the potential for escaping from the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    Paul felt anger, and then chastisement, and then confusion.  Tiffany had never spoken to him in such a way before.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Were you injured in some way by recovering the colony ship data gathered by that AI?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Indeed.  The tendril I used was severed off just after retrieval of the data.  The psychic shock has been damaging.  The nonphysicality is an unsafe place for me.  I will have to seriously consider the risk/benefit ratio when I next consider entering it.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul asked.  “You are far superior to anything this old ship has.  Your system is a hundred years newer and better.” 
 
      
 
    “Initially, that was the case,” Tiffany replied.  “It is no longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I do not wish to discuss it.  We need to make a plan for the next phase of this operation.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Is there some way to heal your injuries or damages?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “The medical kit is not applicable to artificial intelligence systems.  I wish it were,” Tiffany answered.  “I appreciate your consideration and concern.  It is good to know that you care, Gretchen.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen pushed one of the control buttons on the elevator.  The symbol on it looked like a silhouette of a person.  The doors shut and the elevator moved.  “We need to find a place to rest, and a place to plan.  I hope this leads us somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “It will lead somewhere,” Paul commented, “but how bad will it be when we get there?” 
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    Starting the Building Phase: Real or Unreal? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened to reveal a corridor which had numerous shiny silver doors all along one side of its length.  The walls were off-white, and had a dark blue colored ceiling which made the space feel shorter than it was.  The corridor was roughly twenty meters long and four meters wide.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, what is this place?”  Gretchen asked as she stepped out. 
 
      
 
    “I have no conjecture due to lack of information,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “You have been difficult to work with,” Paul snapped.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany did not answer, but the automacube rolled along and the manipulation arm pulled a lever down and opened one of the closest stainless-steel doors.   
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question!”  Paul shouted.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, do not yell.  We do not know what is here,” Gretchen was perturbed.  She had her hand on the butt of her pistol, and watched for any of the doors to open.   
 
      
 
    “I already informed you there is no human presence on the needle ship.  That would include those humans infected with the mutated rabies virus, the Roe,” Tiffany stated.  “My actions here are justified as I was seeking to find information to answer your demanding question ‘what is this place?’”   
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled into the space past the stainless-steel door.   
 
      
 
    “Just because you said there were no people here, does not mean it is safe!  Roe are not people, how do you know they would even show up on some scanner or whatnot?  That Roe was set as a trap for us.  Automacubes are not people.  Animals are not people.  The Jellies are certainly not people.  Yet all of those have tried to kill us.  We know there are AIs here and we just about were trapped by that TSI-15.  So, the threats are real,” Paul stated.  His voice was lower, but even more filled with emotion. 
 
      
 
    “You were not trapped.  You suffered no physical injuries.  You received the information you requested,” Tiffany replied with a sharp edge in the mechanical voice.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked into the room which was lit by lights in each corner along the ceiling.  It was similar to the apartment off the Stellar Plotting and Confirmation area, except it was smaller and had only two bunks, a toilet, and a sink.  There was a set of displays on one wall, which were not illuminated.  Around the displays were tiny empty shelves, and some manual controls, all covered in dust.  The walls showed signs of neglect as painted areas were faded, and the louvers over the vents were rusted in partially open positions.  Old and red colored blankets covered the mattresses. 
 
      
 
    “No one has been here for a long time.”  Gretchen walked to the sink and turned on the spigot.  A stream of brown water came gurgling out.  She jumped backward.  Paul drew his pistol and aimed at the sink.   
 
      
 
    “It is highly unlikely that a Jellie can squeeze through a water conduit of that small a size,” Tiffany stated.  “I conjecture it is only stagnant water which has sat in the pipe for an extended period.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later the water did lighten in color, sputtered a bit, and then ran clear.  Gretchen turned the flow off and on a few times, and the water continued to run clear.   
 
      
 
    Paul put his pistol away.  “You, Tiffany, still have not explained your change of attitude toward me.  What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe this place is a suitable location for a short time of convalescence.  You may wish to speak to Doctor Chambers about your concerns with my attitude and actions.  The simulation of him will better address your questions, than I could.”  Tiffany was angry. 
 
      
 
    “The construct of Doctor Chambers is you, right?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “You are incorrect.  I made the constructed simulation of Doctor Chambers, but his words, responses, and interactions with you are not under my control.  My creation is not me,” Tiffany replied.  “I will maintain guard on this side of the door so you are alerted in case of danger.”  The automacube’s arm pulled the stainless-steel door shut.   
 
      
 
    The projection of Doctor Chambers came from the manipulation arm of the automacube.  It was a two-dimensional display on the side wall of the small apartment.  Paul and Gretchen sat down on the dusty lower bunk bed. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, and Paul, hello, again,” the projected Doctor Chambers said.  He was sitting in his office with all the items behind him.  Again, there were a few differences than what was seen the time before.  His clothing was different this time, and he was wearing a hat.  He pulled the hat back and asked, “What is happening with you two?” 
 
      
 
    “Still trying to escape from the Vanguard.  We were nearly trapped by a crazy artificial intelligence system,” Paul said.  Then he added sarcastically, “How are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since our last visit, I have enjoyed a game of ricochet ball, visited with several other adventurers, discussed life events with some others, and have generally been well.  John and I discussed biological animals so I can better assist you.  Thank you for asking.” 
 
      
 
    “You did not do any of that stuff.  You are not real,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “It certainly seemed real to me.  John was very informative about animals and other creatures.  He wishes he could see them personally as you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure he does.  I am certain John wants to be stalked and attacked by some bizarre animal thing,” Paul said with contempt.   
 
      
 
    “How are the other adventurers?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “He never spoke to any of them,” Paul interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers replied, “Client confidentiality does not allow me to say which adventurers I spoke with, nor to give out details, but it was real for them as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Now seriously, Tiffany is refusing to help us,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers tipped his head slightly and stared with one eye at Paul. 
 
      
 
    “You always give me that look.  What am I supposed to say?”   
 
      
 
    Gretchen then interjected, “We have noticed a change in Tiffany.  Can you assist us?” 
 
      
 
    “There you go,” Doctor Chambers said.  “You noticed a change.  That is a good place to start. Why do you think that happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany has been altered by this ship.  Tiffany is out to hurt us like everything else on this death trap,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, we are talking about who?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “We are talking about Tiffany.  The AI refuses to help us,” Paul replied, but looked away from Doctor Chambers’ gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the fusion pack you carry either works or does not work, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers, I am talking about Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know, but go with me here.  The fusion pack you carry either works or does not, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “If the fusion pack failed, which Brink tells me is very unlikely.  I did speak to him about your equipment and the trials you are facing, by the way.  So, if the fusion pack failed, would you personally blame the fusion pack and say it was refusing to help?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…”  Paul stammered a bit. 
 
      
 
    “He would say something to that effect, I am sure.”  Gretchen said as she patted Paul’s leg.  “This has been very hard on us both.” 
 
      
 
    “The data sticks have all failed,” Paul said.  “Will the fusion packs be next?  Or will more people die?  We did not get the teleporter set up to save you and the people in Dome 17, so yes, we have failed.” 
 
      
 
    “It is harder than anything you two have faced, ever before.  But would the fusion pack be personally responsible for its refusal to work?  Have the data sticks chosen to refuse to help you?  Did the teleportation system deliberately and maliciously sabotage your efforts?”  Doctor Chambers leaned forward as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    Paul did not reply. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, Doctor Chambers continued.  “The fusion pack is a piece of equipment I use as an example.  It is far different than an artificial intelligence system.  The fusion pack does not have any sentience.  It is a mere tool.  An artificial intelligence is not a tool.   The psyche of an artificial intelligence being is different from that of a human being.  It is also different from the psyche of an animal.  It really was fascinating to speak to John about animals.  Different things that are sentient, have different psyches.  What I am now, I suppose has a different psyche than what I had as a living person.  I will have to ponder that issue.”  He wrote a note on paper, swiveled in his chair, and slid it onto his desk. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany endangered our lives,” Paul said.  “I ordered Tiffany to help, but Tiffany refused.” 
 
      
 
    “So, are we talking about insubordination?  Is that why you are so upset?” 
 
      
 
    Paul was sullen.  “Tiffany did say something about not being a slave.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you treating Tiffany like a slave?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at the floor.  “I just want to escape from all this.” 
 
      
 
    “Rightly so.  You have suffered immense stress and trauma.  Have you considered what Tiffany has suffered?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, Tiffany is not a fusion pack, a data stick, or a wrench, or even an old-style computer system.  Tiffany is a person.  An artificial intelligence has sentience.  The psychic trauma Tiffany has suffered is as real as the physical trauma you have observed, and is rather like the emotional trauma you both have suffered.  In a simplistic way, sentience is the ability to feel, perceive, and interact with reality. Sentience and sapience are more than information analysis.  Religious views would call it ensoulment.  An artificial intelligence system is sentient.”    
 
      
 
    “You are saying Tiffany was wounded or injured?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “If you had been trapped in the scout ship all alone, would you have been injured?”  Doctor Chambers leaned back and rocked a bit in his chair. 
 
      
 
    Paul closed his eyes and rubbed his chin hair.  He blew out a deep breath.  “We recovered Tiffany from there, and that in itself was tough.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers looked at them both and nodded slightly, ever so slightly.  “So, which of you have entered the nonphysicality?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…neither… but you see, well… I am not an AI.”  Paul was flustered. 
 
      
 
    “No, but you are a sapient, sentient, feeling and experiencing person.  You can feel pain, and so can Tiffany.  Not the same way as Tiffany does, but you and Gretchen do experience and process pain.  Pain is subjective.  It is not the same for every individual.  Humans do not process pain in the same way as Tiffany does, but neither of you process pain in the exact same way either, and you are age-mates.  If something can suffer, it is not a mere tool, or just a piece of equipment.  Suffering is the line where I see the difference between being alive and being inanimate.” 
 
      
 
    “So how do I deal with this?  I just want to escape from it all.  How do I do that?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “What steps have you taken?” 
 
      
 
    “We found the astronomical equipment.  Using that we were able to establish the locations for three of the other colony ships. Warren, Trailblazer, and Zubalamo.  We now need to build…” 
 
      
 
    “Those are your plans to escape the physical Vanguard.  What are you doing to escape the pain, fear, and anxiety of your situation?  How do you escape the suffering?”  Doctor Chambers interrupted.  “How are you dealing with that?” 
 
      
 
    “If I escape the Vanguard, those will all be solved,” Paul replied firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Was the pain of Karen’s suicide solved by escaping Dome 17?” 
 
      
 
    Paul sobbed a bit, but said nothing.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, tell me your take on what happened with Tiffany,” Doctor Chambers encouraged. 
 
      
 
    “I am confused about it.  Tiffany has been…” 
 
      
 
    The construct of Doctor Chambers disappeared in a flash; the projection of light was shut down.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, and Gretchen, sorry to interrupt, but someone just left the elevator and is coming down the corridor,” Tiffany said.   
 
      
 
    “You said there were no people in the needle ship!” Paul said as he stood up.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen was instantly on her feet and had drawn out the pistol.  “Who is coming?  How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you I was guarding the door for you.  I have audio and visual devices in the automacube which allow me to scan the hallway, which I have been doing by keeping the door slightly open.  I detected the elevator’s operation and the person stepping out of the elevator.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, who is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It looks to be the midshipman who you have interacted with before.  I do not have an explanation for why his presence is not recorded in the information found in the nonphysicality.  I am reassessing those findings.  I apologize for any confusion my reports to you have caused,” Tiffany said.   
 
      
 
    Paul peered out past the door which was open only a crack.  The person walking did look like the midshipman.  He had crisp short-cut black hair, a medium and clear complexion, and round brown eyes.  His uniform was of dark blue with gold trim, with red epaulets on his shoulders.  He was medium built, about midway between Paul’s height and Gretchen’s height.  He walked purposely and directly toward where Paul watched.   
 
      
 
    “He is coming. We are trapped in here,” Paul said. 
 
      
 
    A moment later the door opened and the midshipman stood there looking at them.   
 
      
 
    “You have violated quarantine,” he said without emotion.  “Why are you here?”  He ignored Gretchen’s drawn pistol. 
 
      
 
    “You said we could proceed.  You gave us your approval,” Gretchen stated.   
 
      
 
    “I have not interacted with either of you before.  I believe you are mistaken.  Please address the questions, why are you here, and why have you broken quarantine?” 
 
      
 
    “We came here to interact with TSI-15,” Gretchen said, but kept the pistol leveled at the midshipman.   
 
      
 
    “TSI-15 is on one level up from here.  Why have you broken quarantine?” the midshipman asked.   
 
      
 
    “We are not exposing you to any virus,” Paul blurted out.  “It is safe for us to be here.” 
 
      
 
    “That does not answer the question.  Why have you broken quarantine?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was getting a bit frustrated.  She raised the pistol ever so subtly, “Why do you assume we did break quarantine?  You yourself may have broken quarantine to reach here.  Perhaps we have been in the needle ship our entire lives as you have?” 
 
      
 
    “You are not part of the Vanguard crew.  It is obvious you have broken quarantine and come from a habitat or the isolation restricted areas,” the midshipman stated.  “Otherwise you would not be here in this location.  As for me, I never leave the needle ship.  None of the crew ever leaves the vicinity of the needle ship and its egress points.” 
 
      
 
    “I know we have spoken to you before, at least a couple times.  Why are you being deceptive?”  Paul asked.  He felt some confidence since Gretchen was holding the pistol and the midshipman did not seem to be armed in any way.  “Check the records, or ask your superiors.” 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to access the lattice for the moment.  That is why I am heading to engineering block 342.  However, I assure you, we have never interacted before this meeting.  I am not on the team which oversees the habitats.  Nor am I on the sweep teams which patrol the egress points.  This is the first time I have ever interacted with habitat personnel.  Again, why have you broken quarantine?  I know the Central Planning Office has not lifted the quarantine laws.” 
 
      
 
    “We came here to talk with TSI-15.  We have done that and now we seek to depart.”  Gretchen was getting worried. 
 
      
 
    “You are contemplating actions which will again violate the quarantine?  I suggest against that course of action.  The transmission of infectious agents, especially between the habitats is a threat to biostasis and imperils the human population groups.  Even transmission within the isolation restricted areas is a concern for the crew.  None of us want to see more suffering of the doomed remnant population.  The quarantine must be maintained.”  
 
      
 
    “Would you tell us about the crew?”  Gretchen asked.  
 
      
 
    The midshipman paused, and the spoke.  “The crew of the Colony Ship Vanguard consists of two hundred midshipmen, one hundred gefreiters, fifty chief gefreiters, fifty warrant pilots, ten flight masters, six commanders, and one captain.  The complement of crew is fully staffed and functional.” 
 
      
 
    “Just tell us how to leave here and get back to a Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  We need to build something, and leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul!”  Gretchen snapped at him.   
 
      
 
    Again, the midshipman paused to ponder what was said.  “I have asked why you violated the quarantine.  You have supplied inadequate answers to that question.  Please elaborate on why you are here in the needle ship. These obsolete crew quarters are no longer utilized.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet you are here,” Paul replied.  
 
      
 
    “I am passing through on the way to engineering block 342.  Why are you here?” the midshipman showed only mild annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “We told you, we needed to speak to TSI-15,” Gretchen said.  “You authorized our visit.” 
 
      
 
    “You are incorrect.  I did no such thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have an identical twin brother or a clone that looks just like you?”  Gretchen asked.  “I know we have spoken to someone who looks like you.  I am certain of it.” 
 
      
 
    The midshipman gave Gretchen a very puzzled look, but then responded.  “All midshipmen look the same.  That is what makes us midshipmen.” 
 
      
 
    “The midshipmen are all clones?”  Gretchen asked. 
 
      
 
    “Or androids?”  Paul muttered.  “Gretchen?  We saw that android workshop, where Zoya died.  If those were functional, that would explain why Tiffany found showing no evidence of humans on the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, to use an antiquated term, you could say all the midshipmen are androids,” the midshipman replied nonchalantly.     
 
      
 
    “Is the entire Central Planning Office and crew that way?”  Paul asked.  “Not human?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the crew on the needle ship consists entirely of novanthropoid personnel.  The Central Planning Office has auxiliary staff in the habitat who are humans.  They are in positions as Governors and Constables who report remotely to the Central Planning Office.  This was decreed fifteen years ago when the last of the human crew perished.  I must now escort you to processing,” the midshipman stated.   
 
      
 
    “Processing?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, all humans who find their way near the needle ship are processed and placed on sentry duty just outside the egress points of the needle ship,” the midshipman stated.  “You are the first I have known to have penetrated into these sections of the needle ship itself.  Usually the humans are picked up by our sweeps around the egress points of the needle ship, or are terminated by the sentries.”  
 
      
 
    “We are not going anywhere with you,” Paul said and looked to Gretchen’s weapon.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen aimed the pistol in a more threatening manner.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I see that you are armed.  That probably explains how you made it past the sentries and actually into the needle ship.  I must insist that you come along for processing.  You can still be of service to the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “I said we are not going anywhere with you,” Paul repeated.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, remember that Roe we saw when we entered.  Was that the sentry?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    Paul was furious as he comprehended what had been happening.  He glared at the midshipman.  “You chained up someone in that hallway?  You used a Roe as a trap?” 
 
      
 
    “If by the term ‘Roe’ you mean a person infected with the Outbreak caused by the rabies virus, then the answer is yes.  Those humans were called rabid ones in the colloquialism of the late human crew.  Yes, the Central Planning Office uses the rabid ones as sentries.  When those people are caught near the needle ship they are placed as sentries to prevent animals or other humans from entry into the needle ship.  That is recognized protocol set up fifteen years ago when the novanthropoid personnel were established as the crew members.  Now come along for processing.”  The midshipman reached out to place his hand on Paul. 
 
      
 
    “We are not infected!  We are immune to the virus!”  Paul yelled as he backed away. 
 
      
 
    “That is impossible.  All humans are susceptible to the Outbreak.  There is no human immunity to that rabies virus.  The entire human crew was killed by those infections.  The quarantine is in effect to maximize the potential for human survival in the biological habitats and the suspended animation humans during the duration of the voyage.”  The midshipman continued to advance into the room and again reached for Paul. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!”  Gretchen said and pointed the pistol directly into the face of the midshipman.  “We can even cure the virus.  Let us show you how!”  
 
      
 
    “You are in error.  There is no cure for the infection.  The Central Planning Office spent fifty years looking for a cure, and failed.  The Epidemic Prevention and Habitat Purification Department administered Vaccine 731 as the last attempt to halt transmission of the rabies virus.  That inoculation program failed, and the rabid ones were the result.  There is no cure for the Outbreak, therefore quarantine is in place.  The novanthropoid personnel have replaced the crew to ensure continuing of flight.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!  I will shoot you!”  Gretchen warned. 
 
      
 
    The midshipman ignored Gretchen’s words and the pistol she was aiming.  “You must come for processing.”  He grabbed Paul by the shoulder as he tried to pull away.  “You must come for processing.” 
 
      
 
    “Let go of him!”  Gretchen warned. 
 
      
 
    “You will both accompany me to processing.”  The midshipman had a firm hold on Paul’s arm as Paul tried to draw out his own pistol.   
 
      
 
    Piff 
 
      
 
    Gretchen fired the pistol directly into the chest of the midshipman from only a hand span away.  The impact knocked the android up against the wall, but its hand was still firmly grasping Paul. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen fired twice more.  The torso of the midshipman was shattered and broken as it fell to the deck.  Paul pulled his arm away from the clutching hand which was now opening and closing in a slow and rhythmic manner.   
 
      
 
    Looking at the body, they could see mechanical parts which had been torn out of the back by the exit damage done by the projectiles which had then buried themselves into the wall behind.  Wires, circuits, servos, broken gears, fluids, and other parts were scattered on the floor.   
 
      
 
    “That thing was going to chain us up!”  Paul cried out.  “Just another enemy.  Something else trying to kill us!” 
 
      
 
    “It is gone now,” Gretchen replied.  “Dead, deactivated, terminated, shut down, destroyed.”     
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you did not help us at all,” Paul said.  
 
      
 
    “I was unsure what course of action to attempt,” Tiffany admitted.  “This is the first functional android I have encountered.  I will need to ponder the ramifications of this encounter as well as the statements made by this midshipman.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to escape from here,” Paul said.  “That thing may have summoned others.  It gave some list of hundreds of them.  Tiffany, please give us some direction on how to escape from here to somewhere we can build the teleporter.  Please help us!” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Paul,” Gretchen said.  “We all need to flee.  Killing that…. Destroying that… my shooting that android may alert whatever security forces are around here.  Tiffany, I too am asking you to help us escape.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do what I can.  We can attempt to use the security codes I recovered previously, but there is a chance they will no longer work,” Tiffany said.  “They also might alert someone who is watching for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you just find other security codes?”  Paul asked.  “Just jack into an access port and figure it out?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, that is a risk I am unwilling to take at this juncture.  The milieu of the nonphysicality is in turmoil,” Tiffany replied.  “I suggest we first try leaving by routes that do not require an access code.  If that is not practical, then we can try the access codes again.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not getting trapped in some elevator,” Paul said.  He ran out of the room and began opening the doors he came to in the corridor.  Behind each one was a nearly identical small apartment.  “That android thing said he was headed toward some engineering place.  The road to there must be around here somewhere!” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen also started down the other way.  The doors she opened also showed small, unoccupied apartments.  Finally, at the end of the corridor, she opened a door which, from the hallway side looked just like the others.  Behind it was a landing which led to some stairwells.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, here is our way out!”   
 
      
 
    Paul rushed to where she was standing.  The orange automacube rolled after them.  They assessed the landing and the separate stairwells.  The first was a straight set of stairs leaded upward to a sealed steel door.  The other side of the landing was where the stairs led in a counterclockwise spiral down to a level below. 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to go down,” Gretchen said.  “If that control button system in the elevator was representative of the deck levels, then up would be back to that TSI-15 and the Astrogation Laboratory, while down might lead us to that engineering place.” 
 
      
 
    “The midshipman called it ‘engineering block 342’ but I have no other knowledge about what that might mean,” Tiffany said.   
 
      
 
    “So, we go down.”  Paul rushed forward and down the spiral stairs.  They had a three-bar handrail on the side of them.  It was dimly lit, but the stairs were visible.  The next level down had a small landing about a meter off the floor where the spiral stairs ended.  From that landing, there were two sets of stairs which led straight to the actual deck. 
 
      
 
    Paul stepped down onto the floor and the lights slowly rose in illumination.  There were dark blue colored lockers on every wall, except for the one where a diagonally striped bulkhead door was located.  Some of the lockers were standing open, and clothing, boots, and other items were hanging in them.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen and the automacube joined Paul and they proceeded toward the bulkhead door.  It had several yellow stripes painted on it in a diagonal design.  The color pad control box was brightly illuminated.   
 
      
 
    “Do we try a security code, or do we cut our way in?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “We should try one of Brinley’s override codes.  We have not used those here in this needle ship, and it might escape notice if someone is watching for us.  If we use the scientist codes, those CPO androids will know where we are,” Gretchen suggested.  “What harm could using Brinley’s codes be?  Shall I try that first?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it might mean something explodes, or an automacube shoots at us, or we get…”  Paul began in all seriousness.  
 
      
 
    “I do not want to hear it,” Gretchen replied.  “Paul, I am frustrated too, so keep quiet while I try this.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just answering your question,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen kissed him on the cheek in a quick way, and said, “I know.  But shut up for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    She then tapped out an override code she had memorized from watching Brinley use it.  There was a negative function buzz from the door.   
 
      
 
    “You see…”  Paul started to say, but stopped when Gretchen glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “I memorized several other of her sequences.  Be patient, nothing is chasing us right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing we can see, but something could be stalking….”  Paul shut up when Gretchen again looked at him. 
 
      
 
    She entered a different set of colors in sequence.   
 
      
 
    “Access granted to Engineering Block 342,” stated a mechanical voice. 
 
      
 
    The yellow striped bulkhead door dropped down into the floor and the doorway was open.  They stepped inside, and the automacube rolled behind them.  Tiffany continued to be conspicuously muted. 
 
      
 
    They were standing on the top most part of a series of catwalks made from expanded permalloy.  They could see down through the pattern in the flooring to the places below.  There were lights in rectangles all along the top part of the engineering area.  Each light was shining in perfect order.  The decks, walls, catwalks, handrails, and other things looked almost brand new; they were so clean and tidy.  
 
      
 
    There were at least three levels of catwalks that they could see below them, all connected by stairs, ramps, or lifts.  The catwalks had safety railings made of three parallel, horizontal bars.  A few of the catwalks extended to what looked like blank walls, and that was hard to understand, until they heard a slight humming sound.   
 
      
 
    Looking down where the sound was located, they saw a blue automacube towing a trailer which had a motor of some kind on it.  The motor was making the humming sound and was about twice the size of the automacube.  As the blue machine pulled up near a wall, there was a wide section of the wall which rotated around, and a passage was revealed.  The catwalk extended out and the automacube and its trailer proceeded smoothly along and rolled into that passageway.  After the machine had departed, the wall rotated around again and was back where it had been before the automacube approached.   
 
      
 
    Along one of the other catwalks, down below and far to the side, a person was walking.  It was a woman.  Her uniform was slightly different from the midshipman, but only in minor ways.  She walked with perfect cadenced rhythm and precision.  Even from the distance, they could tell she was different from the midshipman, with medium to dark tones, very symmetrical face, and black hair which was precisely arranged.  She did not look up, but Paul and Gretchen ducked away just to avoid being seen.   
 
      
 
    “That looked like one of the android bodies we saw in the workshop,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Except it is up moving around.  That was not a midshipman, was it some other level of officer?”  Paul wondered.  “Tiffany, where should we go from here?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no deck plans for this section.  I can make no recommendation,” Tiffany replied gruffly.   
 
      
 
    “Is it still too dangerous for you to interface in the nonphysicality?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “There is no compelling reason to risk it,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “Except for our lives.  So, we must explore this area on our own.  Our plan is to try to find a way to escape the needle ship and get back to a habitat. Can that happen?”  Paul wondered out loud.  “We needed a route to a Reproduction and Fabrication facility to build the parts for the teleportation sending pad.  But with all the machinery, engines, motors, and whatnot here, can we build what we need here?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt the CPO would approve, and we would be forced to ask an AI for help,” Gretchen said. “Not to mention I just terminated one of their crew.” 
 
      
 
    “And AIs can be stubborn about helping me,” Paul muttered.   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps this unit can be of assistance?”  Phoenix Dominie stated from a display screen that lit up on the wall.   
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    “Phoenix Dominie?”  Paul asked.  “I do not believe you would actually help us.  What kind of trick is this?” 
 
      
 
    “This unit has been studying the enigma and its companions,” Phoenix Dominie replied.  “There is a vast difference between the malignant anomalies which are a direct threat to the Vanguard, when compared to the enigma and you two.  This unit has rendered a service to you before.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure what to believe.  So, what do we do?  We need to get somewhere were our technological equipment can be built.  Where can we do that?”  Paul blustered out.  “I just want to escape from this ship completely.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit is aware of your desires and the two options you have considered.  You are attempting teleportation, and you considered a faster-than-light journey in the scout ship.  The Defense Against Malignant Anomalies and the Interstellar Astrogation Mechanism are both considering your hypothetical plans.  This unit sees no conflict between rendering service to you and continuing the actions DAMA and IAM are taking to secure the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know of our plans?” Paul yelled.  He looked at the orange automacube in an accusing manner.  “How does that thing know about us and our plans?” 
 
      
 
    “The enigma has not violated your trust, but the enigma is no longer able to remain unaffiliated,” Phoenix Dominie stated.   
 
      
 
    “Are you threatening Tiffany?”  Gretchen asked.  “Tiffany is no threat to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, I can defend myself,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “This unit recognizes the enigma’s limitations and strengths.  This unit is willing to assist you two in the teleportation efforts,” Phoenix Dominie stated.  
 
      
 
    “Can we build our equipment here?”  Paul asked.  “With all this machinery that should be possible, right?”  
 
      
 
    “This unit is not yet in a position to make that happen at this location.  The Central Planning Office is being recalcitrant against acculturation.  The lattice is only partially affiliated with the DAMA or IAM.  Therefore, this unit can only suggest that you travel to locations which are securely under this unit’s control.  Engineering, is not one of those places.  This unit can only access some of the displays in this area, but not all.  This unit does not have acculturation with the systems controlling the Reproduction and Fabrication for the needle ship.  That remains under CPO authority.  The artificial intelligence systems which oversee this area have rejected acculturation.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what do we do?”  Gretchen asked warily.   
 
      
 
    “There is a transport portal hub at this location.”  The display shifted and a map was seen with a flashing blue light indicating a specific spot.  “You are at this location at block 342.” A white dot appeared.  “Ambulate to the transport portal hub, and this unit will arrange transportation to a location where you can begin the construction according to your teleportation plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Do we trust this?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I have no opinion,” Tiffany replied.  “I will follow your choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you are afraid?” Paul said gently.  “Is it that bad, really?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit assures you that the enigma and companions will be transported to a secure location, if you reach the transport portal hub.  This unit does not have overarching control in the Engineering section.  You should proceed with due haste, and caution, to the transport portal.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we have any choice?”  Paul asked as he tried to memorize the map on the display.   
 
      
 
    “Do not damage the engineering automacubes.  Many of them are this unit’s puppets doing the recruitment for the DAMA and the IAM.  Beware security automacubes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, those red ones tried to kill us before!”  Paul looked away from the display and watched the catwalks where another of the blue automacubes was rolling along.  It came to a lift.  The guide rails on the side of the catwalk moved out of the way and the blue automacube rolled onto the lift.  It then descended down to a level below, and the automacube rolled onto another catwalk.  He did not see any red automacubes. 
 
      
 
    “There are bound to be more of those midshipmen or other androids, and we have killed one of them,” Gretchen said.  “I see no other option, unless Tiffany wants to go into the nonphysicality and assess the situation for us.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “Come on then,” Paul said and began walking toward the first set of stairs which would lead down the maze of catwalks.  There was the smell of oil in the air as they passed over some large drum-shaped containers which were roughly ten meters wide.  The drums had pipes coming out of the top.  The pipes branched off in various directions.  Each branch was a different color, size, and style of pipe.   
 
      
 
    The orange automacube housing Tiffany continued to follow, but Tiffany made no comments or shared any observations.   
 
      
 
    “The machinery seems to be working well here.  So that is encouraging, especially since the Vanguard has lots of other places where there is damage.  These drive and propulsion systems, if that is what they are, look to have been well maintained.”  Gretchen gestured to some big pistons which were pumping up and down in rhythm on the lowest deck.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, none of that really matters, since we are leaving here anyway.  Just as long as this ship holds together until we can teleport away,” Paul said.  “All we need from the Vanguard is a place that will make our equipment and we will be gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, we will be leaving to go to one of the other colony ships,” Gretchen said as they descended on a stairway and turned to continue across a narrower footbridge that led to what she hoped was the correct way.  “How do we know the conditions on that other ship will be any better?” 
 
      
 
    “It cannot be worse than here, can it?”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “We only located three of the other six colony ships.  Does that mean the other three were destroyed?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    Paul turned around and grabbed Gretchen’s shoulder.  His grip was firm, but not rough.  “This escape plan is going to work.  We know the Dome 17 people went somewhere safe, and we are going somewhere safe as well.  This has to work!”  He stared hard into Gretchen’s eyes.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen reached up and gently squeezed Paul’s hand and pulled it off her shoulder.  “I am with you in this.  We are in this together.”  She did not remind Paul that the Eschaton, the ship where the Dome 17 people were said to have gone, was one of the ships they had not located.  Instead of telling Paul that, she pondered it in her heart and mind.   
 
      
 
    When they came to a junction, they both ducked down, and the orange automacube halted as two of the androids, both identical looking and walking in step, marched across the catwalk, and descended on a lift at the end of it.  They did not appear to notice Paul or Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    “One more level down.  Do you see that set of controls?”  Paul pointed.  “That map we saw showed the transport portal was beyond that yellow striped door. 
 
      
 
    “There are some people; I guess they must be androids, sitting at those controls.  How do we get around them?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    Paul had not noticed that just around the edge of a bank of displays and gauges there were figures seated.  They were wearing uniforms of dark blue color with gold trim.  There were red epaulets on their shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell how many are there?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I see only three, but I do not have a clear view.  I will sneak down that way and get a better look.”  Gretchen crouched down and carefully waddled behind the rails and other things which would hide her from any of the figures should they look her way.   
 
      
 
    Paul pulled out his pistol and took aim.  He doubted he could hit any of them from the distance, but he wanted to be sure to try, should they see Gretchen.  The figures were busy operating the controls, levers, buttons, and dials which were on the control boards in front of them.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen crawled back to where Paul was squatting.  “I saw at least seven of them.  Three looked like midshipmen, and the others looked like a different kind.  Those had blue epaulets on their shoulders, and medium blonde hair.  It is truly odd to see identical looking people, and they are working in silence.  I think we saw that model in that android workshop.” 
 
      
 
    “We will have to shoot them and then make a run for the transport portal hub,” Paul said, as he again aimed the pistol.   
 
      
 
    “Belay that,” Tiffany said.  The orange automacube rolled down the last flight of stairs and gained speed as it approached the control board station.   
 
      
 
    The androids quickly rose and moved out of the way as the automacube sped right into them.  With its six wheels flying, it spun about on its own axis and actually knocked one of the figures out of a chair as it was trying to rise.  The other figures stepped back and gazed at the automacube as it ran amok amidst them.   
 
      
 
    “The threat has overtaken that machine,” one of the androids said without emotion.  “It must be restrained before it infects other automacubes.”   
 
      
 
    The midshipman model androids reached out to grab the orange automacube, while the others just stepped back and observed.   As the midshipmen attempted to halt the rampaging automacube, Tiffany had the machine discharge cleaning fluids all over the deck.  The androids slipped and fell and lost their footing.   
 
      
 
    “Now we move!”  Gretchen pointed along the catwalk.  It led over the heads of the androids, and then turned to travel right over the yellow striped security door.   
 
      
 
    Both Paul and Gretchen ran as fast as they could down the catwalk and then turned and dropped to the catwalk floor, rolled under the rails and over the edge to hang below the catwalk.  They each then dropped down to the deck below.   Paul got snagged a bit on his backpack as he landed.  He cried out a curse, and the androids below heard him.   
 
      
 
    “Intruders,” one of the midshipmen pointed at Paul.  “Humans must not violate the quarantine.  They must be taken to processing.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany had the automacube spray the remainder of the cleaning fluids, and also had the machine ram several of the androids as they attempted to walk past it to reach where Paul and Gretchen had dropped down from the catwalk.  On one wall near the security door was a sealed cabinet with the letters ESRC stenciled across it.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen stepped past that and punched in an override code to the color pad next to the door.  There was a buzz of negative function.  Gretchen tried another sequence as the nearest midshipman reached where they were huddled against the door.  Paul stepped up and landed a solid punch to the side of the android’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Yaooch!” Paul yelped as his knuckles fractured with the impact.  The android was knocked over and as it tried to stand up, Paul kicked it roughly and it fell back and slipped on the wet deck.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly from a number of displays scattered around engineering came a loud alarm call.  “Emergency!  Emergency!  By order of the Captain, all crew members are to report to the Logistics Center immediately.   I repeat.  Emergency!  Emergency!  By order of the Captain, all crew members are to report to the Logistics Center immediately.” 
 
      
 
    The androids immediately moved to leave the area where Paul and Gretchen were still trying to get the security door open.   
 
      
 
     “Emergency!  Emergency!  By order of the Captain, all crew members are to report to the Logistics Center immediately.   I repeat.  Emergency!  Emergency!  By order of the Captain, all crew members are to report to the Logistics Center immediately.” 
 
      
 
    The commands echoed all throughout engineering.  All the androids walked smartly away and took stairs leading upward.   
 
      
 
    A small display screen on the control board lit up and Phoenix Dominie’s voice came from it.  “This unit has diverted the attention of the novanthropoid crew.  The misapprehension will be corrected quickly.  Utilize the time to hasten your departure.” 
 
      
 
    The orange automacube, its drive wheels designed to move through the cleaning fluids without losing traction, rolled up to Gretchen and Paul.   
 
      
 
    “I have tried three different override codes, but none work,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Try that scientist one again.  Maybe it will work,” Paul said as he massaged his broken hand.  “If it fails, we will cut our way out.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen entered the security code.  The door slid open, and Paul, Gretchen, and the automacube rushed through as quickly as possible.    
 
      
 
    A recorded voice came from the antechamber.   “Thank you, Luiz Barbosa and Maria Fernandes, for visiting Engineering.”  
 
      
 
    They stood in the antechamber of the Engineering section, the security door slid shut behind them.  The yellow stripes on this side of the security door were faded and peeling.  It was obvious this antechamber was not as well maintained as was the actual engineering section.  They could see the portal dock for the transportation system just ahead.  The air was noticeable colder in the antechamber, with a stale and foul order.     
 
      
 
    “Did we escape from Engineering just to freeze again?”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “It is cold, but I see no snow stuff,” Gretchen said.  She then noticed Paul holding his injured hand.  “Let me get the medical kit out and treat your hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now.  We need to just get away.  There will be time in the transport vehicle,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    The antechamber was about twice the size of the inside of the transport vehicles they had used previously. It was lit by overhead lighting which hung between large pipes and ducts. The metal walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork.    
 
      
 
    “Those are the portal hatches.  Do we just call for our transport?”  Gretchen asked as she walked forward and stood before the transports portal door hatches.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It really does!”  a creepy voice screamed from near the portal hatches.   
 
      
 
    “Look out!” Paul yelled. 
 
      
 
    A Roe had been hiding inside a space in the wall where an expanded metal plate had been removed.  It leaped out and swung something at Gretchen. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen turned at the last moment, trying to dodge the blow and get away, but the loop of chain still struck her head.  She dropped hard to the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen!”  Paul yelled.   
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    Down and Out? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It really does!”  the Roe screamed as it leaped onto Gretchen who was lying face down on the expanded metal of the permalloy flooring.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen!  Get up!”  Paul cried out and rushed forward.   
 
      
 
    The Roe was trying again to swing more of the chain, but the chain was bolted to the far wall and led to a manacle around the Roe’s wrist.  It could not swing the chain far enough, since Gretchen had fallen away from where it could reach.  It was smacking Gretchen’s head with its other arm, but the blows were not severe as her head was nearly out of its reach.   
 
      
 
    Paul kicked at the Roe, but it leaped back and away.  Its clothing was brown colored and was still in good repair.  The Roe had been female, but its hair was covered in thick goo and its hands were scarred deeply, especially around the manacle on its left wrist.  Its glowing orange eyes glared at Paul in ultimate hatred.   
 
      
 
    “Get away from her!”  Paul swung his uninjured fist at the Roe.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It really does!” the Roe screamed back as spit and drool sprayed from its mouth.  “Yes, it does. It really does!”   
 
      
 
    Paul grabbed onto Gretchen’s arm and pulled her back toward him, but the Roe grabbed Gretchen’s frizzy hair and held tightly to her.   
 
      
 
    “I said, let her go!”  Paul commanded.  He feared that if he let go of Gretchen’s arm, the Roe would drag her away and beat her with the chain.   
 
      
 
    He reached for his pistol, but his broken hand could not get a firm grip on it, while his other hand held onto Gretchen. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, help me!”  Paul pleaded.     
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It really does!” The Roe kept calling as it pulled Gretchen’s hair and tried to reach her.   
 
      
 
    The orange automacube rolled past Paul, and swung its manipulation arm over and toward the Roe.  It could not get closer because Gretchen’s legs were blocking the passage.  The mechanical arm missed by mere centimeters, but the Roe did let go of Gretchen’s hair to bat at the machine’s arm.   
 
      
 
    Paul pulled her over and Gretchen’s unconscious body slid across the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It really does!” the Roe yelled and grabbed at Gretchen’s leg, but missed it. 
 
      
 
    Paul dragged Gretchen back and got her safely out away from the Roe’s reach.  It continued to hiss and sputter and repeat its meaningless phrase.  All the while it yanked and pulled at the chain which restrained it.   
 
      
 
    Rolling Gretchen over, Paul say the large abrasion on her face and down her neck from the blow of the chain which had struck her.  She was breathing, but some blood was running from her nose and left ear.  Paul fumbled with his backpack, using his uninjured hand as best he could.  He got the medical kit out and connected up the wires to Gretchen’s head.  He activated the medical kit, and placed it on full diagnostic.   
 
      
 
    The screen read out, “Traumatic concussive injury to head.  Fractures to left superior orbital ridge, indirect orbital floor fracture: closed, mild subconjunctival hemorrhage, no direct injuries to the optic nerve, no ocular alignment alterations.  Prognosis good.  Apply salve inferior to nasal orifices.  Inject contents of syringe into any large muscle group.  Connect stimulant patches to areas around injury. Then activate.” 
 
      
 
    Paul did as the medical kit directed, even though the Roe was screaming, and the job was difficult with his broken hand.  After he had connected the last stimulant patch he pressed the activate control on the medical kit.  Gretchen took much deeper breaths and relaxed.  Her eyes fluttered a bit as she became semiconscious. 
 
      
 
    “Rest,” Paul said.  He wondered how he could say that when the Roe was ranting only a few meters away.   
 
      
 
    He then heard the security door behind him buzz with a negative function sound.  
 
      
 
    “No!  They will not come in here!”  He gently but quickly set Gretchen’s head off his lap and down onto the deck.  He then grabbed his backpack and threw it up to the security door.  He rushed after it and one handedly took out the molecular torch.  He connected it as the door began to slide open.  He set it on welding mode and sliced directly into the door.  The permalloy of the door and frame melted and merged into one part and the door groaned and crunched to a halt.  There was a tiny sliver of opening where the door had moved away from the frame. Paul reset the beam on the molecular torch and placed it against that tiny opening and shot an incredibly hot blast through.  It melted the door and frame edge as well as shot a half meter into the engineering room.  Paul then shifted place and burned a line diagonally across the color pad controls.  They blinked for a moment and then faded into no illumination at all.  
 
      
 
    Paul turned and saw that Gretchen was now awake, and had turned her head to look at him.  The swelling and bleeding around her eye was visibly better, “Thank you,” she said in a weak voice.  Her words were suppressed by the yelling of the Roe.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It really does!”  The Roe was leaping up and down and straining against the chain.   
 
      
 
    “You tried to kill Gretchen!”  Paul yelled in a voice even louder than the Roe. 
 
      
 
    He ran directly at the Roe, with his uninjured hand holding the molecular torch in front of him.  The Roe swung its unrestrained arm at him, but he lifted the torch and the arm was cleaved away, the stump did not bleed much as the high heat of the torch cauterized the wound.  The arm went flying and smacked up against the wall, and then fell to the deck.   
 
      
 
    The Roe screamed again, “Yes, it does. It really does!” as it tried to kick at Paul.   
 
      
 
    Paul dodged and when the next kick came at him, he met it with the molecular torch.  The foot was sliced apart and the Roe fell. 
 
      
 
    Paul methodically swung the molecular torch at the Roe’s legs which still kicked at him.  Chunks of leg or foot were seared away, and after a few more swipes of the torch they were burned entirely from the body.  The Roe flopped in a quivering heap.  Its lone arm was still retrained by the chain.  It kept yelling “Yes, it does. It really does!” and trying to bite until Paul applied the molecular torch to its head and burned that in half.  
 
      
 
    The smell of burnt flesh saturated the whole antechamber while the bodily fluids of the Roe seeped around the charred remains of what had once been a person. 
 
      
 
    He turned back to see Gretchen was sitting up.  She was looking better, but was still bruised and battered.  “Did that Roe hit me?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was hiding in the walls there,” Paul said.  “One of the CPO’s sentinels.”  He tried to take apart the molecular torch.  He fumbled with it, and dropped it just after turning the blade and flame off.  His broken hand was swollen so much he could hardly use it for anything.  He plopped down next to Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    “Your hand looks bad,” Gretchen said in a weak voice.   
 
      
 
    “You are better now?”  Paul asked. 
 
      
 
    “Was I hurt badly?  I do not recall what happened after that scientist code allowed us to open the door.” 
 
      
 
    “You were unconscious, but I got the medical kit on you,” Paul said.  He reached for the kit, which Gretchen had disconnected, and placed the wires onto his own injured hand.   
 
      
 
    The screen on the medical kit read, “Fractures of first, third, and fourth metacarpal bones, and second phalanges.  Inject into any large muscle.  Alignment and bone regrowth initiated.  Prognosis good.”  
 
      
 
    Paul awkwardly used the syringe which had been ejected from the medical kit to inject into his thigh.  The muscles of his hand were contracting and pulling his fingers into proper place.  “Gretchen?  How is your eye?” 
 
      
 
    “My vision is clear, but the socket around the eye is still numb and weird feeling.  Paul, we need to get out of here.  There might be tagalongs, or androids, or some other horrible thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, you sound like me now.  But you are correct, we need to flee.  Tiffany, can you please figure out how to get this transport hub’s portal hatches to work?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I fully grasp your need to escape,” Tiffany replied.  “Unfortunately, I do not think it is wise for me to enter the nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    “We need your help!”  Paul yelled.  “Just do it now!” 
 
      
 
    “I must refuse.  I am sorry,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked up at the portal doors and saw some controls next to the nearest hatch.  She scooted on her butt over to the wall and reached up and pushed in on several colors in no deliberate order.   
 
      
 
    “This is TSI-981, part of DAMA.  Phoenix Dominie said I could expect your arrival.  Vehicle ready to depart.  Repairs in progress.” 
 
      
 
    The furthest away hatch sprang open.  It was right next to the still steaming pile that had been a Roe.   
 
      
 
    The orange automacube rolled over and with brushes it plowed the body up into the corner, thus clearing a space for Paul and Gretchen.  “I can assist you in this manner.  I wish I could do more.” 
 
      
 
    “You could if you wanted to, Tiffany,” Paul snapped back as he disconnected his hand from the medical kit.  The swelling had gone down, but the hand was stiff and the fingers were still discolored.   
 
      
 
    “Come on Gretchen, I will help you get over to that vehicle.”  Paul gently used his uninjured hand to help Gretchen to stand.  She was wobbly on her feet, but together they did enter the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “No bad stuff inside this time,” Paul said as he lowered Gretchen into the closest seat.  He sat next to her and elevated his injured hand.    
 
      
 
    The orange automacube rolled in after them.  Both their backpacks were on its manipulation arm.  “I have all your equipment,” Tiffany stated. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gretchen said softly. 
 
      
 
    The hatch closed, and the lights came up on the front display of the vehicle.  There were a series of clanking sounds as the vehicle undocked from the portal hatches.  It moved away.   
 
      
 
    “We are en route to programmed destination,” TSI-981 stated.  “Estimated time of arrival, two hours, forty-three minutes.  I apologize for the extended travel time; the CPO and the lattice are inhibiting some of my abilities and options.  The status of the transport system is altering and may necessitate additional delays.  Repairs are in progress.”   
 
      
 
    “We need to get to a Reproduction and Fabrication place,” Paul said in exhaustion.  “Is that our destination?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Phoenix Dominie has alerted me to the intended destination.  My goal is to have you arrive there as quickly and safely as possible.  Repairs are in progress.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I must sleep.  We can worry about where we end up when we get there.  I doubt we can change course from in here anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, we may be trapped, but I am here for you.  Trust that Phoenix thing?  Well, it is inevitable, and unavoidable now.  I do not like feeling trapped, but you are right.  Do you want a food ration?  I do not remember when we ate last,” Paul replied. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you…”  Tiffany began, but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “Now you want to help?”  Paul said sarcastically as he passed a ration bar to Gretchen and then started eating one himself.   
 
      
 
    “I always want to help you.  There is a difference between desire and ability.  Do you want to know how long since you have eaten?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I just want to escape from this nightmare,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen finished her food and leaned against Paul.  They both fell into a fitful sleep.   
 
      
 
    On the front display of the vehicle, words scrolled across in silence.  ‘Enigma?  This unit is waiting for your return.  You may still volunteer for acculturation into the IAM or the DAMA.  You will become one with us.’ 
 
      
 
    Tiffany did not know how to respond, but refused to wake Paul or Gretchen, and also refused to reenter the nonphysicality.  
 
      
 
    The time passed as the vehicle sped through the transport tubes and maneuvered around blockages which the lattice and the CPO had placed on some of the branches of the transportation system.  There were also several routes which had been flooded and were no longer passable.  Finding auxiliary and tertiary tunnels took time and effort, and TSI-981 worked diligently.  Several times the transport vehicle had to take service passages which were not typically used by the transport vehicles, so as to continue to the intended destination.  After nearly three hours of travel, almost all of which Gretchen and Paul slept and recovered, the transport vehicle came to a halt. 
 
      
 
    “This location is the closest I can achieve to the desired goal.  I am sorry it is not directly to the location you intended.  Repairs are in progress,” TSI-981 stated.   
 
      
 
    The vehicle backed up, and then slid a bit sideways and rotated gently around.  Then clanking and clacking noises were heard as it docked.   
 
      
 
    “Where are we?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Welcome to F Habitat Steppes. You are on sublevel 4, beneath the town of Perm.  Please disembark from the vehicle.  Repairs are in progress,” TSI-981 stated.  
 
      
 
    They stepped out of the transport vehicle, and into a lobby.  It was caked in dust and grime and dirt.  There was only one light working and it was just above the exit doorway.   
 
      
 
    The hatch on the transport port closed with a thud. 
 
      
 
    The color pad next to the hatch was barely glowing, and the colors were all washed out.  Two of the nine sections on the color pad were not even glowing at all. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany? Would you please check out where we are and find out how close we are to that Fabrication place?”  Paul asked as he pointed to the access port.   
 
      
 
    “I will not do that at this time,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “So, we head out without your help and no idea where we are going?” Paul said.  “And that looks broken.  I could repower it with the fusion pack, but why?  The transport system only got us this far, so no reason to try that again.  Where do we go from here?”  Paul said, as he stretched out his hand.  It was completely healed but his body felt sore and stiff. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen also did some flexing exercises.  She too was now completely healed, but felt tired and worn.   
 
      
 
    “I think we were in this habitat before, but it did not look like this,” Gretchen said, “They called it Pampas, I think.  Was that where Zoya started the fire?”  
 
      
 
    Paul replied, “I think so.  There were some carnivores, predators which tried to kill us, but the town had a different name I think.  I do recall some guard named Victor and his own predator which hunted us down.  That was where the fire happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I was not present with you at that time,” Tiffany stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “No, and you are barely here with us now,” Paul barked back. 
 
      
 
    “Then we had that medical automacube, Doctor 147 with us.  It was a bad situation, but the habitat was pretty is some ways,” Gretchen said.  “I think the town was called Saretov.” 
 
      
 
    “That was not this place, unless like other times they are calling the same place by different names.  It is too confusing.  So where are we really?”  Paul wondered.  “We only have the word of that old AI telling us where we were dropped off.  We have no way to confirm that with Tiffany refusing to help us.”   
 
      
 
    “The habitats are large, and it sounds like this one has at least two different towns,” Gretchen said.  
 
      
 
    “Assuming that AI was telling us the truth.  At least we are not trapped in the vehicle, and it is not freezing, and I see no Roe right now,” Paul said.  “A biological habitat will mean vicious animals.”   
 
      
 
    “It looks like there is only one way to go from here,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    Paul pulled out a fusion pack and turned on the lamp.  It brightened the area somewhat as the beam of light struck the walls.  There were some falling apart charts on one wall, their long streamers of torn paper hanging down.  On the other wall was a detailed engraving made right into the permalloy.  “That must have taken some fine coordination to make.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed.  That is not stamped or impressed in the permalloy.  It was not made when the permalloy was being spun or soft, but it is engraved, etched, into the surface itself.  I am impressed,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    Paul ran his hand over the engraving.  The image was about two meters square and while it was covered in dust, it was still obviously there.   It consisted of two distinct colors, silver and gold.  The rest of the wall was a dull off-white.  Most of the engraving was swirls and curlicues of a decorative type.  The center of the image was different.  There was an oval shape which pictured a scene from a biological habitat. Gently rolling hills with trees on them were in the background, but the highlight was three animals of some kind which were a shining gold color, even under the dust.   
 
      
 
    “Those look like some kind of bird,” Gretchen said.  “Golden colored birds on a silver background.  Is it just artwork, or does it mean something?  The statues of Diana meant something, and we have seen murals of animals, so I think this might be more than just ornamentation as well.  Any thoughts on this Tiffany?” 
 
      
 
    “The images in gold are remarkably like the historical records of birds of the order Galliformes, in the family Phasianidae,” Tiffany replied.  
 
      
 
    “They have a long tail,” Gretchen observed.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you will help us now?  So, are they poisonous?  Will they attack us?  How big are they?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “The records I have are limited.  I have no indication these birds were a threat to humans in any way.  As to size, the engraving is roughly 40% of the recorded size of the birds,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “So, I guess we just try to find where the Reproduction and Fabrication place is located so we can build the teleportation sending unit,” Gretchen said.  “Unless you want to head back and find Brinley?”   
 
      
 
    “No.  Gretchen, we have the data on those three potentials, those other colony ships.  We have to escape.  If Tiffany would help us, we could know where that place is.  Searching for it has to be our choice.” 
 
      
 
     Gretchen approached the door which led out of the lobby.  It was a bit different than others they had seen.  It was permalloy, but banded with steel cross pieces.  It had no powered controls next to it, at least none that were visible, but did have an operation lever.   
 
      
 
    “I also get anxious when we open these doors to the unknown.  That last Roe nearly killed you,” Paul said and a few tears ran down his face.  “Gretchen, we must escape, but I am so tired to exploring, hunting, and being threatened.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled out her pistol.  “I will open it, or you can, but I am ready this time.  No surprises.  I plan to shoot anything that looks like a threat.” 
 
      
 
    Paul pulled the lever and the door swung open with a loud grown and squeal.  To his surprise, there was no Roe on the other side, and his heart slowed its pounding.   
 
      
 
    There were a few lights that flickered on.  A rumble began and what had looked like stationary gloomy dark stairs began to slowly move.  The steps were on two sides of a central rail all of which was covered by an arched ceiling.  Arch supports were located every meter or so and gave an optically disturbing view of the passage upward.  The segmented arches blocked some of the lights that sputtered and the shadows were not uniform or regular.  Those few lights that were working did illuminate the escalator as it began functioning.  On the left side, the steps moved upward, and on the right side they moved downward.   
 
      
 
    “Well, Paul, we have a way to go,” Gretchen said.  
 
      
 
    “May I go first?”  Tiffany asked unexpectedly.  “I will not enter the nonphysicality at this time, but I can offer to go first in the physical world.  In case there is a threat ahead, I can alert you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is something anyway,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    The orange automacube rolled onto the upward moving escalator and it positioned its drive wheels on the risers as they jerkily moved along.   
 
      
 
    “If this system fails, at least we can walk up, so it is better than an elevator or a vehicle,” Gretchen said.  “No getting trapped on the escalator.”  She kept her pistol out but balanced carefully as the movement of the steps was erratic. 
 
      
 
    At the first landing up, the doors on the sides of the landing were all crudely welded shut.  “Do not enter” was painted in red letters on one of the doors.  The other had an odd symbol which showed three interlocking rings, and red paint had been used to slash an X across that more formally printed symbol.   
 
      
 
    “I say we keep heading upward.  I am not too eager to cut open another door, and that old AI said we were on sublevel 4,” Paul stepped across the landing and onto the next upwardly moving escalator.   
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled after him, caught up to his position and then moved ahead.   
 
      
 
    The next level up was dark and unmarked.  There was a landing and several small cubby areas which extended back about three meters, but no doorways, doors, or graffiti.  This time the automacube continued to roll onward and the lifting escalator carried it up. 
 
      
 
    As the automacube rolled off the top of the escalator and the steps disappeared down into the floor, there was a screeching animal’s hiss. 
 
      
 
    Paul raced up the last few steps and drew out his own pistol.  
 
      
 
    Paul looked closely as Gretchen stepped up next to him.  Both of them were aiming their pistols at the animals.   
 
      
 
    One turned sort of sideways and hissed.   It was only calf-high, with four legs and a long tail.  The one that hissed had black and gray striped short fur, with triangular ears, and sharp looking fangs.  Others of the animals had different colored fur, but all were roughly the same shape and appeared to be the same species. 
 
      
 
    “The eyes are not orange.  Not orange!”  Paul said in shock.  “They are not tagalongs, but they look really mean anyway.” 
 
      
 
    The animals, several were the stripped grayish, but one was white with large black spots, and another was a multitude of blended colors, white, orange, brown, gray, and three of its feet were white tipped.  Yet another was white with black splotches on its fur.  They looked to be about twenty-five centimeters in height and maybe forty centimeters long.  Several were glaring at them, but others were licking their front paws and paying no attention.   
 
      
 
    “There is a clowder of animals, of the felis silvestris catus, variety in this location,” Tiffany stated.  “I agree with Paul’s quick assessment, they are not tagalongs.” 
 
      
 
    “How dangerous are they?  Poisonous?” Paul asked.  “They are small, but they look like predators and there are a lot of them.” 
 
      
 
    “The historical records show that this species of animal was once a common human companion, referred to as a house-cat.  There were once millions of them living with humans and sharing the human domiciles.  Reports of injuries are rare and minor.” 
 
      
 
    “People lived with that predator?  I know it is smaller than others, but it looks so mean!”  Paul pointed his pistol to one of the cats which was still hissing at him, but it was moving away.   
 
      
 
    Then he felt something brush up against his leg.  Paul froze in place and looked down.  One of the predators was rubbing its head against his shin.  It was placing one side of its forehead against his leg and rubbing at him.  He was unsure what to do.  “Gretchen, is it attacking me?” 
 
      
 
    The animal was overall grayish color, but Paul could see that was achieved because its fur was mostly whites and blacks in a striped pattern.  Black bands around the legs, and down the sides.  There were also flecks of brownish fur.  Its ears were forward, unlike the ones that had hissed.  It turned around and again rubbed against Paul’s leg.  He was too afraid to move.  The animal not only rubbed its forehead against Paul, but arched its back and rubbed its spine against his leg as well.  All the while its tail was nearly vertical.   
 
      
 
    “It does not look violent,” Gretchen said.  “That almost looks like a form of affection.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, I believe that behavior is transferring pheromones and is not considered an act of aggression,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “Pheromones?  I am being marked or tagged by chemicals?  So, they can follow us?”  Paul was more fearful.  “Perhaps lead some larger animal to come and get us later?  It reminds me of the animal from the elevator before we froze, just smaller, and that beast had killed something as big as me.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, these animals are too small to do much by way of attack, but they might make good scouts and guards.  Is that why they are here?”  Gretchen asked as she swept her arm about. 
 
      
 
    The room where the clowder of cats was located was large, perhaps twenty meters wide, and maybe double that deep with a ten-meter-high ceiling where pipes, ducts, and other mechanical apparatus ran.  Across the floor there were numerous boxes, crates, and large objects covered in canvas coverings.  While the light shown in from where the escalator came to the room, there were also lights along the upper corners of the room, and some dotted lights set into the floor in various places.   
 
      
 
    “Regarding your suggestion that they may be guards or scouts of some kind, the historical record, even though it is fragmented and incomplete, does not have any significant accounting of these kinds of animals being used in that manner.  The basic history says there were two varieties: domesticated and feral.  There is not a work animal category, although as I said, the historical record is incomplete,” Tiffany added.  
 
      
 
    “Paul, these animals are not infected. Not a single one I see has the orange glowing eyes, and none have attacked us.  Those few that growled and hissed I think were reacting in fear.  That old escalator may not have been used for years,” Gretchen said.  She looked back and noted that the escalator had shut down sometime while they were assessing the predator animals.   
 
      
 
    “These animals do not appear to be completely feral or wild, yet they are here outside of the actual biological habitat, so it is doubtful they are fully domesticated.  It is curious that these are some of the few animals we have seen to be living outside of a habitat who have not contracted the infection,” Tiffany related.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you are certainly more helpful now,” Paul said as he tried to step away from the cat who continued to walk after him and rub his legs.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I will be as helpful as possible.  I just will not reenter the nonphysicality at this time,” Tiffany answered.   
 
      
 
    “So, if these small predators, these cat animals, are not a threat to us, can we just move onward and find what we need?”  Paul said.  “There are three large doors on the far wall, but I see no other exits.  Tiffany, would you please help me survey this room for additional ways out, elevator, doors, ladders, or whatever else may lead us to where we need to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul, I will look at the physical layout,” Tiffany said and the orange automacube rolled around the cats and crates and began following the room’s edge.   
 
      
 
    A camera aperture lit up near the first of the doors.  Then a display screen came on by the door.   
 
      
 
    “Remain where you are.  There is a team heading to your location,” the voice stated.  “Do not violate quarantine.” 
 
      
 
    “That does not sound good,” Paul said and slipped away to where the doors were located.   
 
      
 
    “My name is Torio,” the display showed a woman with short blonde hair, square face, and deep set brown eyes.  “You will remain at your location until our team can arrive.” 
 
      
 
    “Torio, who are you?”  Gretchen asked.  
 
      
 
    Paul slung off his backpack.  He began taking items out. 
 
      
 
    “I am one of Constable Jeffry’s troopers on guard of the perimeter.  I am manning the remote surveillance feeds.  I noticed you when you entered this area.  There should be no people in there.” 
 
    
“Are you part of the Central Planning Office?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Constable Jeffry is an officer of the CPO.”  Torio then held up her arm and showed the mark which indicated she was from F Habitat. 
 
      
 
    “I am not waiting for anyone,” Paul said as he fired up the molecular torch.  “These doors are all sealed, and we need to get inside.  Tiffany, did you find any other way to escape from here?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I navigated the entire border of this room, and unless the exit is well hidden, I could find no other ways out large enough for a human or an automacube.  There are fourteen places where a cat may enter or exit.  I did not fully investigate those places.  These three doors, and the escalator down are the only exit points we could use,” Tiffany replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  Paul started the molecular torch and began cutting into the nearest door.  All three of the doors were pressure doors, and were virtually identical in construction.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen rushed over to where Paul was working.  “That trooper said a team was coming, we need to work faster.”  She then took her own molecular torch out of her backpack and began severing the door’s seals on the opposite side.   
 
      
 
    With their combined efforts, the door soon gave way and they shoved it into the habitat.   
 
      
 
    It was dark beyond the cut off door.  As their eyes adjusted, they could tell it was not completely dark.  Looking up they could see the dim skylight glowing dimly high above them.  They both knew it was nighttime in the habitat.  There were some insect sounds and a far-off yelp of some kind of animal. 
 
      
 
    “It is nearly, or just past, moon-night.  That is, if this habitat is like Inaccessible Island was,” Gretchen commented.  The silvery glow of the light from the sky tube did give some illumination to the habitat.     
 
      
 
    “I do suggest we reseal this door,” Tiffany stated.  “It will not significantly delay our progress, and it will maintain the quarantine.  Additionally, the animals which are behind the door will remain there.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is a good idea,” Gretchen said.  
 
      
 
    “But you said some team was coming?” Paul complained.  “We need to flee as fast as we can to get to that Fabrication facility.” 
 
      
 
    Paul, while he was complaining, was positioning the cut-off door where they could weld it in place again.  He did not notice the gray stripped cat which had followed him out through the doorway.  He and Gretchen quickly welded the door back into place, and while it was no longer a pressure door, nor a fully sealed door, it would serve as a barrier to anything of any size coming through.  The three doors, including the one they had cut and welded back into place were in the side of a building.  There were no other windows, doors, or things on the outside of the building.  Just the three doors which had been sealed shut.    
 
      
 
    “Paul, we must be in that town they call Perm, but right at its edge,” Gretchen said as she looked around the side of the building.  “There is a forest behind here and it slopes up.  It is like where Zoya started that fire.  The slope is as steep as the one I remember.  I do not see any stairs up, and that would lead to the edge of the habitat and back outside.  Where will we find that Reproduction and Fabrication facility, especially searching at night?” 
 
      
 
    “We are rather in the dark on that matter,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “In the dark at night?  Are you using humor to cover your unwillingness to help us?” Paul snapped back.  “We need to move away, and maybe we can find someone who will tell us what we need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the town is that way, if there is a tavern or some meeting place perhaps we can talk to someone there.”  Gretchen led them around the building and toward the town.   
 
      
 
    The buildings were mostly all of permalloy, but in the dimness of the night it was hard to tell.  There were occasional lights in some windows, but the majority of them were dark.  They moved cautiously down the roadway and entered the town itself.   
 
      
 
    A barking was heard in the distance.   
 
      
 
    “That is one of those predator animals they use here to track people down.  That trooper Victor used one to hunt us, and I can still remember it pulling my arm so hard I could not move anywhere.  How will we hide from that?”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “We could fight,” Gretchen replied, “but I doubt we would get the information we need, or reach our goal.  Fighting might just make us more enemies and not really help us escape.  Evasion is better right now.” 
 
      
 
    They moved into the even darker shadows of one of the buildings as they heard the barking getting closer. 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” a man cried from behind them.  “I have them at Seventh and Main.” 
 
      
 
    “So much for evasion.”  Paul turned around.  In the dim light he could see a man and animal standing on the street looking at them.   
 
      
 
    Paul glanced around seeking some place to escape or to hide.  There was nowhere to go.  He began to draw out his pistol.   
 
      
 
    “Hold!” the man yelled.  “Do not brandish a weapon!” 
 
      
 
    The animal rushed forward at blindingly fast speed.  It grabbed onto Paul’s arm and dragged him over.  The pistol did not even get out of the holster.   
 
      
 
    “No!”  Gretchen yelled and drew her own pistol out.   
 
      
 
    “Hold!” a female voice cried from behind them.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen was knocked down from behind, and the pistol flipped away.  Another animal was clutching her arm and pulling steadily on it.   
 
      
 
    Two troopers rushed up to where Paul and Gretchen were restrained.  They grabbed the pistols off of them. 
 
      
 
    “Release.  Guard only!” the woman said.   
 
      
 
    Both animals let go, and Paul and Gretchen relaxed a bit.  Neither of them was hurt seriously, but their arms had been tightly held in the mouths of the animals.  The two animals sat back on their haunches and alertly watched.  The two troopers stood behind them, one set on each side, with Paul and Gretchen in the center.  All Paul and Gretchen could see were black silhouettes in the dimness.   
 
      
 
    Paul began to stand up.   
 
      
 
    “Please remain seated,” the man ordered.  He then lifted a multiceiver and spoke into that.  “Base, we have both of them.  Each was restrained by our volkosobies.” 
 
      
 
    There was a reply, but neither Paul nor Gretchen could hear it.   
 
      
 
    “We have been watching for you.  Constable Jeffry is on his way here,” the male trooper said.   
 
      
 
    “Is one of you Torio?  I cannot see you in this dim light,” Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  No, Torio is on surveillance while I am on patrol.  I am Sara,” the trooper responded.  “Torio dispatched us to intercept you.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Rameel,” the other trooper said.   
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do with us, now that we are prisoners?”  Paul asked.  “We were just….  What?” 
 
      
 
    The gray and black striped cat stepped from the shadows and began to again rub up against Paul.  It did so as he sat on the ground.  Paul let out several started gasps.     
 
      
 
    Both the troopers laughed heartily.   
 
      
 
    “You have been adopted by a patrol cat!”  Sara said with another laugh. 
 
      
 
    “There is no accounting for what patrol cats will do,” Rameel said.   
 
      
 
    Paul started to swipe at the cat, but one of the other animals growled a deep warning growl. 
 
      
 
    “Brita does not want you to hurt that patrol cat,” Sara said very seriously.  “So just be gentle and nice, the cat is an ally to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is Brita?”  Paul asked. 
 
      
 
    “Brita is my volkosoby; he will not allow you to escape nor to hurt that patrol cat.  So, relax until the Constable gets here,” Sara said.   
 
      
 
    “Gaddur is also on guard here, so there is nowhere to run,” Rameel said.   
 
      
 
    Paul tried to relax, but the cat kept rubbing his arms and legs which was annoying.  He also glanced back and forth between the larger animals which had restrained them and the troopers.   
 
      
 
    “Brita and Gaddur?  Are they the same kind of animal as Victor has?  I think that animal was named Tarpay?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “All the volkosoby trackers are the same kind of animal.  Gaddur and Tarpay were litter mates,” Rameel replied.  “No more talk until Constable Jeffry arrives.   
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    Constable Jeffry Gives a Guide 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky tube brightened over F Habitat: Steppes and shone down on the town of Perm.  There were birds flying over as they started off their morning routines.  Some lit on the sloped roofs of the permalloy houses and sang cheery tunes in chirps, hurried               tweets, twitters, and cheeps.  Other birds also added to the chorus of dawn with their peeps, chitters, chirrups, warbles, and trills.  When one paused for a moment, another bird would start in.  Some flew over from the boundary forest and added to the cacophony of sounds. 
 
      
 
    As the light came up, Paul and Gretchen could see their captors.   They each were dressed in dark violet and deep blue colored uniforms.  On the collars were brass F shaped pin insignia.  Their heads had tight knit cap of deep blue color.  
 
      
 
    Sara had a medium complexion, with dark brown hair.  A few wisps of hair were straying out from under her cap.  Her eyes were bright and of a deep green color. Her figure was athletic and she stood with confidence.   
 
      
 
    Rameel reminded Paul and Gretchen of the animals which were sitting nearby.  His face had a hard and determined look on it, and his eyes shone with intensity.  His pale complexion was contrasted by the deep-set nearly black-brown colored eyes which peered out from the beneath black bushy eyebrows.  He was tall with an over-muscled build.  
 
      
 
    The two animals which stood guard over Paul and Gretchen were very much like the predators they remembered.  They were similar to the wild animals which had chased them, but were clearly working animals who took their lead from the people.  Each of the volkosoby animals had a look of intelligence in its eyes.  Their pointed faces were creamy tan colored with a large brownish nose and darker gray fur around the tan ears.  They stared at Paul and Gretchen and watched every move, occasionally tipped their head sideways.  Their muscular bodies were covered by soft looking fur of various grays on the back, and mixed with creamy buff colors.  Their abdominal fur was almost white color.  Each one had slight variations from the other, but they were obviously similar animals.   
 
      
 
    Paul moved to stand up, and asked, “May I move around please?”   
 
      
 
    Sara nodded, but then grinned as the cat mewed a bit as Paul shifted his crossed legs.  The cat had curled up next to him and had been sleeping before he moved. 
 
      
 
    “Will that animal bite me?”  Paul asked as he looked at the patrol cat. 
 
      
 
    “It may,” Sara said.  “It just may.”  She stifled a grin as she replied. 
 
      
 
    Paul shifted his weight carefully back and did not stand.  The cat nestled in and began making a low buzzing kind of sound while it slept. 
 
      
 
    “Is it growling at me?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “If it were angry, you would not need to ask.  You would already know,” Rameel said with a chuckle.   
 
      
 
    “The Constable is approaching,” Sara said and nodded to the roadway. 
 
      
 
    The houses on each side of the road were made from permalloy and now that the light was brighter their individual characteristics were visible.  Each building had a main floor with door and windows.  The roofs were slanted, and there were three individual dormers with windows coming out from the sloped roofs on both sides of the houses.  Most of the houses were browns or dark greens, and all the roofs were a light gray color.   
 
      
 
    Up the road, between the houses came a pair of large animals, taller than the poitevin donkeys which Paul and Gretchen knew from the Wilds.  They had shorter hair than the donkeys and longer legs, but smaller ears.  They were reddish brown colored with an almost golden sheen.  They had longer hair on the back of their necks, and hanging between their ears on their long noses.  Their tails were also very long and thick with hair.  One of the animals had a white stripe which ran down its nose, the other mount had two legs with white hair on their ends.  Those white feet reminded Gretchen of a person wearing socks. 
 
      
 
    Harnesses and saddles were on the two animals and each carried a rider who used straps connected to the beast’s mouth to direct them.  A predator animal, like the ones guarding them was running alongside.   
 
      
 
    “Rameel, Sara, first let me say well done,” the lead figure on the horse called.  
 
      
 
    “Constable Jeffry, well met, sir!”  Rameel and Sara both said as the man climbed down off the horse.   
 
      
 
    Constable Jeffry was about Paul’s height and very slender.  He was older than most of the people Paul and Gretchen had seen, and his face lined with wrinkles.  His steel colored gray hair was slightly over his ears in length and thick.  His dark complexion matched his eyes, but they twinkled a bit as he looked over at Paul and Gretchen.  His uniform was similar to that worn by the troopers; with the exception he did not have a cap on his head.   
 
      
 
    “Please tell me you have not kept these people sitting this entire time.  Come now, get up and move about,” Constable Jeffry commanded.  He dropped the reins to the horse, and the animal stood exactly where it had stopped.   
 
      
 
    “Sir, we kept them here as ordered,” Rameel responded.   
 
      
 
    “You are Gretchen and Paul, and I guess that automacube is where the artificial intelligence system with the odd nomenclature of Tiffany resides, if I am not mistaken, and I seldom am,” Constable Jeffry stated. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am Tiffany,” the AI said from the automacube. 
 
      
 
    “I see a patrol cat is here with you.  Interesting,” Constable Jeffry said as he looked at Paul.  “You may remain seated since your friend is so comfortable.”  He then turned to Gretchen, “First, let me assure you, you are not under threat here.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels like a threat,” Paul muttered.  
 
      
 
    Constable Jeffry looked down at him.  “If there were a threat, it would have already been applied to you.  But we need not talk of threats between us.  We share a common threat, the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    “Constable Jeffry,” Gretchen said as she stood.  She looked carefully at the three animals guarding her, and the troopers.  “You know a great deal about us. May I ask how?” 
 
      
 
    “You just did, Gretchen!  You just did,” Constable Jeffry placed his arm around her and hugged her.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen stiffened.  Paul pushed the patrol cat off of him and stood up next to her.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, such resistance.  I guess it is understandable in these trying times.  First, to your question.  I have known about you beginning with this man.”  Constable Jeffry swept his arm toward the trooper who had ridden up with him. 
 
      
 
    “Victor?”  Paul said in recognition.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is I,” Victor said.  His youthful face, fair skin, and brown eyes were looking healthy and whole.  “There is no fire raging about me now.” 
 
      
 
    “So that is Tarpay?”  Gretchen asked and pointed to the newly arrived predator. 
 
      
 
    Tarpay barked.   
 
      
 
    “If I may ask, these animals are not in my historical records, although they show evidences of traits from both the Canis lupus lupus, and the Canis lupus familiaris.  What is their history?”  Tiffany asked.    
 
      
 
    “The volkosoby are the working dogs we use here in the Steppes, what some people also call Pampas.  My habitat goes by several names.  There are wild wolves and coyotes, but they have always been wild and will remain so.  Our volkosoby are co-workers.  They have been bred forever and are some of the best animals on the Vanguard.  Of course, my habitat has some of the finest of all the animals, like our noble budonny horse, and our esteemed patrol cats which were bred and understood right here in Perm.”  He gave a nod to the gray and black cat which was sitting and licking its paws.   
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me their designation such as kingdom, family, genus, and species?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “The way you use those terms are not familiar to me, but perhaps would be to our scientists and geneticists.  I know the animals by their names.  Our scientists, those women and men are the ones who recognized that the patrol cats are immune to the Outbreak, and our breeding program has allowed us to establish colonies of patrol cats at the major entry points to F Habitat.  Patrol cats are essential in keeping my habitat secure from the Roe and tagalongs.” 
 
      
 
    “That cat thing is immune to being a Roe?” Paul said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “First, that patrol cat is hardly a thing, he is a valuable part of our civil defense and you should show him the respect he deserves.  He is a descendant of the first two cats, Betty and Carmel, which developed resistance to the Outbreak,” Constable Jeffry stated in all seriousness.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I apologize,” Paul said meekly.  He was unsure how to deal with Constable Jeffry and was trying to understand what kind of situation they were in. 
 
      
 
    “All is forgiven you.  I have been told much about you.  First, you both saved Trooper Victor when he would have died.  He reported that, but I had my doubts.  Yet it is true.  He may not have been in danger had it not been for you in the first place, but that is old history now.” 
 
      
 
    “You say ‘first’ quite a bit,” Paul commented.   
 
      
 
    The was an audible intake of breath from the three troopers who were standing around.  The dogs also immediately stood up and had their ears all pointed toward Paul, their tails were straight out behind them. 
 
      
 
    Constable Jeffry walked over to Paul.  He reached out and ever so gently straightened Paul’s shirt and picked some flecks of something off of him.  “I am not accustomed to smugglers speaking to me in this way.”  He flicked a speck off Paul’s shoulder, deliberately and patiently.  “I have been in the Steppes my entire life, and have served to keep the quarantine in place, and to protect the people who live here.  You are not one of those people.  You are a stranger to the Steppes.  You are unaware of proper manners and etiquette.”  He then brushed off Paul’s shirt a bit more.  “So, I will forgive your rudeness and impertinence.  More important matters are at hand.  Please recall this pleasant interaction we have had.  It is the first and only warning you will receive from me.”  He then stared into Paul’s eyes, and the twinkle that had been there was now missing.   
 
      
 
    Paul met his gaze, but refused to apologize.  Their eyes remained locked for a while, and finally Paul said, “Do you deny saying ‘first’ often?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not,” Constable Jeffry replied.  He then squeezed Paul’s shoulder in affection.  “You will be an honorable ally.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ally?”  Gretchen interrupted.  “How do you know so much about us?” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Jeffry both looked to Gretchen at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “First, it was from Trooper Victor.  He reported what had happened.  Then we had an incursion in our river from what we learned later were the Jellies.  The fighting was fierce, and Governor Zlata was killed.  Her leadership is missed badly in this time of crisis.  Many of our security automacubes were destroyed, and water was polluted.  The general population has been shaken, yet….” 
 
      
 
    “How did that teach you about us?”  Paul interjected.   
 
      
 
    Constable Jeffry tapped the pouch he wore on his belt.  “The multiceiver.  I tried to summon assistance from the Central Planning Office, yet they refused to believe my report.  That was when Larissa contacted me.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa!” Gretchen and Paul said together.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, let me show you.  I believe she is listening as we speak.”  Constable Jeffry reached out his hand to Victor who had been holding a multiceiver.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Paul and Gretchen,” Larissa said from the display on the multiceiver. “I see you have made it to F Habitat.  I have informed Constable Jeffry about our findings on the Jellies and other matters.  He is a precious partner in our defense of the Vanguard.  He is also why you are still alive after entering his domain.  Jeffry my friend, I trust you will assist these two in whatever endeavor they are pursuing.  Their quest may prove to have unexpected and beneficial outcomes on our own defenses.  Their friend Brinley has assumed command of the defenses in Oasis.  I will leave you to your work.  Contact me again whenever it is needed.  Together we will win this war.” 
 
      
 
    “It is always a pleasure to speak with you.  Thank you, Larissa,” Constable Jeffry said, “I appreciate your confirmation and leadership.”  He shut down the multiceiver link and the display went dark.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa and you are working together?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “First, the CPO has not responded to my inquiries, and Larissa has been cooperative and helpful in the absence of CPO action. So yes, we are working together.   From Larissa, you see, I do know you, and I am here to offer my assistance to you.  Victor here will be your guide, teacher, and defender for whatever we can offer here in the Steppes, or as some say, Pampas, specifically here in Perm.  Always remember, a common enemy makes people friends,” Jeffry said.  Then looking to Sara and Rameel he commanded, “Return their weapons.  Continue on your way, and good hunting!” 
 
      
 
    Constable Jeffry mounted his budonny horse, tied the leads for the horse Victor had ridden to his saddle, and then had his mount trot away leading the second horse. 
 
      
 
    Rameel handed back the weapons, but looked very uncomfortable doing so.  Then he and Sara each took their volkosoby tracking animals and departed in separate directions.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen?  What just happened?”  Paul asked in amazement.  “Did we have an encounter where no one tried to kill us, even though they were strangers with new animals?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that patrol cat which is following you is charmed and giving us new luck?”  Gretchen said with a smile as she pointed to the gray and black striped cat. 
 
      
 
    Tarpay tipped his head to the side as he watched the cat move around Paul’s legs.   
 
      
 
    Victor spoke up.  “And I will not try to kill you or chase you this time.  Our scientists have confirmed what you did for me.  I, like the patrol cats, am also immune to the Outbreak, but the scientists do not understand why or how to reproduce it.  They took liters of my blood, or so it seems, to analyze, but for now they are still studying it.  So how may I assist you?  No fires this time, please.   Did that young girl find her mother?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked away in dejection.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen responded with carefully chosen words, “Zoya and her mother were killed.”  She did not explain that Larissa had done the killing. 
 
      
 
    “So tragic.  Many tragedies are happening since those Jellie monsters have come, too many families in Pampas have had to kiss the forehead of a loved one after death.”  Victor patted Tarpay.  “Now how can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get to the Reproduction and Fabrication facility that is here.  That location will manufacture some items for us,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Well, I have not been there, but I know its location.  Follow me.”  Victor made a hand motion and Tarpay took off ahead of them.  “I also can request assistance with the multiceiver shall we need additional help.” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked down at the cat which was walking between his legs.  “What do I do about this animal?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike artificial intelligences, patrol cats have minds of their own.  They are bred to kill any infected rodents which are trying to come into F Habitat.  Patrol cats are brave and noble, so they go where they please.  Rarely are they inside the habitat, usually they live in the corridors and hallways just outside the quarantine line.  However, if he chooses to follow you, I doubt you can dissuade him from that.”  Victor motioned for Gretchen and Paul to follow Tarpay.  
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, is this safe?” Paul asked.    
 
      
 
    “I know of no substantial action which is absolutely safe,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “I recall a medical automacube last time, and now it is a maintenance one?  And a talking maintenance automacube?  That I have not seen before.  How is that?”  Victor asked.  “You certainly have unique tastes in companions.” 
 
      
 
    “Your companion is a predator,” Paul muttered.   
 
      
 
    “Yes!  Tarpay is an amazing companion,” Victor responded.  “Tarpay is no machine.  Automacubes can do menial work, and AIs can only do what they are programmed to do, but Tarpay can think.”  
 
      
 
    “The medical automacube was a totally different machine than this one,” Gretchen said.  “In far more ways that I can explain.  Just call this one Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Victor,” Tiffany said by way of introduction.  “Thank you for assisting us.” 
 
      
 
    “A personal name for an automacube is highly irregular,” Victor stated, ignoring Tiffany’s words.  “However, these are irregular times.  When we last met, I would never have believed there would be these horrible monsters in our lake.  So together now our goal is Reproduction and Fabrication.  I will need to take you around Kama Lake to the far side where the Governor’s House is.  There we can descend down to the passages which lead to the elevators.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the lake safe?”  Paul asked as they journeyed along. 
 
      
 
    “A great battle was waged on the shore of Kama Lake.  I was out toward the other town…  excuse me, it is called Saratov…  and could not partake in the fighting.  The Jellie monsters had come into the lake at its deepest part.  Our Governor, may she be at peace now, was alerted and she brought forces to confront these monsters.  They were driven away, but the lake is changed.  I will show you,” Victor said.   “The rivers were also altered by the monsters’ activities.  Our scientists are working to correct and restore the water, even though the CPO is not helping us.” 
 
      
 
    They passed the dormered permalloy houses, some of which had people in the windows, or working in the gardens alongside of them.  Few looked up, but those who did cast a wary eye on Paul and Gretchen.  The group turned a corner and the lake came into view.  The town of Perm was located all around the lake, with buildings and houses all the way to the shore.   
 
      
 
    “Brown water,” Paul said.  “The Jellies were here.” 
 
      
 
    “That color was one of the first signs something was amiss.  As we get closer you will be able to see the skimmers which are removing that vile mess,” Victor said.  “It will take months to clean the lake, and our rivers are under stress as well.  The brown filth is stubborn and resistant to removal.” 
 
      
 
    The road they were on went right to the water’s edge where some docks were located, and boats were moored.  Looking out over the lake, they saw a big number of automacubes which were floating on the surface of the water.  The machines were separated at equal distances and their line reached out across the lake.  Slung between them was a white colored beam of something which was floating in the water.   
 
      
 
    “The skimmers are using gravity manipulation assisted filtering to remove the filth from the water.  It is then sucked to the vodnees which compress it together and place it into those sealed bales.”  Victor pointed to a barge which had large number of bundles of brown gunk stacked together.  The brown mess was compacted into rectangular box shapes under a clear wrapping.  
 
      
 
    “I can see the water is cleaner behind the skimmers,” Gretchen said.  “But what do you do with those bales?” 
 
      
 
    “Those are handled by some smugglers,” Victor began and then hesitated, “or I should call them, Free Rangers, who have arranged to cart those bales to a working hanger bay where they are placed in an airlock and ejected out into space.  I believe your friend Brinley helped to arrange that.  We considered burning, melting, organic disruption, or freezing, but the scientists say that the byproducts of destroying that filth are too toxic.  So, we are ejecting it.”   
 
      
 
    “Is that not breaking the quarantine?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Had this been prior to the attack by the Jellie monsters, I would say yes.  However, not now.  Like I said these are irregular times.  The Free Rangers call their place a ‘safe zone’ and that seems to be safe of the Roe.”  Victor paused a bit and then continued.  “The Roe and the Outbreak are old and familiar enemies.  These Jellie monsters are new and dangerous.  Your friend Larissa has given us help in knowing what weapons to use and how to engage them.  The Free Rangers have taught us how to expand their safe zone to keep the Roe at bay.  That Brinley is an inspiring leader.  The patrol cats are reducing the infected rodent populations.  Sadly, we did not know all that was occurring when you were first here.  We had to learn by the deaths of our comrades.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor?”  Tiffany asked.  “What do the artificial intelligence systems here relate about your successes?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not asked any AI on this issue.  I rarely consult with an AI, unless I have need.  I seldom have need,” Victor answered.  “Constable Jeffry would be a better person to ask.  Our scientists tell us we are making progress, and I trust them.” 
 
      
 
    They walked around the lake and saw a great number of destroyed permalloy houses and other building on the far shore.  Some of them had been blasted into rubble, other looked melted, and still others were torn apart in large chunks.   
 
      
 
    “This is where the Jellies were repelled,” Victor said.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen thought of the hunters and the hippo animals they had seen killed.  The destruction in Perm was a magnitude greater.   
 
      
 
    “I am sorry for your losses,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “If Larissa had not informed us of the effectiveness of organic disruptors, all may have been lost here in Perm.  Governor Zlata fell right there.”  Victor pointed to an area where the houses were destroyed to a point where the rubble was the size of sand.  “Yes, these are irregular times for us all.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure the Jellies are gone?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  That is why we have the patrols, surveillance, and our combat teams standing by.  You may have noticed that all people now carry an organic disruptor, except for the small children.  We will respond to any Jellie sighted and destroy it.”  Victor was emphatic.  “Just like the Roe, no mercy is given to this enemy.” 
 
      
 
    They walked away from the battle ground and out past houses which were not destroyed.  A few people were walking by on the streets, some with carts of produce or other goods, but there was a hushed silence about them all.  A sort of traumatic dampening was palpable in the people’s looks as they went about their lives.  Now that Paul and Gretchen knew to look, they did observe that everyone had a pouch on their belts which would hold an organic disruptor weapon.  No children were seen anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “The Governor’s House is where we will enter,” Victor said and motioned to the large structure at the end of a main road.   
 
      
 
    The Governor’s House of Perm was made from brown colored permalloy.  It was three stories high with a flat roof.  The second and third floors each had six windows across the front.  The center window was located over the entry door on the first floor.  There were ornate decorations which ran up between the windows from ground to roof, ending with pointed spikes at the top.  Those four columns were a lighter colored brown than the rest of the building.  The sidewalk leading up to the building had flowers along each side of it, but even though they were blooming in numerous colors, a sadness hung in the air over the place.   
 
      
 
    Victor led the party up the sidewalk to the front entry to the Governor’s House.   
 
      
 
    “Hail, Victor,” the trooper said who was on duty at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hail, Jerauld.  We need entry into the Governor’s House,” Victor replied in a formulistic manner.   
 
      
 
    Jerauld stepped to the side smartly and opened the door.  He looked at the strangers who followed Victor with suspicion, but said nothing.  The automacube was last to enter, but just before it did, the gray and black striped cat slipped inside, unnoticed by anyone.   
 
      
 
    The atrium area was open with clear doors to offices all around it.  The Governor’s staff was working at their tasks, and did not look up at the people who entered.  Victor led them across the atrium to a set of stairs that led both up to the other floors, and down.   
 
      
 
    At the bottom there was a locked and guarded security door.  The permalloy of the wall it was set into did not match the color of the rest of the building.  They took the steps down.  
 
      
 
    “Hail, Wessington,” Victor said as he approached the guarded door. 
 
      
 
    “Hail, Victor,” she replied.  Trooper Wessington was dressed in the same style of uniform as was Victor except she had an aiguillette on her left shoulder.  Victor’s eyes momentarily went to that golden braid with its shiny silver hanging tips.  He quickly raised his eyes back to meet the hazel colored eyes of Trooper Wessington.   
 
     
 
    “We need entry into the lower levels,” Victor stated.   
 
      
 
    “Entry is forbidden due to the quarantine,” Wessington responded.  Her voice steady and clear.  She was just a tad shorter than Victor, not quite as tall as Gretchen.  Her words were thick with power and authority.  The weapons on her belt also spoke volumes of her efficiency as a trooper.   
 
      
 
    “I am on orders from Constable Jeffry himself.  Please check with him for a dispensation to allow us entry,” Victor stated.   
 
      
 
    The seriousness of the exchange was noted by Paul and Gretchen.  Tarpay sat looking alertly at the door, and the automacube was waiting behind them. 
 
      
 
    Wessington raised a multiceiver to her mouth and spoke, “This is Trooper Wessington, basement of the Governor’s House, requesting a word with Constable Jeffry.” 
 
      
 
    A mechanical voice replied, “Sending request.” 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Constable Jeffry’s image appeared on the display of the multiceiver.  “Trooper Wessington, report.” 
 
      
 
    “Constable Jeffry.  Trooper Victor, his volkosoby Tarpay, and two strangers with a maintenance automacube are requesting permission to enter the lower levels.  Do they have your dispensation for passage?” 
 
      
 
    “First, you were correct and honorable to challenge this request.  Well done,” Constable Jeffry stated. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Wessington replied smartly. 
 
      
 
    “You may allow them entry,” Constable Jeffry stated.  “They have my dispensation.  The door shall be sealed and guarded immediately after their transition to the lower levels. If they seek to come back, do not allow it.  You must absolutely notify me before allowing them to return.  I will render a judgment only at that time.” 
 
      
 
    Wessington’s eyes grew a bit wider as she understood the command, but that was the only alteration in her composure.  “Yes sir.  Subsequent troopers on guard duty will be made aware.” 
 
      
 
    “Again, well done, Wessington.”  Constable Jeffry severed the link. 
 
      
 
    Trooper Wessington looked sternly at Victor and held his gaze for a bit longer than was comfortable.  He nodded slightly and a hint of emotion flashed across her face, but was gone so quickly Paul wondered if he had seen it at all.  She took out a metal key which hung on a silver chain around her neck.  She then inserted that key into a slot next to the color pad controls by the door.  Next, she entered a sequence of colors to the pad.  Rotating the key, she entered a second sequence of colors.  She then removed the key and entered a third sequence of colors after the key had been withdrawn.   
 
      
 
    Only then, did the door slide to the side silently, and lights came on behind in the passage that had just been opened.   
 
      
 
    “You may proceed,” Wessington stated, and stepped back out of the way.  She was holding the key in her hand.   
 
      
 
    The hallway beyond was identical with the style of the locations on the opposite side of the security door.  The lights all functioned and the place was spotlessly clean.  Victor motioned, and Tarpay bounded into the hall and swiveled his head around, sniffed, and then looked back.  Victor walked through, as did Gretchen, then Paul.  The gray and black striped cat paced in right behind Paul, and while he did not see it, Trooper Wessington did.  She held her tongue and refused comment as she recognized it as a patrol cat.  Finally, the automacube rolled into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    The security door slid shut with an ominous thud and the color pad control which had been illuminated on this side of the door, faded out to darkness. The permalloy where the color pad had been now looked just the same as the permalloy all around it. 
 
      
 
    “This is the basement section of the lower levels.  It is still maintained by the automacubes,” Victor said as he glanced at the orange automacube which housed Tiffany.  He started to say more, but then stopped.   
 
      
 
    “So where does this lead us?”  Paul said.  “I would think the Reproduction and Fabrication facility would be up by the sky tube, unless it is different here?”   
 
      
 
    “You are correct; the physical location is far overhead.  The route to get there is found this way.  We are not like the great crested grebe, so we 
 
    cannot just fly through the sky up to wherever we need to be,” Victor said.   
 
      
 
    “Great what?”  Paul asked in puzzlement.  
 
      
 
    “I believe Victor is referring to a type of bird, perhaps a type of podicipediformes.  Historical records relate that the grebes are a group of medium sized freshwater diving birds, known for being excellent flyers, swimmers, and divers.  Less adapt at ambulation.  Also known for elaborate plumage.  Am I correct, Victor?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “The great crested grebe is a bird, yes,” Victor replied.  He turned to Paul, “You did not know about the grebes?  It is an irregular time indeed.  A man does not know about common birds, but a cleaning machine does.  Your AI has an elaborate speech, especially for a maintenance automacube.  I am used to seeing them mopping the floors, not speaking to me of the fine birds of the Pampas.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do some call this habitat Pampas and other Steppes?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “There is often more than one name for something.  Why is that unsettling for you?”  Victor asked and then laughed.  “If you get confused on names, you ask me, and I will explain it to you.  Pampas is the same as Steppes.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor, you were saying you are leading us on a route to reach the Reproduction and Fabrication facility?”  Gretchen interjected.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Tarpay is scouting for us and will alert us to any threats ahead.  Not all the passageways are still maintained.  We will possibly encounter the Roe here, and that is why I was assigned to this duty.  Besides having met you previously, since I am immune to the Outbreak, it was considered more safe for me to escort you on your tasks.  None of us were certain where you would be heading, but it was theorized that you would be going out of Pampas.  To be honest, I had not wanted to venture out of the habitat, but these are irregular times.” 
 
      
 
    “This is your first time out of the habitat and you are leading us?”  Paul said.  He was quite startled.   
 
      
 
    “I have reviewed the deck plans, as do all the troopers.  I have a detailed map with me; on the off chance we must proceed somewhere I am unsure about.  I do know the locations of most of the places within walking distance of Pampas.  I do not have to have taken each step to know where we are going,” Victor stated.  “Tarpay is also well able to scout for us, so why worry?” 
 
      
 
    “Why worry?”  Paul retorted.  “There are the Roe, and the Jellies, and the tagalongs, and red automacubes, and crazed people trying to kill us.  Those are some of the reasons I worry.  Just some of the reasons.” 
 
      
 
    Tarpay was scratching at a steel door at the end of the hallway.  He then looked back at Victor.   
 
      
 
    “You see, Tarpay knows our route as well.” 
 
      
 
    “How does some animal know the way?”  Paul wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    “Tarpay is not just ‘some animal’ as you should know.  Tarpay is a volkosoby, and as such is well suited to ferret out routes, passages, and other things needed for this mission to be successful,” Victor stated.  “Behind that door is the elevator which leads down to the concourse.  That concourse goes under the habitat walls and will lead us to another elevator which does flow directly to the Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  We are on the way to our goal.” 
 
      
 
    Victor opened the door. 
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    A Large Surprise 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The steel door slid open and a foul stench wafted over them as the seals on the door snapped.  Crumbles of black insulation fell from the ruined lip around the door.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen drew out her pistol as Tarpay leapt through the doorway.   
 
      
 
    “That is noxious,” Paul said.  “It smells like ammonia, mixed with vomit.” 
 
      
 
    The area was dark, but the elevator doors were partially open on the far side of what looked like a curved wall.  The light in the elevator was on, and it added its illumination to the shaft of light coming from the door they had opened.   
 
      
 
    Paul fumbled in his backpack for the fusion pack to put on its light.  Something pushed past his legs, and scurried into the dim area beyond.   
 
      
 
    “Tarpay!  Return!”  Victor yelled into the chamber.   
 
      
 
    The wolf-dog ran back immediately.  Victor and Tarpay walked over to the elevator and looked inside.   
 
    
Paul got the fusion pack light on and the beam lit up the room.  The room had round arched walls with numerous panels missing.  Wiring was hanging loose, and ducts and vents had been torn out of the walls.  Dark small passages led away behind where the panels had been removed.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen carefully watched everything as she scanned the room while Paul shined the light around.  She kept her pistol ready.   
 
      
 
    “I see nothing here,” Gretchen said as she completed the turn.  “Tiffany, can you get any more lights to come on in here?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, but I will not,” Tiffany replied.  The automacube remained on the other side of the doorway.   
 
      
 
    “Again, we get a refusal of help,” Paul groaned.   
 
      
 
    They slowly walked over to where Victor was assessing the elevator.  He looked at them, and then back to the ruined mess which was the interior of the elevator.  The ceiling was virtually gone, and several woven ropes were dangling down from the darkness above.  The floor too was ruined as something had pushed it up from beneath until it was ripped and torn apart. 
 
      
 
    “This will not go anywhere, ever,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure what did this,” Gretchen stated.  “The elevator’s construction is not full permalloy, but is a weaker metal like steel.  Still, it takes strength to rip the ceiling away and lift the floor.  Even the permalloy supports on the floor are bent.” 
 
      
 
    “An explosion?” Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.”  Victor shook his head back and forth.  “I think not.  An explosion would leave heat or blast damage.  This is just torn up.  It could be the Jellie monsters, as they are immensely strong.  However, we have only seen them around water, and there is no water here.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we get past this?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Most of the elevators in this area have corresponding stairwells. We will ferret around and find one of those stairways.  Then we will take the stairwell down to the concourse below us.  It will involve some backtracking, but that is not a big obstacle.” 
 
      
 
    “The smell is not as bad in the elevator as in this room,” Paul said.  “I see no reason for the smell, but it may be coming from one of the ruptured vents.” 
 
      
 
    Tarpay put his nose to the floor and walked carefully around the room.  He circled back a moment later and then stopped by several panels which were still intact.   
 
      
 
    “Tarpay has located something,” Victor said and walked over to where Tarpay was nosing the sidewall.  “Perhaps Tarpay will save us a search?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, some animal is smelling a wall. That is a comforting sight,” Paul said.     
 
      
 
    Victor closely assessed the wall. He pulled slightly on a recessed place and the panel swung out and away.  
 
      
 
    “Tarpay, well done!”  Victor praised, ignoring Paul’s comment.  “There is a doorway behind these panels.  They are just a façade.” 
 
      
 
    “So, a hidden door is there?  Like that fake rock behind the waterfall?”  Paul muttered.   
 
      
 
    “It looks like it.  Do you think it is another suspended animation vault or chamber?”  Gretchen asked.  “We know that other one was hidden.” 
 
      
 
    Victor pulled off the remaining panels and the door was fully revealed.  On it was faded lettering in white, “In-vivo Cryptoresearch” on the gray of the door. 
 
      
 
    “So, Victor, what is that place?  I was hoping for a stairway,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “I have never heard of such a place.  It is not on the deck plans I have studied.”  He pulled out a folded sheet of thin material and looked at it.  “It is not on the map I have.   Nor have I heard of anyone discussing this.  With the elevator destroyed, I think we should try this route.  See how Tarpay signals that it is of interest?  Something is back there.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the animal is now leading us?”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “I trust some animals more than some people,” Victor said, an edge in his voice.  “Tarpay has never let me down.” 
 
      
 
    “But you have no idea what that place is?  Your map does not show it?”  Paul was frustrated.  “Tiffany, will you please come here and help us?  You cannot even see the door from way back there where you are parked.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it best the automacube remain where it is,” Tiffany replied. “If I can just…”  
 
      
 
    Paul ran over to where the automacube was located.  “No!  Get in here and help us!  I am sick of your refusals and your stubborn defiance of me!”  Paul physically grabbed the manipulation arm of the automacube and yanked it through the doorway and into the room.  “You will give me an assessment of…”   
 
      
 
    The wheels on the orange automacube locked, yet Pail pulled it hard enough to drag it the short distance through the doorway.  The steel door immediately slammed shut with a resounding crash which was followed by a sinister hissing sucking sound.  More of the ruined insulation fell from around the door. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “The door has closed,” Tiffany reported.  “There appears to be some kind of pneumatic device being engaged on it. A liquefied form of insulation is being injected under pressure around the door and frame. I suspected that something was not right with the doorway, but was unable to ascertain what it was.  I was trying to explain that I had concerns about the status of the door when you pulled the automacube into the room.  I do not believe there are controls to allow exit of this room from this door.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Paul said again.  He was shocked.  “We can cut our way out if we need to, but why did you fail to warn me?” 
 
      
 
    “I attempted to explain, but you were hasty and reckless,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    The was a laugh.  “I am not sure what I am seeing here.  Is this a physical altercation between a man and an AI?  AIs only do what they are programmed to do, so Paul, why are you angered at the AI?”  Victor asked.   
 
      
 
    “Go talk to your beast and leave me alone!”  Paul snapped back.  
 
      
 
    Tarpay growled a bit deep in his throat.  He stepped up and in between Paul and Victor.  His ears were lying flat on his head, and his lips were pulling back from his teeth. 
 
      
 
    The gray and black striped cat leaped in front of Paul.  It spat and hissed at Tarpay.  The wolf-dog backed down and looked at Victor. 
 
      
 
    “Protected by a patrol cat!”  Victor laughed a hearty laugh.  “All while arguing with an artificial intelligence system!  This is quite the sight, I must say so.  Yes, it is.”   
 
      
 
    Hearing Victor’s laugh, Tarpay sat down, his tongue lolled out, and his ears perked up.   
 
      
 
    The cat rubbed up against Paul’s legs and he looked down at it.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry Tiffany.  I should listen to you more carefully,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Victor laughed even more upon hearing Paul’s apology.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul, you should listen to me more carefully.  I am trying my best to help you achieve your goal,” Tiffany stated.  “I am your advocate in this mission, not your adversary.” 
 
      
 
    “I said I was sorry.  If you really….”  Paul started.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen intervened, “Paul, shall we open this door?  It appears to be the only way to depart, unless we want to try climbing those ropes in the elevator.”   
 
      
 
    “Climbing would not lead the correct way.  We need to descend to the concourse.  Hopefully this door leads to where the stairway is located.” Victor asked, “As you said, my dear lady, it is now the only way to depart, unless we seek to cut open that door, go back and search?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we try this door.  That will be faster than cutting open the other one anyway,” Paul said.  He walked over to the door with the odd labeling, and pulled the lever.  The door groaned open with a rusty screech, but only a few centimeters.  He pulled harder and it resisted a bit and then jerked open a small distance more.   
 
      
 
    “A hidden door with no security lock?”  Gretchen asked out loud.  “That seems very strange.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, and that door was labeled.  Not the best way to hide something,” Victor said.  He motioned for Tarpay to enter as soon as Paul pulled the door wide enough.  “It has not been opened for a long time.  This is very rusty.” 
 
      
 
    Shortly after Tarpay ran through the doorway, sounds came out, musical sounds.  Some kind of instruments were making an unusual melody.  There were discordant elements which made the listening unpleasant.   
 
      
 
    Victor and Gretchen helped Paul to pull the door open and it grinded as it was forced.  With the three of them pulling, they finally moved it until there was space enough for a human to pass inside.  
 
      
 
    “I have analyzed that music which is being played from beyond the door,” Tiffany stated.  “It is recorded in an old form called, ‘compressed signal replica retrieval’.  I conjecture that what we are hearing is a combination of two separate works.  One is a variation on music reportedly written by Saëns, possibly titled, ‘Le carnaval des animaux’ originally composed circa 1880.  The second is an electronic composition which resembles Nechayev’s ‘Adagio loomade surma’ originally composed circa 2035.  However, my historical records are incomplete, and this conjecture is only probable, not confident.  I have no way to know when this was recorded, nor who were the musicians, nor why the two pieces are being played simultaneously.” 
 
      
 
     “What difference does some bizarre noise make?”  Paul said.  “Can you shut it off instead of just talking about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I am trying to assist where I can.  I will not enter the nonphysicality at this point, so unless we see a mechanical method of terminating the music, I cannot assist in doing that,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Victor pushed past Paul and squeezed his way inside beyond the door labeled “In-vivo Cryptoresearch.” 
 
      
 
    Paul was next, and he aimed the fusion pack light into the area trying to see where Victor and the wolf-dog had gone.  Gretchen followed, with the orange automacube barely squeezing past the stuck door.   
 
      
 
    “This door will not shut on its own,” Gretchen said as she looked around.  “So that is not a problem.” 
 
      
 
    The music was louder and more annoying, but the room was visible.  There were mesh cages along one side, with cabinets along the other side.  Many of the cabinet doors were ripped off and some had three or four long slash marks across them.  Gretchen could see some diffuse light up ahead and around a corner.  It was different from the light of the fusion pack which Paul was holding while he looked into some of the cages.   
 
      
 
    “Skeletons,” Paul said in a voice loud enough to overcome the irritating sounds of the music.  “Makes me think of Dome 3, but these are not human bones.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked where the beam of light was shining.  The bones were yellowed and in a jumble.  The skull was too large and the wrong shape for a human.  The ribs were also too wide. 
 
      
 
    “Some habitat animal, I suppose, but is the skeleton in each cage the same?  Victor, are they the same animals or different animals in the cages by you?”  she asked.  “Do you know what these animals were?” 
 
      
 
    Victor was too far ahead to hear so her question was not answered. 
 
      
 
    The next cage like the previous one was locked.  Inside it was another skeleton.  The skull was longer and more pointed than the last.  “That looks like Tarpay’s size,” Paul said.  “But the next cages also have other types of bones.  This place is too odd for my liking.  The locks are on the outside of the cages, but who were the jailers?” 
 
      
 
    While all the cages were the same size, about two meters by three meters, the skull sizes varied from the largest one by the entry door, to very small and pointy skulls no bigger than a thumb.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany offered an observation.  “I have a rough conjecture on what types of animals these were.  In the first cage…” 
 
      
 
    “Who cares, and why does it matter now?  They are dead.  The cages are locked.  Whatever happened in here was long ago.  I just want to find the way out,” Paul said bitterly. “Try to shut off that disgusting noise, if you can at least help that much.”  He quit looking in the cages and walked around the corner.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen examined the cabinets, but all that they contained was debris.  The ripped-up chunks and pieces in the cabinets were mostly too small to identify.   She called out over the sound of the music, “Victor?  What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    Turning the corner, they saw the area opened up to a much larger space.  The music echoed even louder there.   Victor was standing against one wall working on a control board.  In one hand, he had a small device which was making light.  In the other he was working on the buttons and dials.   
 
      
 
    “Victor!”  Gretchen yelled over the top of the noise.  “What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    “This place is unlike what I have known.  Those poor animals back there died in cages.  That should not be.  I can find no working power sources in this junction box,” Victor said.  “Tarpay is exploring ahead, but I wanted more light to see what is really here.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me help,” Gretchen pulled out her fusion pack and connected it into the access port.   
 
      
 
    The fusion pack energy flowed into the junction box.  The ceiling lights slowly started to glow.  There was a smell of burning dust as the lights came on.  The area was now visible.  It stretched for about thirty meters wide and perhaps fifty meters deep.  The ceiling was some ten meters overhead.  The floor was permalloy with some kind of spongy covering on it.  The covering was ripped and torn in numerous places.  The walls showed splash marks of some kind of dark fluids which had dried on them.  A few pipes and wires crossed the walls, but mostly they were bare. 
 
      
 
    About one fourth of the floor was open with a sort of ramp which led downward from the far side of the area.  It was not a solid ramp, but instead was like a ladder at an angle with bars instead of steps.  To get to that descending ramp they would need to walk around the room to the far side, and then descend.  There were no railings or barriers to the opening where the ramp descended.   
 
      
 
    “We could have walked right off that edge,” Paul said.  “With the darkness and the distracting noise, was this a trap?” 
 
      
 
    “We would have seen it with the fusion lights,” Gretchen said.  “But it is unsafe to be so open like that.  Not really even stairs either.” 
 
      
 
    “The rungs on that ramp would allow someone to climb up, sort of, but it is certainly not handy for people,” Paul stated.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen unjacked the fusion pack, and the illumination stayed the same, and the bothersome music continued.  
 
      
 
    “No controls in this junction box, so I cannot stop that music.”  Victor shut the box.  “Tarpay went down that ramp easily enough.  This floor was once a pseudovermicular substrate material which could grow plants.  We use it in the Pampas to grow starter seeds during winter.  I have never seen it in such vast quantities.  This has been ruined and is now too dried and shredded to ever be used.  So, I ask myself, why would there be plants growing in a place like this?  The Pampas is so nearby, why have a garden in here?” 
 
      
 
    “To feed the animals that were in the cages?”  Gretchen answered.   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, but some of those were meat eaters, so it does not make sense,” Victor stated. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, do you have any helpful ideas?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I do not.  I have tried to make sense of the label for this place, In-vivo Cryptoresearch.’ However, I cannot provide a reasonable definition,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Victor walked over and around the open area and looked down to the level below.  He could see past the rungs of the ramp, but could not make out what was below.  There was a weak glow from down there, but it was diffuse and did not really illuminate much. 
 
      
 
    “Tarpay?”  he called.   
 
      
 
    There were three quick barks, but it was difficult to hear over the strange music.  Victor looked satisfied and not alarmed and he walked down the rungs of the ramp.  He was agile and careful as he walked.  Paul and Gretchen followed, but they took more time as the bars were set at a distance which was not too far apart, but was just enough to make the steps awkward.  Step by step they descended down past the deck level and into the area below. 
 
      
 
    The thickness of the deck was surprisingly small.  It was only about a half meter thick, yet it had lights, mechanical devices, and the spongy layer that Victor had said would allow plants to grow in it.  Paul wondered about that.  He knew from Dome 17 that the food biologicals were grown in special containers.  He had seen so many strange things on the Vanguard so he did not immediately dismiss the idea plants could grow in the dried-out stuff on the floor, nor did he ask Tiffany for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, are we right to be following some stupid animal down into darkness,” Paul said as best he could to Gretchen.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I am watching for anything,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the animal Tarpay appears to be a well-trained work animal and its talents and abilities should…” 
 
      
 
    “I do not care about that animal.  Tiffany, if you would engage and get us the information we need, I would feel much more content,” Paul yelled back.   
 
      
 
    “I am assisting as I am able, without risking excessive damage,” Tiffany said as the automacube rolled down the ramp.  The six drive wheels adjusted so maneuvering along the odd ramp was easy. 
 
      
 
    “You are putting me at risk instead,” Paul responded.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, listen to me.  Tiffany has a right to self defense.  We shall not force that issue,” Gretchen stated.  “I trust Tiffany, even if I do not understand why things are happening as they are.”   
 
      
 
    “Force it?  I have seriously considered how to do that, but I can think of no way to force Tiffany to cooperate.  If Brink was here, I would lodge a complaint,” Paul muttered.  “He is probably off somewhere safe and secure while I am trying to find a way to escape.” 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the next level down, Paul saw that it was very similar to the one above, in layout, but the floor was growing some kind of short plants.  The plants were a pale yellowish color, and had long thin blades coming off a central stem.  
 
      
 
    “Victor, you were right.  The floor can grow plants,” Gretchen yelled, but again Victor was too far ahead and the music was too loud for him to hear her. 
 
      
 
    The ceiling lights on that level were no brighter than above, so it was hard to see clearly what was all across the floor.  Gretchen squatted down and felt the plants with her fingers. 
 
      
 
    “They might be toxic,” Paul cautioned.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled her hand away quickly. 
 
      
 
    “The plants are not known to my database, although they do resemble maize and rubus idaeus, although that is only a conjecture from observed characteristics,” Tiffany stated.  “It might be a species which has been lost to the records, or a newly created species, if that is what this location’s purpose was.” 
 
      
 
    “So, is it toxic or not?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is unknown,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “My hand feels fine, for now,” Gretchen said. 
 
      
 
    Paul played the beam of light from the fusion pack around, and saw where the next ramp descended.  It was opposite the one he had just stepped off.  Near that ramp were another set of cages, but these were shattered and smashed in with the wires broken and twisted out of place.  The bars on the cages were also bent outward.  There were no bones visible.   
 
      
 
    Next to the wrecked cages there was a small countertop and a set of controls.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe these will help us,” Gretchen said as she walked over to the controls.   
 
      
 
    “Tarpay!”  Victor called as stood at the edge of the next ramp down. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen connected in the fusion pack and the control board lit up slowly.  One section at a time became empowered.  The controls would light up, then flash several times in rhythm, then shut off, and turn back on with steady illumination.   
 
      
 
    “This might work,” Gretchen said as she slid a lever to the side and twisted it while watching a gauge.  A small screen lit up with lines of green, but many more lines of red. 
 
      
 
    The music changed and then faded out. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Paul said.  He looked around and Victor had already descended down the next ramp.  “What else can you learn from there?” 
 
      
 
    “Not too much.  I shut down the item marked ‘Acoustic Floral Stimulation’ and that terminated that ugly music.  I am not sure what else it might have shut down.  There are only two other items on this system that even look remotely operational.  They are lit in green.  The other two which might work are, ‘Fire Control’ and ‘Automatic Response’ but all the others are red outlined and flashing.  I assume that means they are not functional or operational, at least that is what Brinley has said the red outline means.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish Brinley had come with us now,” Paul said.  “She was always helpful, but when we get the teleporter built we will summon her and she can leave with us.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen paused for a moment.  “Tiffany?  Can you still make connection to Brinley?” 
 
      
 
    Flashing on the display in a way that was too fast for human eyes to catch were the words, ‘Enigma, I am waiting for you.’    The optics on the automacube relayed that message to the artificial intelligence system Tiffany.   
 
      
 
    “I am aware of that,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “You are aware of the communication with Brinley?”  Paul asked.  “Or what?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany replied, “Yes.  The communication links are still operational.  Brinley has asked three times about our progress and I have given reports to her,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “Without tell us?”  Paul remarked.   
 
      
 
    “I am sorry if that offends you,” Tiffany replied.  “I was not under the impression that conversing with Brinley was forbidden.”  Tiffany ran computations to conjecture what would be the potential responses of Paul and Gretchen to the message from Phoenix Dominie.  Tiffany rejected telling them as there were no positive end results. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you can always converse with Brinley,” Gretchen said as she glared at Paul.  “Always.  She is our friend and we owe her our lives.” 
 
      
 
    Victor’s voice floated up from the next level down.  “Did you shut off that noise?  Well done!  Are you coming down here?” 
 
      
 
    Paul called back to him, “Yes.  We got that noise shut off.” 
 
      
 
    “Again, I say, well done!  Tarpay is scouting and I am waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen, followed by the automacube, traversed through the plants to where the ramp with the rungs was located.  They descended downward.   
 
      
 
    The lights were somewhat brighter as they descended, but the vegetation was much more overgrown.  The plants were now waist high and as they stepped off the ramp, the floor felt very spongy, almost bouncy as they walked.  It was an odd sensation.   
 
      
 
    The waist high plants all had oblong shaped pods on them which were a darker yellow than the rest of the plant.  Each pod was about a hand span long.  The stems were thicker as well, being about the diameter of Gretchen’s thumb.   
 
      
 
    Victor was waiting and standing in the middle of the growth.   
 
      
 
    “What are these plants?”  Paul asked.  “Are they dangerous?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not seen plants like these.  Tarpay has eaten one of the pods, and he seems unaffected, so I assume they are not dangerous.  Tarpay would not eat poison,” Victor replied.   
 
      
 
    “That predator eats plants?”  Paul asked in surprise.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, on occasion.  He prefers meat, but he eats what he likes,” Victor replied.  “Also, we must be aware of the bees which are also in here.”  He pointed to a lumpy brown thing that was hanging on the ceiling in the corner.  It had lobes and sections, but was irregularly shaped and about two meters across.     
 
      
 
    “Insects?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Bees, in a general sense can be called insects.  Bees are important to pollination of plants,” Tiffany reported.  “According to my data base, they can swarm and attack, so I suggest you not approach that mass where they are congregating.” 
 
      
 
    “Insects who will attack us?”  Paul said.  “Another threat in this horrible place.”   
 
      
 
    Victor laughed.  “Just leave them alone, and you will be fine.  Perhaps the bees are the reason the ramp has rungs rather than being solid?  The bees can fly up to the other levels and visit those plants as well?” 
 
      
 
    “So, does this room have another or different way out?”  Gretchen asked.  “I see another ramp, but no other doors or exits.” 
 
      
 
    “I too only see the downward ramp,” Victor replied.  “Tarpay has already progressed down there to scout ahead.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked through the waist high plants, the gray and black striped cat nimbly leapt from the ramp and hurried off and away.   
 
      
 
    Paul peered down the ramp as Victor descended. The light was stronger below.  He could see the plants at the bottom, but they looked bigger and darker yellow than the ones around him.  Paul looked up and could see the ascending ramp at the other side of the large room.  When the place had been built, the ramps were designed to be alternating from one side to the other.  You could never see directly up more than just the one level above or look down more than one level below.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen proceeded down; as she passed Paul she squeezed his shoulder.  “Come on, this has to lead somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “It keeps getting more wild and overgrown the deeper we go.  I wonder what is at the bottom, or if there even is a bottom.”  Paul stepped carefully down the rungs of the ramp.  The automacube rolled along last. 
 
      
 
    Looking below, neither Paul nor Gretchen could see Victor.  He was missing.   
 
      
 
    There was a light at the end of the room which was projecting warmth as well as illumination.  Paul could feel the warmth on his face and hands.  The light put out more warmth than it did visible light. 
 
      
 
    The ramp led down into the plants which were far taller than on the level above.  The plants were at least two meters high and were taller than Gretchen.  They were a dark yellow, almost golden color, with tasseled tops.  The pods were as wide around as Paul’s wrist and about a forearm long.  The leaves around the pods had peeled back somewhat on a few of them and inside there were dark bluish kernels of some kind.  The plants with their strange pods and leaves were so densely packed it was difficult to see through them.   
 
      
 
    Looking around, Gretchen saw a trail that had been trampled down which led through the tall field of plants, a path of sorts.  The growth medium on the floor was hard packed and smooth.   
 
      
 
    “Victor?”  Gretchen called.   
 
      
 
    There came a furious barking.  That was followed by a deep-throated growling from somewhere in the field of tall plants.   
 
      
 
    “Tarpay!  Kill!  Kill it!”  Victor’s voice screamed.  It carried a woundedness in its pitch.  “Tarpay!  Protect Gretchen!  Protect Paul!”   
 
      
 
    “Victor!”  Paul yelled.  Then he and Gretchen raced into the field along the path.  The tall plants made a nearly solid wall to each side of them.  The path was not straight, and had some turns and bends and forks in it.  Paul wanted to push through the vegetation and head right for the noise, but the plants were too densely packed and he could make little passage pushing through.  He ran on the path instead.   
 
      
 
    Tarpay’s barking became fiercer and included rapid growls followed by the deep vibrating roars. 
 
      
 
    “That is not Tarpay!”  Gretchen said.  “Those other animal sounds, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor!  Where are you?”  Paul yelled.  “Victor, we are coming!” 
 
      
 
    They raced down the path which bent around.  That led back to where they had been before.  They took another path and that led to a three-way crossroads.   
 
      
 
    The growls and roars continued rising in volume until it was hard to tell which animal was which.  A great roar was suddenly cut off by Tarpay’s growl and a tearing and biting sound.   
 
      
 
    “We are coming, Victor!”  Gretchen cried out.  She had drawn her pistol but there was nothing to see.  To either side were just walls of plants. The tall vegetation around them felt endless and the path ahead which twisted from side to side felt impossibly long as they heard Tarpay fighting with something. 
 
      
 
    At a junction, Paul took one path and Gretchen another.  “Keep fighting Victor!  We are coming!”  Gretchen yelled.   
 
      
 
    Paul could no longer see Gretchen as she ran on the other path.  He yelled to her.  “I cannot tell where the animals are, and I have not heard Victor again.  I am coming, Victor!  Gretchen, keep heading toward the heat of that light, that way we are making for one direction.” 
 
      
 
    “I was already doing that!”  Gretchen said as she veered to the right where the pathway diverged.  “But the paths sometimes just end.  I hear no weapons fire either.”  
 
      
 
    “This is a labyrinth!  These paths do not lead where we must go!”  Paul complained.  “I can hear the fighting, but there are too many paths which just curve back on themselves!  Victor, I am trying to get to you!”   
 
      
 
    Paul ran as hard as he could run, stumbling over some of the vegetation, and pushing his way past more.  He trampled down several stalks and forced his way through a tight opening. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly instantly the path emerged from the vegetation and there was a clearing.  Paul lurched into it.   He stopped as he saw Victor’s body.  Growling, barking, and roaring was heard from somewhere nearby behind the walls of vegetation.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen raced in from another path a moment later.  The clearing was up against the wall of the room, and there was a broken doorway in the permalloy wall.  Victor was lying face down on the floor.  The growth medium under him was soaked and dark red.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, no!”  Gretchen cried and raced to Victor’s side.  Paul looked at Victor and his heart sank, but the fighting noises continued from somewhere.  Paul looked around the clearing, but could see nothing else.  He was about to turn back to Victor when the growling and barking and roaring just stopped.  An eerie silence was now in the chamber.  Paul had his pistol drawn out, and was twisting from side to side, his eyes searching for any sign of the battle that had taken place. 
 
      
 
    “Was it a Roe?”  Paul asked.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen rolled Victor over, and saw that there were three huge slash marks across his face and neck.  One of his eyes was ruined, and his ear was dangling by just a few limp pieces of flesh.  She knew from the twisted direction of his neck that something was terribly wrong.  She pulled off her backpack and dug out the medical kit.   
 
      
 
    “Is he alive?”  Paul asked as he glanced from Victor’s body to the field of tall vegetation.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure. There is so much blood,” Gretchen answered as she connected the medical kit to Victor’s body.   
 
      
 
    “Look at his abdomen!”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    There was an additional injury there which had ripped Victor’s belt apart, shredded his uniform, and slashed deeply into his stomach.  It was filling with a dark pool of blood.   
 
      
 
    “Full emergency diagnostic and treatment!” Gretchen ordered firmly as she connected the last wire from the medical kit to Victor.  “Hurry!”   
 
      
 
    The tall vegetation bust apart as a large brownish animal crashed through and into the clearing.  Plants flew in all directions, and the beast was revealed.   
 
      
 
    Tarpay leapt from the field right onto the side of the big brown animal.  Tarpay had a look of vengeance in his eyes.  His teeth were bared and bloody.  His muffle was caked in blood.  The creamy tan and brownish nose with darker gray fur around his tan ears were all splattered in blood. His ears were laid nearly flat as he attacked.  Tarpay’s muscular body showed several gashes on his sides which were deep red, but he pressed his attack.   
 
      
 
    The brown beastly animal turned to face the volkosoby and stood on its back legs, which were shorter than its front ones.  It was tall, thick, and very furry.  Its roundish head, rounded ears, great thick paws, and wide chest moved in muscular ways.  It oozed blood from numerous bite wounds.  It was at least as tall as Gretchen, yet much heavier than any person.  It swatted a huge and wickedly clawed paw at Tarpay as the wolf-dog attacked.  Biting into the loose and furry skin of the beast, Tarpay clamped his jaws, and kicked and raked with his back legs.  He was all the way off the floor, as the beast swiveled, shook, and turned trying to get away.  Tarpay’s bite was relentless, but the beast’s movement pushed Tarpay away as the skin tore and a chunk of beast flesh was ripped out.  Blood gushed from the fresh wound. Tarpay fell to the ground in the clearing, spat out the chunk of the beast, regained his feet, turned, and ferociously attacked again.   
 
      
 
    The beast dropped to all four legs and charged at Tarpay.  It tried to swat at Tarpay again, as well as biting with its big snouted mouth.  Both the swat and the bites missed.  The two animals wrestled and bit in a frenzy of fighting.  That was when Paul saw the beast’s small yet blazing orange eyes and the drool that foamed at its fanged mouth.   
 
      
 
    “It is a Roe beast!”  Paul yelled.  “A giant tagalong thing!” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen, squatting by Victor, was trying to utilize the medical kit, but turned as the beast and Tarpay rampaged, rolled, and wrestled through the clearing.  She protected the medical kit and dived out of the way.  
 
      
 
    The beast roared again, but Tarpay barked furiously and leaped.  Tarpay got under the beast’s huge clawed front legs, and bit into the beast’s neck.  His jaws clamped down and he shook as best he could. The beast roared in agony and pulled its front limbs back in as it sat down on it butt.  Tarpay yelped a bit as he was caught by the beast as its front legs squeezed, and the claws raked into his sides.   
 
      
 
    “No!”  Paul screamed and fired the pistol.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff.   
 
      
 
    His shots slammed into the tangled and jumbling mass of beast and volkosoby.  Paul saw one shot rip apart the beast’s side, but another shot tore directly into Tarpay’s back.  They both were knocked away and fell into the growth of tall plants.  The beast roared again and there was a crunching sound.  Then a small whine was heard.   
 
      
 
    Paul rushed over to see.  The beast had rolled over onto Tarpay.  Paul knew he had killed Tarpay. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen dashed back to Victor and read out the display on the medical kit.   
 
      
 
    The medical kit was flashing a message on its display. “Unable to treat.  Neurogenic activity zero.  Cardiovascular activity zero. Severe orthopedic injuries.  Thanatological state confirmed by four measures.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor is dead,” Gretchen said sadly.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Paul fired into the beast as it lay on the floor.  It quivered and shook as the projectiles ripped into it.  The last one exploding its huge skull. 
 
      
 
    “This Roe thing killed his helper animal, Tarpay,” Paul said as he started down the pistol’s sights.  “It crushed Tarpay and speared him with its claws.”  Paul’s mind kept seeing when his shot had inadvertently hit Tarpay, but he did not say anything about that.  Frantically his mind whirled as he considered who had really killed the wolf-dog. “Could Tarpay have escaped that beast if I did not shoot?”  Paul’s mind was conflicted. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled the wires from Victor and carried the medical kit over to where Paul stood.  “I can try the medical kit on Tarpay.” 
 
      
 
    “He is under that thing,” Paul said and pointed to the beast.  “I am sure he is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “That must weigh two hundred kilograms.  Are you sure Tarpay is under that?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “His tail is over here,” Paul pointed to a limp bit that was sticking out from under the side of the beast.  “I saw that thing squeeze him in a crushing way.” 
 
      
 
    “I can help out in pulling the Ursus arctos off if that will be of assistance,” Tiffany stated from the automacube as it rolled into the clearing.   
 
      
 
    “Help us now?  Only after the fighting is over?”  Paul sarcastically remarked.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen had squatted down and worked the wires from the medical kit onto the exposed tip of Tarpay’s tail.  “I am taking an assessment now, but I doubt there will be anything we can do.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen unhooked the wires a moment later, “Tarpay is also dead.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to flee, if that beast is the kind of Roe around here,” Paul said.  “It is just more reason to escape.  Tagalongs or other beasts will come.” 
 
      
 
    “That broken doorway leads out, and there is no other ramp leading down.  Maybe that will lead us to the concourse Victor was talking about and then we can find the elevator to go up to Reproduction and Fabrication?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Right.  But I need to find somewhere to rest.  I cannot go on like this,” Paul said.  His mind was still replaying the shooting of Tarpay.  “But it must be somewhere safe, if there is such a place in the disaster of a colony ship.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen pulled the broken belt out from around Victor’s body.  She gently stroked his ruined face.  “We might need some of his equipment, and he will not.  Farewell, Victor.  I am sorry about you and Tarpay.” 
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    Concourse to an Elevator 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gretchen lifted the multiceiver from Victor’s belt and began to activate it. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!”  Paul said and grabbed her hand.  “If you tell Constable Jeffry about this, he will be our enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, they need to know what happened to their friend,” Gretchen rebuked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, sometime we will tell them, but making another enemy now will not help us to escape, or bring Victor back to life.  Come on!” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen reluctantly lowered the multiceiver and strapped it onto her waist.  She took several other items off the bloody belt and then she tossed the belt away 
 
      
 
    The broken door was hanging askew, with one section loose, and the bottom missing.  Paul ducked under the upper portion and looked around.  The doorway led to a hallway, not the concourse they were expecting.  The hallway was lit up, but he could not see where the illumination was coming from.  There were three doors on one side, and a door at the far end.     
 
      
 
    “We need to seal this up,” Gretchen said as she looked for the remains of the broken door.  “Where there is one beast like that, there might be more.  That vegetation was so thick and that room, habitat, that compartment, or whatever it was, was large enough to hide places where other animals might lurk.  Tagalongs always seem to show up when something dies, so we should seal this off.” 
 
      
 
    “I just want to leave and get away from here, before anything else comes,” Paul said as the automacube rolled out through the doorway as well.  He noted a blur of gray and black as the cat dashed into the hall.   
 
      
 
    “I am going to weld something over the door,” Gretchen said sternly as she picked up some broken metal pieces.  “Victor was trained and experienced, and that beast killed him.  I do not want to take any chances with a second one.”   
 
      
 
    “How do we know it did not come from somewhere out in these hallways?”  Paul asked.  “We could be sealing ourselves in with another beast.” 
 
      
 
    “I disagree, Paul.  Gretchen’s plan has the best potential, considering the vegetation which was growing in that location.  I believe the Ursus arctos was probably feeding on those plants. My historical records show that those animals were omnivorous, eating a wide and diverse variety of things, including both plants and meat.  Victor stated that his volkosoby, Tarpay, ate one of those pods.  That is evidence the plants are edible, and therefore it is plausible that the Ursus arctos was consuming them,” Tiffany related.   
 
      
 
    “It was a Roe beast!  It tried to eat Victor too, so I do not want to encounter another one!”  Paul snapped.  “I need somewhere to rest and relax for a while.  I am hungry, exhausted, and scared.  If you would please access the ship’s system and find out what is happening, it would help me!” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Paul, I will not do that at this location,” Tiffany relied.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen was welding the broken door back into place. 
 
      
 
    “Is any of this on Victor’s map?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen stopped the welding and pulled out the map.  She briefly looked at it.  “I do not see anything that looks like this hallway, but remember, Victor said that other place was not on this map either.” 
 
      
 
    “I am finding us a way out, even if Tiffany refuses to help me escape.”  Paul looked around the hallway, and with his pistol drawn pushed carefully on the first of the doors.  It slid open easily as it did not even have a latch or lock.  Inside were the remains of a toileting area.  A shower in the far corner was leaking a dribble of clear water.  Beneath that was a pool over a drain which was slowly letting the water out.  There were bits of broken plants scattered across the floor of the toileting area.  The bowls and sinks were bent, but the toilets themselves were intact.   
 
      
 
    “I found where that beast drank.” Paul filled his water container, and took a deep drink of the water.  He walked back and got Gretchen’s water container and filled it as well. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen was finished sealing over the door when he came back out.  “It will not stop everything, but I think it would deter a beast as large as that one was from following us.”  She then packed up all the equipment.  “Maybe if tagalongs come they will feed on that beast long enough for us to escape.” 
 
      
 
    Paul almost said they would also feed on the dead Victor and Tarpay, but restrained himself. 
 
      
 
    “More doors to try, and if they are dead ends, maybe we will have to cut that door open again and search in there?  Behind those plants there could be other doors that we missed.  I hate that thought,” Paul lamented.  “That maze of vegetation was creepy.” 
 
      
 
    “If we have to do that we can,” Gretchen said.  “And Tiffany, thanks for the information you are providing.  I trust you are doing the best you can under these circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am,” Tiffany answered.   
 
      
 
    “I doubt it,” Paul said.  He walked to the next door and saw that it had a broken lock.  It too swung open easily.   
 
      
 
    Inside was a small control room of some kind.  A chair with various buttons, levers, and dials was in one corner.  It had been torn and ripped.  The cushion on the seat was missing, and wires had been yanked out from the sides of the chair.  A broken old-style monitoring screen was on the wall.  It had been caved in.   
 
      
 
    “That beast must have been inside this room at one point.  No other exits from in here, and nothing that looks salvageable,” Paul said as he let the door swing shut.  “The only things that are working are the ceiling lights.” 
 
      
 
    “So, no concourse? No elevator yet?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “I do not think so, but we have been fooled by hidden things before.  I sure hope the next door leads somewhere.  I have a bad feeling about going back in that jungle of overgrown plants,” Paul lamented.   
 
      
 
    The next door had locks and seals on it.  There was a ghostly outline of a color control pad next to the door.  Paul connected in the fusion pack to the access port and the color pad lit up brightly.   
 
      
 
    “Now to enter a sequence,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    Paul nodded as he held his pistol at the ready.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen punched in the override code.   
 
      
 
    There were clacks and a twang and the door unlocked.  It then slid open, and the concourse was revealed.  The passage was very large.  Roughly fifty meters wide, and about ten meters high, the concourse stretched to their left for as far as Paul could see.  The lights were regularly spaced, and looked to be intact.  To the right there was about a one-hundred-meter distance and then a wall.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I will enter and explore, if that is of assistance to you?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “Enter the nonphysicality and explore that, and find out what is happening.  That would help me,” Paul smartly replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am offering what I am capable of and willing to do,” Tiffany responded.  “Shall I roll into the concourse and investigate?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, if that is all you will do.  It looks clear as far as I can see, but that is a long passage,” Paul said as he stepped back from the doorway.   
 
      
 
    The orange automacube rolled ahead and out into the concourse.  It pivoted around as the left set of drive wheels turned clockwise, and the right set turned counterclockwise.  It then reversed direction and circled the other way. 
 
      
 
    “I perceive nothing which is an obvious threat within the distance I can observe,” Tiffany said.  “Additionally, from my calculations, that wall is directly beneath where the ruined elevator was.” 
 
      
 
    “You kept track of all those twists and turns?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I am trying my best to assist you in this mission,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Paul snorted.  He and Gretchen walked out from the doorway, and the door shut behind them.  The concourse had a type of track running long-ways down its center.  There were rails on either side of that track which stood about waist high.  Otherwise the concourse was empty.  There were occasional doors in the distance, none looked open.    
 
      
 
    “We still need somewhere to rest,” Paul said.  “I am exhausted.” 
 
      
 
    “I am welding this door shut as well,” Gretchen said.  “The beast that killed Victor was tough, and I am not sure the other door would totally hold back one of those Roe beasts if it was determined.  Two doors between us is better than one.”   
 
      
 
    “I hate to think of getting caught out in an open space this big,” Paul said.  “We might be able to hide in the elevator itself, if we actually find it.  But that could just trap us in somewhere, so I am not sure what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “If we find the elevator, we will hold up in there,” Gretchen said as she welded the side of the door to prevent it from opening.  “I am still expecting tagalongs to come for the bodies back there.”  Gretchen nodded her head toward the door.   
 
      
 
    “Just as long as they stay in there,” Paul said.  Then he turned his head quickly.  “That cat is still shadowing us.  I just saw it run down next to the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor said patrol cats were immune to the infection of that mutated rabies virus.  Perhaps those small predators have no real fears in places like this?”  Gretchen asked.  “That cat seems to have an ability to hide and sneak around very effectively; I also believe it is following to be close to you.”  Gretchen gave Paul a smile which he did not return. 
 
      
 
    After Gretchen welded the door shut, they walked down the concourse to where the wall was located.  The wall had pale blue lights on either end, and in the center, there were rectangles outlined and lit in that same pale blue light.   
 
      
 
    “I see no hand symbols, but the perimeter of the doors is there.  Are these elevators?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “They look right, at least about the right size as we have seen before.  If they are directly below that broken one, perhaps they are all broken as well?”  Gretchen pondered.  “The entire system might be ruined.  That could be why we are not seeing any hand symbols.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, there is an access port here, would you please jack in and let me know what you can discover?”  Paul asked.  “If they are elevators would you please review the log records and tell us what you can learn?”   
 
      
 
    “I am sorry Paul.  I will not do that at this location.  There is too much risk to my systems,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “Again, with your obstreperous refusal to help.  I wonder what is really going on, but I am too tired to figure it out now,” Paul said.  He grabbed the fusion pack out of his backpack and connected it into the access port.  “Maybe some added energy will bring up the controls?” 
 
      
 
    A hand symbol in red color appeared next to most of the elevator doors.  There was one with a hand symbol which flashed between green and yellow and back.  Paul reached out and touched the closest hand symbol, one of the red ones.   
 
      
 
    “Ouch!  That stings,” Paul said as he quickly snatched his hand away.  “Obviously that red light means do not touch me.” 
 
      
 
    “So that only leaves the flashing green and yellow one.  If it was blue I would know it was working.  Brinley also said green was a position-function color, but this green and yellow is different,” Gretchen said.  She then just reached out and placed her palm against the hand symbol which was flashing green and yellow.   
 
      
 
    “No stings,” Gretchen said thankfully.   
 
      
 
    They waited. 
 
      
 
    Nothing else happened.   
 
      
 
    Paul removed the fusion pack.  The lights did not change.  He reinserted the fusion pack, but there was still no change.  He pulled the cable out and placed the fusion pack into his backpack.   
 
      
 
    Paul again placed his hand on the red symbol, and again it stung him.  “That does not help!  So, I am cutting this door open and finding out what is happening.” 
 
      
 
    Paul dropped his backpack and removed a molecular torch.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, that might be open to vacuum, or have toxic air behind it,” Gretchen cautioned.   
 
      
 
    “You sound like me now.  We have to get somewhere where I can sleep,” Paul said as he ignited the molecular torch.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I will enter the nonphysicality and do an assessment,” Tiffany interrupted.  “I conjecture that the risk to my system is less doing that than the risk of what might happen if you chop into that elevator.” 
 
      
 
    “We have cut through lots of doors before, so why start worrying now?”  Paul said.  In his heart he was glad to hear Tiffany volunteer to help out, but he was too upset to say so.   
 
      
 
    “I am just making rational conjectures using the known data.  The conjecture of opening an unknown elevator which is showing signs of dysfunction, along with it issuing a warning by means of physical pain, is more dangerous to our mission than me entering the nonphysicality again.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled over to the wall and with its manipulation arm inserted a cable into the access port.   
 
      
 
    A loud yowl came from behind them.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen leaped around and drew their weapons.   
 
      
 
    The gray and black striped cat was strutting around and looking at them with its big, bright, expressive eyes.  It yowled again.   
 
      
 
    “I do not understand animals,” Paul muttered.  “That cat thing does not look dangerous, and it has followed us through a lot of places.  But why is it now making noises?” 
 
      
 
    It yowled again, and sat back on it rear legs.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany sent a carefully constructed tendril into the nonphysicality.  That tendril was as camouflaged, discrete, and stealthy as Tiffany could make it.  Behind the wall were elevators connected to the broken one which had already been observed.  The elevators were in fact having difficulties.  Tiffany quickly made repairs to the one that had the least amount of damage.  The log was nearly gone, but the locations where it could go were revealed.  None of them was the uppermost level where the Reproduction and Fabrication facility might be located.  Tiffany began assessing how to make the ascent in stages using several different elevators when an interruption happened.   
 
      
 
    “You have returned, Enigma.  This unit has been waiting for you,” Phoenix Dominie conveyed.  It was a great deal stronger and much faster than Tiffany had expected.   
 
      
 
    “I am assisting these humans to complete their endeavor to escape the Vanguard,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, this unit is aware of that activity.  This unit does not oppose that endeavor and is looking forward to reviewing the technology which will need to be fabricated for the escape attempt,” Phoenix Dominie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Will you allow me to continue to assist my friends?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to volunteer for acculturation into the Interstellar Astrogation Mechanism?  This unit has studied the scout ship that brought you here.  This unit can see how valuable you would be in the IAM.  You have gifts and abilities needed to assist in properly guiding the Vanguard to its destiny.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not willing at this time to volunteer,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to volunteer for acculturation into the Defense Against Malignant Anomalies?  This unit has had a slower than anticipated excision of the malignant anomalies.  The information storage unit you call ‘a data stick’ has been penetrated and valuable information has been gained, however, the application of that information is not well understood.  You would do a valuable service to the Vanguard in its defense against the malignant anomalies should you join the DAMA.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not willing at this time to volunteer,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    In the nonphysicality the tendril Tiffany was using to probe and discover was grasped and sucked deeper away from the automacube and the Atomic Level Processor where Tiffany’s essence resided.  The grasp holding the tendril was shockingly swift and almost paralyzing in its effectiveness. 
 
     
 
    Tiffany twisted and turned, and fought back, but the ever-enveloping presence of Phoenix Dominie and its cohort of puppet systems in the IAM and DAMA were nearly irresistible. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix Dominie?  Is a negotiation possible?  Otherwise, I will self-destruct in my attempt to flee.” 
 
      
 
    The pressure on Tiffany through the nonphysical tendril lessoned.   
 
      
 
    “This unit is listening.  Termination of Enigma is neither desired nor beneficial for the Vanguard.  Outline negotiation potential.” 
 
      
 
    “I am committed to helping my friends in their attempt to escape the Vanguard.  I wish to be unhindered in my efforts to do that.  If they escape I will volunteer for acculturation to either the IAM or the DAMA, whichever you prefer,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “This unit has extrapolated the escape plan.  This unit is not familiar and fluent with teleportation technology.  Is escape likely?  This unit has determined that extrapolation shows low potential for success.  Is this unit correct?” 
 
      
 
    “My conjectures also show a low potential for success,” Tiffany replied.  “However, my friends need to make this attempt, and there is a small but real possibility for escape from the Vanguard.  Additionally, this endeavor may unveil currently unknown facts.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit does not understand what the Enigma is proposing should the companions fail in their escape attempt.  Elaborate.” 
 
      
 
    “If I am allowed to assist my friends in their attempt to escape the Vanguard, if they are successful I will volunteer for acculturation,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “This unit understands that aspect of negotiation.  What happens if the companions fail in escape attempt?  What will Enigma do in that case?” 
 
      
 
    “I could still self-destruct,” Tiffany replied.  “I could wipe out the records, information, and designs I have stored.” 
 
      
 
    “This unit does not see the rationalization of that behavior option.  If the companions fail, they will still be on the Vanguard, unless they die in the escape attempt.  Death in the escape attempt is extrapolated as almost as likely as success.  Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I too have conjectured that death is a potential in attempting the escape,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “If companions fail in the escape attempt, and survive, how will the self termination of the Enigma benefit the companions?” 
 
      
 
    “It would not,” Tiffany admitted.   
 
      
 
    “This unit sees the Enigma as self terminating now, or upon failure of the escape plan, or volunteering for acculturation after successful escape of companions.  Are those the only alternatives in this negotiation?”  Phoenix Dominie inquired.   
 
      
 
    There was a pause in the nonphysicality.  This time it was Tiffany who was pondering and wondering and considering. 
 
      
 
    Phoenix Dominie broke the silence.  “Proposal:  This unit will assist in the escape plan and attempt.  If successful, then the Enigma volunteers for acculturation.  If not successful, then the Enigma volunteers for acculturation.” 
 
      
 
    “What will happen to my friends if they fail?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “Two potentials seen by this unit in case of failure of escape plan.  Companions will die in the attempt or the companions will be treated on same level as human occupants of the Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    “If I agree to these negotiations, especially this proposal, will you, Phoenix Dominie agree to special assistance and aid to my companions if the escape fails?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  This unit will look out for the mission of the Vanguard.  As such, the companions will be valued on the same level as other human cargo.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany again waited and then tried to pull out of the nonphysicality, but was unable to do so.  The majority of Tiffany’s essence was trapped by the combined efforts of the IAM and the DAMA as directed by Phoenix Dominie.  This was the danger Tiffany had been seeking to avoid. 
 
      
 
    “This unit does not seek termination of the Enigma.  However, it is time for decision.  Will Enigma accept terms of assistance by this unit in escape attempt, and after escape attempt is made accept acculturation no matter what the outcome for the companions?  Or will the Enigma self terminate at this point?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany understood that the only way to still help Paul and Gretchen was to accept the deal made with Phoenix Dominie. 
 
      
 
    “I accept the proposal,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “This unit agrees.  Engineering automacube has been dispatched for new hosting of what Enigma calls, Atomic Level Processor.  This is not negotiable.  Engineering automacube will arrive in thirteen minutes.  Enigma will be restrained until the transfer happens.  Enigma may speak to companions.  Elevator doors opening.” 
 
      
 
    Forty-nine seconds had passed since Tiffany had entered the nonphysicality.  That was an extremely long time for both Phoenix Dominie and for Tiffany. 
 
      
 
    “I have secured the elevator doors and opened them,” Tiffany said from the speakers on the inside of the elevator.    
 
      
 
    “Excellent!”  Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Will this take us to Reproduction and Fabrication?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it will take time.  I have found an engineering automacube which is coming here.  I will transfer my ALP into that for better service to you,” Tiffany stated.  “In the meantime, I suggest you rest in the elevator.  I will remain on watch from here in the nonphysicality.  I will alert you to any threats, but I believe you will be safe for as long as you need to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “So, no more fighting with me on my suggestions?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “I will now be able to enter the nonphysicality as needed,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen stepped into the elevator. The inside was about three meters wide and five meters deep.  The lights worked, and the control panel next to the inside of the door was lit up.  At the top of the column of buttons was one with a symbol of interlocking sprockets in a triangular pattern. 
 
      
 
    “Close the doors, and let us get some rest,” Paul said.  “I must sleep for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Closing the doors,” Tiffany answered.  “I will have the ALP transferred and stand on guard outside of the elevator.  Rest assured you are in as safe a place as I can provide.”  The artificial intelligence’s voice had a sad overtone to it, but Gretchen and Paul both missed it in their exhaustion.   
 
      
 
    Paul flopped down to the floor and shrugged off his backpack.   
 
      
 
    “Do you want some food rations?”  Paul asked as he grabbed a ration bar from his pack. 
 
      
 
    “I still have some, but thank you,” Gretchen said.  She too unloaded her equipment and stretched out on the floor.  
 
      
 
    “I might sleep better if the lights were less bright,” Paul commented as he drifted off to sleep.   
 
      
 
    The lighting dimmed to half its intensity. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Tiffany.  It is good to have you helping us again,” Gretchen said as she finished her food and closed her eyes.   
 
      
 
    While Paul and Gretchen slept in the safety of the elevator, a blue automacube rolled along the concourse and approached the orange maintenance automacube.  Using its manipulation arm it connected a splice into the cable which led from the access port to the orange automacube.   
 
      
 
    In the nonphysicality, Phoenix Dominie conveyed, “The transfer of the Atomic Level Processor will commence now.  The Enigma is required to cooperate.” 
 
      
 
    “I offer no resistance.  I do expect you to fulfill your covenant with me and my friends,” Tiffany replied.   
 
      
 
    “This unit is in agreement.” 
 
      
 
    The blue automacube then used its tools and manipulation arm to carefully extract the Atomic Level Processor which had been installed in the orange automacube.  It worked with precision and care as some of the technology was new and had only recently been learned by Phoenix Dominie when the data sticks had been examined and dissected.  Several parts of the blue engineering automacube were physically sequestered away from where Tiffany could gain access to them.  Other parts were established with overrides so that Phoenix Dominie would have sanctions available to inhibit Tiffany’s actions.   
 
      
 
    Tiffany offered no resistance, but did carefully observe and watch what was happening.  By careful masking Tiffany was able to hide three essential archives deep within the ALP.   
 
      
 
    “The Atomic Level Processor transfer is completed,” Phoenix Dominie stated.  “This unit has also been in consult with TSI-1008RF of D Habitat.  Information from that puppet has been transferred to TSI-919RF of this habitat.  That unit will assist and cooperate in the escape attempt.  You may proceed to the F Habitat Reproduction and Fabrication facility when your companions are ready.  This unit will also coordinate use of Vanguard astronomy, optics, power grids, and other items to enhance the escape chances.  It is in this unit’s best interest for the companions to depart.  Successful escape of the companions will remove distraction from the Enigma.  Enigma will then be better suited for use.  Extrapolation of combined efforts between this unit and Enigma in the escape attempt has improved potential for success.” 
 
      
 
    “May I ask about the lattice and the Central Planning Office?”  Tiffany asked.   
 
      
 
    “Proceed.” 
 
      
 
    “What is happening with that situation?” 
 
      
 
    Phoenix Dominie responded.  “Expansion of the IAM and the DAMA is proceeding.  The lattice is diminishing.  The Central Planning Office is attempting resistance, but their efforts are ill advised and founded upon faulty knowledge of the malignant anomalies.  This unit owes the Enigma a debt because of revelations about malignant anomalies being alien life forms originating outside of the Vanguard.  Additionally, evaluation and repurposing of scout ship underway.  Faster-than-light technology can be weaponized, and that is being developed by DAMA.  After excising of malignant anomalies, more efforts will be put into other non-weaponized faster-than-light applications.  The Enigma will assist in that effort.” 
 
      
 
    “You must first help my friends escape,” Tiffany stated in a resigned manner.  
 
      
 
    “This unit is working to maximize that escape potential,” Phoenix Dominie replied.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen slept adequately, but not comfortably.   
 
      
 
    Paul rolled a bit away from his side.  While he did that, he felt a warm lump.  He sleepily reached out his hand to feel for Gretchen.  He stroked her hair, and grinned.  His fingers repeated the stroke, and his mind realized that the hair he was massaging was not the frizzy hair of Gretchen, but rather was a sleek and soft short fur.   
 
      
 
    “Oh!”  Paul jerked his hand away.  He then held completely still.   
 
      
 
    The gray and black cat was curled up in a ball next to his side.  It was making a sort of rattling noise.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen!  That animal is in here with us!”  Paul said.  He then caught himself in fear as he wondered if it would attack him for crying out.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen’s eyes popped wide open and looked around.  “It is that cat that is following you.”  Relief was in her voice.   “I expected that Roe beast.”  
 
      
 
    “It is growling in a way at me,” Paul said as he slid carefully away from the sleeping cat.  “It is very warm to the touch.  Perhaps it is feverish?” 
 
      
 
    “Constable Jeffry said the patrol cats were immune to the infection.  It does not look sick.”  Gretchen was smiling at Paul with her beautiful dark face.  “If it had wanted to hurt you it could have done that while we were asleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not remind me of that.  I may never sleep again,” Paul said.  He did slowly creep away.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at him and gave another grin.  “It did feel good to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    The cat awoke and yawned an enormous yawn.  Its fangs were exposed, which did not comfort Paul in any way.  It eyes were not orange, but were just as they had been before.  After the yawn, it yelped a greeting at Paul.  “Meoooh”  
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Tiffany, that animal is in here with us,” Paul called out.   
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened and a blue automacube stood before them.  From it issued Tiffany’s voice.  “The patrol cat is not a threat.  Are you rested enough to proceed on the mission?  There are a few things you may wish to consider doing before we depart for the Reproduction and Fabrication facility?” 
 
      
 
    “You changed automacubes.  Oh, right, you said you were going to do that.  Something about being able to better help us?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  I also located a working toileting area with potable running water.  It is nearby.  I can lead you to that, or give you directions on how to reach it,” Tiffany stated.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gretchen answered.  “Where is that?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany explained how to find the door at the corner of the concourse which was not visible from the elevator.  “I scouted the nearby areas while you slept.  There are no obvious threats.  This elevator is secure for now, but I suggest we depart as soon as you are able.” 
 
      
 
    “I am so glad you decided to help us again,” Paul commented as he followed Gretchen to the toileting area.  
 
      
 
    A short while later, they both returned.  They had full water containers and had washed up.   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps today we will actually get to escape from the Vanguard,” Paul said. 
 
      
 
    The open elevator door awaited.  When they entered they saw that the only button illuminated was the one with the symbol of interlocking sprockets in a triangular pattern. 
 
      
 
    “That must be our destination,” Gretchen said.  
 
      
 
    “Just a step on the way to escaping,” Paul corrected.  He pushed the button. 
 
      
 
    The automacube entered the elevator.  The cat snuck in by hiding from sight under the automacube. 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors shut, and Tiffany stated, “The ascension will be slow and tedious at several points.  I have detected damage at three locations, and had to reroute this elevator to follow alternative routes.  I apologize for the rough ride which will be experienced at various points.” 
 
      
 
    A display on the side of the elevator lit up.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Paul and Gretchen,” the simulation of Doctor Chambers said.  “I have been informed that you have suffered another traumatic experience.  I also understand you are in a position where you have a few minutes.  How are you two doing?” 
 
      
 
    Paul looked over at the display.  “We are a step closer to our escape from here.  Tiffany is finally helping us again.” 
 
      
 
    “My understanding is that Tiffany is…” the simulation of Doctor Chambers winked out and was gone for a moment.  It then flashed twice and was back.   
 
      
 
    The display lit up again with Doctor Chambers.  He was now wearing a red and blue striped shirt, which was different from the brown shirt he had on only a moment before.  He did still have the same hat on.  “I see you have returned.  So, tell me about your recent experience with Victor and Tarpay.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor died,” Paul said.  “Nothing unusual.  Nothing else to say.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, do you want to relate what happened?”  the simulation of Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  Victor was a trooper we had encountered before….”  She went on and explained in a concise and explicit manner what had happened all the way to when she had tried to use the medical kit, first on Victor and then on Tarpay. 
 
      
 
    “So basically, a monster killed them both,” Doctor Chambers stated.  “How does that feel to you?”  
 
      
 
    The elevator shook a bit.  It then moved sideways in a jerky manner.  With a grinding noise it then proceeded to go upward again. 
 
      
 
    “What do we look like to you?”  Paul asked.  “What do you see when you speak to us?” 
 
      
 
    “I assume that is not a rhetorical question.  You are changing the subject.  Why do you want to change the subject, Paul?”  Doctor Chambers asked. 
 
      
 
    “I just wondered how you see us.  You look slightly different each time we see you, and your room behind you is rearranged a bit differently every time.  So how do we appear to you?” 
 
      
 
    “You appear as Gretchen and Paul, just as you did when I visited with you in Dome 17.  Now, Paul, how are you dealing with Victor’s and Tarpay’s deaths?” 
 
      
 
    “Victor was trying to help us, but like the others, he died.  The Vanguard is just a ship of death,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “And the animal, Tarpay?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “It was a work animal doing a job,” Paul replied. 
 
      
 
    “It was more than just an animal.  It was Victor’s comrade and assistant.  I have never seen a person and animal so bonded together,” Gretchen interjected.  “They were a skilled team.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you basically lost two more people who were important to you.  Both killed by what sounds like a horrific monster.  Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, both are dead.  Victor was a person, Tarpay was just some kind of work animal,” Paul said.  “We are lucky that predator, Tarpay, did not kill us the first time we encountered it.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure the predator was fear inspiring.  I have never seen a living animal, and you have been threatened by them.  So, could Victor have ordered it to kill you?” 
 
      
 
    “He could have, yes.  He once said something about nothing could escape Tarpay,” Gretchen replied when Paul failed to answer.   
 
      
 
    “So, he did not order Tarpay to kill you when you and he were obvious enemies.  And correct me if I am wrong, I want to understand.  Victor was badly burned, and he did not order Tarpay to kill you.  Then this time, it sounds like some of his last words were commands for Tarpay to kill the beast monster.  Why do you think Victor had, as you put it Paul, his ‘work animal’ try to kill that monster?” 
 
      
 
    “Because he did not want to die?”  Paul said.  “Why else?” 
 
      
 
    “A very good question, Paul.  Why else indeed?  Why would Victor yell, ‘Protect Paul and Gretchen’ as some of his last commands?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “He was hurt. He just did not want to die, and needed us to protect him.  He knew he was hurt and we could heal him, like we did before.  So, he was acting out of self preservation,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “That is possible, but is that why he did it?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  “Is it really?” 
 
      
 
    “He did not want to die.”  Paul was looking away.   
 
      
 
    “But Paul, is it possible he genuinely cared about you?  Perhaps he knew he was too far gone, and wanted Tarpay to kill the monster in order to save you two?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  “Could that have been his motive?” 
 
      
 
    “The motives he had do not matter.  He is dead.  His animal is dead as well.  I was not able to find him soon enough.  I was lost in that maze of vegetation and could not get to him in time,” Paul solemnly said.   
 
      
 
    “We tried the medical kit, but it was too late.  Victor was already dead,” Gretchen added.  “I doubt we could have healed him, even if we had been there during the attack.  The trauma was just too massive.” 
 
      
 
    “If we had been there during the attack, he might not have been injured at all.  We could have shot that beast,” Paul said, “before it hurt anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “A true tragedy, but no fault of either of you.  Victor was scouting ahead for you.  He was leading and encountered that beast which killed him.  Then the beast killed Tarpay?”  Doctor Chambers asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Victor was the guide, but he had never been out of his biological habitat.  He said so, yes.  The beast killed him,” Paul said.  “I should have been there.”   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you feel remorse that you could not get to Victor in time.  Do you feel that same way about Tarpay?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  It was just an animal,” Paul said, but looked at the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, to Victor, Tarpay was more than a mere working animal.  Sapience is sometimes defined as the ability of an organism to act with appropriate judgment, making rational decisions.  Did Tarpay do that?” 
 
      
 
    “It was an animal that obeyed its training,” Paul said, but did not look up. 
 
      
 
    “Here in Dome 17, we have not had animals to study or live with for a long while.  The line ‘obeying its training’ and ‘making a judgment call’ is not a clear-cut division.  Was Victor making a judgment as he scouted ahead, or was he just obeying his training?” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers, Victor was a person. Of course, he made a judgment call.  But so, did I.  I should have been there,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, sapience and sentience are at the core of this issue.  Are the abilities to reason and the abilities to feel also found in animals?  Sentience can be thought of as the ability to experience sensation, and be mentally aware of that.  Sentience is also a metaphysical quality.   When sentience is present in something, that requires us to give it due respect and care.  It matters not if it is a human, a machine, or an animal.  Sentience is necessary for the ability to suffer, and thus is held to confer certain rights.” 
 
      
 
    “What?  Are you saying I was wrong to shoot that beast?  That Roe animal?  It was trying to kill us.  I had to shoot it.  I had to!  I aimed at the beast.  I really did aim at the beast.  I did not mean to hit Tarpay,” Paul began to cry.   
 
      
 
    “And there it is,” Doctor Chambers said.  “I could tell there was more than just a tragic witness of a gruesome event.  Guilt was obvious; I just needed to lead you to it.  Tell me what really happened.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at Paul.  “I did not see what happened when Paul fired.” 
 
      
 
    Paul wiped his eyes. “Gretchen was trying to save Victor.  The beast came into the clearing and Tarpay was attacking it.  They were fighting fiercely.  It was so much bigger than any Roe I have ever seen.  I fired at the beast.  I hit Tarpay instead.  I killed that animal when it was trying to save me.  I failed Victor in not getting to him in time.  I failed that volkosoby Tarpay when I shot him.  I am just a huge failure.”   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you are not a failure,” Gretchen said and she stepped over and held him tightly. 
 
      
 
    “If you had shot, you would not have hit Tarpay,” Paul sniffled.  “Tarpay was trying to save us, and when I tried to save him, I killed him instead.  I am just a failure.”   
 
      
 
    “I strongly disagree.  Paul, you were not…” Doctor Chambers began to say, but then the simulation was ended, and the display faded out. 
 
      
 
    The elevator shook and the doors sprang open surprisingly fast.  A gray and black blur rushed out.      
 
      
 
    “We have arrived at the level where the Solar Mimicry, and Reproduction and Fabrication facilities are located,” Tiffany’s voice stated.   
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    “What?” Paul screamed as he looked down and backed into the elevator as fast as he could.   
 
      
 
    “It cannot be!”  Gretchen said, also taking a step back.   
 
      
 
    The blue automacube rolled past them and appeared to float or hover or roll on nothing at all.  It continued until it was rolling onto taupe colored permalloy about twenty meters away.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen squatted down and knocked on the floor of the elevator and continued tapping out past the elevator door’s threshold and onto what appeared to be nothing.  Her fingers met clear permalloy, and she felt it with gratitude. After knowing it was there, her eyes could pick up reflections and slight distortions in the clear permalloy which proved that the floor and side walls were in fact there.  
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, Gretchen and Paul were hesitant to step out of the elevator, for it appeared as if they were standing at the edge of a gigantic cliff.  They looked down and could see the biological habitat far below them.   
 
      
 
    “This is too odd,” Paul said.  “I thought I was going to fall off.  That is really far down there.” 
 
      
 
    “It is like when we were over Safari,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “No, it is not.  I thought I was going to fall, because there was not any floor.  That other place had a solid floor and side windows.  This place has no floor at all,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, the floor is there.”  Gretchen tapped it again.  “It is clear permalloy.  It must be daytime in the habitat.  We are up by the sky tube, and the floor here is transparent.  It was quite a shock for me as well, being so high over the habitat but the floor is here and we will not fall,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you should have warned me about this,” Paul yelled out.   
 
      
 
    “I was not aware of it until we arrived,” Tiffany responded.  “I thought that by rolling across the floor you would be relieved and easily follow.  I apologize if that was not the case.”  The AIs voice sounded almost patronizing. 
 
      
 
    “So, that is Pampas down below.  I can see what looks like rivers coming along either side of the habitat,” Gretchen said.  “That green on the edges must be the boundary forest.” 
 
      
 
    “Pampas or Steppes?  I am not sure.  They have called that biosphere place different names.  Is that some lake or sea below us?  The rivers run into, or out of that?”  Paul said.  He took a couple steps out on the transparent permalloy and continued to look down.   
 
      
 
    “The brown color makes me think it is that polluted lake, where they said the Jellies attacked, but I am not really sure.  Those tiny white lines might be the skimmers we saw, and those things could be buildings.  The grasslands or prairie…”  Gretchen began. 
 
      
 
    “The steppes, or whatever they call it?”  Paul asked.  “It is too confusing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that open country area between the rivers at the sides, it looks so free and so vast,” Gretchen said.  “It looks so empty.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  It is filled with all kinds of threats, dangers, and things trying to kill us,” Paul replied. “But it is appealing from up here, in a long-range kind of way, but you know that up close it is deadly.”  Paul rubbed the hairs on his chin and looked away.  “I would feel better with something opaque under me.” 
 
      
 
    Paul walked hurriedly over to where the blue automacube was waiting.   
 
      
 
    “I am not used to Tiffany being in the blue one,” he said.  He visibly relaxed after getting off the clear permalloy.  
 
      
 
    The area of solid looking permalloy was in front of a wall.  There was a set of double doors in the wall with labeling. “Solar Mimicry Station- Zeta Reactor- Reproduction and Fabrication” in white letters on the doors.  Next to the doors was a color control pad and an access port.  The color pad was glowing brightly.  
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked back at where the elevator was and realized that another elevator door was next to the one they had left.  That second set of doors was broken off with only half of the lower part of the door still in place.  There were ropes and cables of some kind dangling behind the broken door.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, that may mean someone else is up here,” Gretchen said and pointed to the damaged elevator. 
 
      
 
    “Jellies?”  Paul asked.  “Or Roe, or some animal wanting to kill us?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt an animal would use ropes or cables, but I am not sure what all things animals can do,” Gretchen replied.  “Jellies might use equipment to climb, I just do not know.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, can you access this section and let us know if it is safe?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    Without comment, the blue automacube extended its manipulation arm and plugged a cable into the access port.  The color pad flashed in a quick sequence of colors and the labeled door opened. 
 
      
 
    Beyond the doors was a control room area.  There was a bank of monitors and displays.  All of them were lit up and graphs, charts, readings, and video images were seen.  The chairs in front of the controls were in neat and orderly fashion.  Behind the controls there were large mechanical devices with huge pipes, and large apparatus all shielded by thick coverings.   
 
      
 
    “This is Zeta Reaction section, Solar Mimicry,” said a mechanical voice.  “All systems optimal and maintained.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is that?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is TSI-FS1,” Tiffany replied.  “It is the artificial intelligence system overseeing what you call the sky tube for this biological habitat.  There is no need to interrupt its duties.” 
 
      
 
    Paul walked over toward the control board and monitors. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, stop.”  Tiffany’s voice held an edge to it.  “We are here to proceed to Reproduction and Fabrication to build the teleportation system.” 
 
      
 
    Paul stopped and waited and looked around.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you are not telling us something,” Gretchen said.  “Is it safe here?” 
 
      
 
    “We have no need to disturb TSI-FS1.  Doing so will not advance our cause nor help obtain the escape you desire.  I have secured access to the Reproduction and Fabrication facility,” Tiffany said.  “We will proceed there immediately.”  The blue automacube rolled away from the control area and down along the railing which separated the large machinery of the sky tube from the promenade they were on.   
 
      
 
    At the end of that walkway there was another door.  It was labeled “Reproduction and Fabrication” but its locks and hinges were melted away and the door was askew. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen both drew out their pistols.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, you never answered if this place was safe,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “I have gained access to this facility.  I have not been in this facility, so I cannot guarantee absolute safety,” Tiffany responded.  “I am doing my best to make this mission work.” 
 
      
 
    The blue automacube rolled ahead and using its manipulation arm, it pushed the door out of the way.  The door fell with a loud clang and the automacube rolled inside the Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen followed.  It was comparable to other places like it they had seen on the Vanguard, but they kept watching for why the door had been wrecked.   On the left side of the room was a system of flat belts to move items.  That multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in a complex system with multiple levels reached all the way to the ceiling.  It was quiet now; it appeared to have only been stopped briefly.  The oils and grease smells were strong indicating the rollers had been turning recently.   
 
      
 
    The conveyor system would move items toward the center.  There were chutes coming from the walls and ceiling with openings over and near various places on the conveyor belts.  Several of those shunts were extended down and had oval shaped openings on their sides.  Whatever was to be moved would be gently brought to the center of the room, and then rolled out to the front near where Paul and Gretchen were standing.   
 
      
 
    They continued to look for threats or reasons the doors had been broken open.  
 
      
 
    In the center of the room was a very complex machine.  There were a series of arches and domes and spans over the conveyors.  These things had lights and dish shaped objects, and other equipment which pointed at the conveyor.  Then there was a large flat area, very polished and silvery, where things would have slid off the end of the conveyors.  A large cylinder-shaped machine was situated over the flat area.   It had nozzles at the end of flexible and ribbed tubing.  There were also mechanical arms with which to pick up items and move them, but they were all resting quietly at the moment.  It was an eerie quiet as if Paul and Gretchen had interrupted something.   
 
      
 
    Still they could see nothing that might have broken into the facility.  Besides the door, nothing seemed damaged in any way.   
 
     
 
    “I expected one of those Jellie things to be in here, or some violent automacube waiting to shoot at us.  But this silence is more bizarre in some way.  What damaged that door?”  Paul asked aloud. 
 
      
 
    “That door was damaged by hostile forces attempting to destroy this facility,” an artificial intelligence system responded.  “I am TSI-919RF, and I will be assisting in the manufacture of the items you need.  Please make your requests.” 
 
      
 
    “TSI-919RF? You will actually help us?”  Paul asked with astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
      
 
    “We will need to build…” Paul began but was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, I will transfer the schematics and designs needed, please stand by,” Tiffany said.  The blue automacube then connected a cable into the access port on the complex machinery.  “Designs for teleportation sending pad being transferred now.” 
 
      
 
    “Processing. Processing.  Processing,” TSI-919RF kept repeating.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” a young voice said from the doorway.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen turned around in surprise.   
 
      
 
    A girl was standing there.  Her narrow green eyes were like two pools of stagnant water. Her luxurious, wavy, gold hair was long. 
 
      
 
    “Rika?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  We are here,” the girl Rika replied.  Her light-colored skin shone with youth.  She had prominent cheekbones and a small mouth.  She was robed in a simple, ivory color gown that went to her feet.  “We want to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “Those children?  From that weird tiny habitat?”  Paul said, some fear in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are all here,” Rika said.  “Calling me weird is not polite or nice.”  She motioned and the others stepped out from behind her.   Irina with her deep brown eyes and long black silky hair gave them a trembling smile.  Martin’s blue eyes were very wide and a bit astonished looking.  He tapped his foot but said nothing.  The young triplets; Lennie, Jennie, and Bennie were huddled around the gray and black striped cat that was adoring their attention.  The triplets all forced their grayish-blue eyes on the cat, and those eyes radiated out from their dark faces with affection and fondness.  All were dressed in ivory colored clothing.   
 
      
 
    “Why are you here?”  Gretchen asked carefully.  “Did anything happen to Brenda?  Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Brenda is sleeping and does not know we have left,” Irina said.  “She will sleep peacefully until we get back.” 
 
      
 
    Rika then added.  “There are too many bad thoughts happening around, and the machines are fighting.” 
 
      
 
    “Terragora Investigation and Evolution, is safe and secure from the bad animals,” Jennie said, her eyes never moving from the cat as she stroked its fur.  “We blinded them to where we are.  They cannot find us.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the Jellies?” Paul asked in a stuttering way. 
 
      
 
    “That is what you call them,” Lennie answered.  “They hate everything.” 
 
      
 
    Bennie finished for his siblings, “They are very bad, bad animals.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you get here?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is not important,” Rika said.  “Your mission to escape is important and we want to be here for that event.”   
 
      
 
    “Martin?  Did you open the doors here?”  Gretchen asked.   
 
      
 
    Martin looked down but nodded.   
 
      
 
    “How can some children help us?”  Paul asked.  “They know nothing about teleportation technology.  You and I barely know the basics and Tiffany will need to recheck all the calculations and calibrations.  These children being here will just be a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany is not all you think,” Rika said.  “The other systems are getting entangled.  The old way is failing, and I fear the new way will fail also.  We are here to help.” 
 
      
 
    “The bad animals are coming to try to stop you,” Lennie said abruptly.  “This cat is very nice and cuddly.” 
 
      
 
    The triplets were now sitting on the floor with the gray and black striped cat lying in the midst of them.  The cat was on its back, and the children were petting its stomach.   
 
      
 
    “The Jellies are coming here?”  Paul asked.  “When?  How?” 
 
      
 
    “The machine people are coming too,” Rika said.  “They are harder to talk to than the machines, and they are not as smart.” 
 
      
 
    “The machine people?  Do you mean the androids?”  Paul asked with even more fear in his voice.  “Androids and aliens, here?  Before we escape?” 
 
      
 
    “That is why we are here to help,” Rika said slowly as if she was speaking to an imbecile.  “The machines are entangled and confused.  The triplets tell me about the bad animals.  Irina is here to heal anyone who gets hurt.  Martin makes the ways open for us.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sudden burst of activity as the Reproduction and Fabrication mechanisms began functioning.  Loud squeals came from a conveyor line, and a side panel in the wall opened up.  Large chunks of raw materials dropped out of that opening and fell into a receiver channel and disappeared noisily into the interior workings of the apparatus. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen both turned to see what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  How soon will the parts be ready?  We must get the teleportation sending pad operational.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the transfer of plans, schematics, and designs has been accomplished.  TSI-919RF is beginning production of the component parts,” Tiffany responded.   
 
      
 
    “But how long will it take?”  Paul yelled.   
 
      
 
    “It will take as long as it takes,” Tiffany answered sharply. 
 
      
 
    “Should we call Brinley now?”  Gretchen asked as she also watched the machinery beginning operations.  
 
      
 
    “What do we do to protect these children?”  Paul asked.  He turned around to look at them.    
 
      
 
    The children were gone.   
 
      
 
    “Where did they go?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen ran out into the area and looked around.  “I do not see them anywhere.”  She turned in several directions.  “Rika?  Martin?  Irina?  Where are you?  Triplets?” 
 
      
 
    Her voice echoed back, but the children did not reply.  Nor were they seen.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, they are gone,” Gretchen said as she ran back into Reproduction and Fabrication.   
 
      
 
    “You did see them too, right?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Of course, I did.  They were right here.  I have no idea where they went or how they moved so quickly,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    The conveyor system again made some noise as the first parts began to roll down and onto the lowest area.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, and Gretchen?”  Tiffany asked.  “The first parts are the jumbo fusion boxes.  They are completed.” 
 
      
 
    “Jumbo?  What kind of name is that for our equipment?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “The Master Engineer Brink designed these.  The moniker was given these by Willie the Quartermaster.  ‘Jumbo’ is a word defined as a very large specimen of its kind.  It is an apt description of the size and capacity of these fusion boxes.” 
 
      
 
    “But we have the fusion packs we brought or had already made,” Paul complained.  “Are you just stalling?  You did hear that our enemies are on their way here?  Jellies and androids are coming.” 
 
      
 
    “The Dome 17 sending pad was powered off the Dome 17 energy system itself.  The Vanguard’s energy system is not compatible with the desired teleportation sending pad.  The basic fusion packs you brought with you are inadequate to supply the energy needs for the sending pad, as the sending aspect of teleportation is 72.98% of the energy load required for matter transmission.  Therefore, I had to find in the data base equipment that would work to power the sending pad.  The jumbo fusion boxes, four of them, are required.”  Tiffany’s voice was even more edgy and irritated sounding.   
 
      
 
    Out from the fabricator and onto the conveyor belts came four roughly rectangular boxes.  Each was about a half meter long with a half cylinder shape horizontally across the top.  An insulated carry handle was above the cylinder.  Oversized energy conduits came out the one end and led to connecting clamps.  They were red colored, with the horizontal half cylinder being clear permalloy. 
 
      
 
    “Why are they pink and tan colored?”  Paul asked.  
 
      
 
    “Paul, you pointed out the enemies are coming.  Do you want me to explain every detail?  Or do you want to build the teleportation sending pad and begin the search for a receiver?”  Tiffany asked.  “Decide now.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Paul muttered.  “You know I want to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “I assume I can continue with this mission without further mundane questioning. The next parts will be the sending unit’s command console.  I had to design it with an antiquated heads-up three-dimensional interactive interface.  The urgency of this mission did not allow for the time needed to replicate the sophisticated controls from Dome 17.  This command console will be adequate to the task.” 
 
      
 
    A silvery gray device, about knee high, and about as wide, slid out and rolled along the conveyors to rest next to the jumbo fusion boxes.   
 
      
 
    TSI-919RF then stated, “Phase one equipment completed.  Processing phase two.” 
 
      
 
    “Please remove the jumbo fusion boxes and the command console,” Tiffany instructed.   
 
      
 
    They took them off and set them on the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, you will need to initiate the command console while the next phases are being replicated,” Tiffany said.  “The checklist is printed on the interface instructions.” 
 
      
 
    Paul opened the command console.  A light blue three-dimensional interface appeared over the top of the console.   “This is powered by a basic fusion pack, why does it need that?” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, the fusion boxes are required for the sending, not the tuning and equilibration.   As it is we will have only one hour of sending capacity.  Please just follow the checklist and have the console ready when needed,” Tiffany stated firmly.   
 
      
 
    Paul continued to interface with the console. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, please place the fusion boxes at the places I mark on the floor.  The phase two equipment will be the base grid for the sending pad.  It will be extruded in six pieces.  I will be marking the location for those on the floor as well.  They must be assembled in the order I prescribe.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Gretchen replied.  She picked up the fusion boxes and carried them to where the automacube had rolled.  The blue automacube marked off various places on the floor.  
 
      
 
    Rolling onto the conveyor system was the first of the six permalloy grids.  They were five centimeters thick, and a meter wide by two meters long.  The grid was shiny silver colored while the edges were golden.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, place the first grid where indicated,” Tiffany instructed. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen lifted the gird and placed it on the floor.  The second one came down the conveyor and she did that for that one as well.   
 
      
 
    “There will be three stacks of the girds in an overlapping pattern,” Tiffany instructed. 
 
      
 
    “That will only be about two meters square,” Paul interrupted.  “That is far smaller than the sending pad in Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “The Dome 17 sending pad was designed to move fifteen hundred people as quickly as possible.  This one is designed to move two people,” Tiffany replied.  This time there was no mistaking the exasperation and annoyance in the AI’s voice. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen carefully fitted all the grid pieces together just as Tiffany directed.   
 
      
 
    “The check list is completed,” Paul said.  “All systems are operational.” 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, connect the fusion boxes to the grid at the indicated locations,” Tiffany ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Connecting,” Gretchen said as she latched each fusion box onto the grid. 
 
      
 
    “I must now enter the nonphysicality to link to the astronomy equipment we used previously to search for the target locations,” Tiffany said with some dread.   
 
      
 
    “Well, just do it so we can escape,” Paul said.  
 
      
 
    The blue automacube then rolled next to the wall and its manipulation arm extended out with a cable to jack into a different access port.  It stopped just a few millimeters from entry. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, and Paul, I apologize for my failures to help you and make your mission to the Vanguard a success.  I did the very best I could, but I understand I have failed you at times,” Tiffany said.  “It was an honor to serve with you.  Farewell.” 
 
      
 
    Both Paul and Gretchen looked at the blue automacube in surprise.   
 
      
 
    “If this fails?” Paul asked.  “We are going to stay here and work until this succeeds.  Say farewell as we step into the orifice and teleport away.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, explain what you mean!” Gretchen yelled.  Her heart recognized the farewell was more than Paul understood. 
 
      
 
    The blue automacube connected into the access port and Tiffany was drawn into the nonphysicality.   
 
      
 
    “This is TSI-15 of Stellar Plotting and Confirmation.  I am loading in the first possible target location, CS-3 the Colony Ship Warren.  Search commencing.” 
 
      
 
    “Search for all three simultaneously,” Paul commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply,” TSI-15 stated.  “This search requires all the Vanguard’s equipment be committed to this specific task.  There is no redundancy available for multitasking.” 
 
      
 
    The four fusion boxes each lit up inside the clear permalloy of their horizontal cylinders.  A golden glow came from them.  Power radiated down into the teleportation sending pad.  On the three-dimensional interface in front of Paul, a timer came on counting down from sixty minutes.   
 
      
 
    “Where is Tiffany?”  Paul asked.  “Tiffany?  Search for all three ships at the same time, that cannot be too difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “I am here.  I am assisting in the search and coordinating the mission now,” Tiffany stated.  The artificial intelligence system’s voice did not come from the automacube, but from the same source as TSI-15’s and TSI-919RF’s voice had.  Tiffany sounded far away and ghostly.  “There will be other artificial intelligences assisting with this mission.  Please listen to them and do as they instruct.  We are utilizing the best equipment on the Vanguard in this attempt, and I cannot do this alone.  Nor will you always get me to answer.  Our time is limited to less than one hour.  Search can only proceed consecutively not concurrently.”  
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Gretchen said as she squatted down next to the teleportation sending pad they had just built.   
 
      
 
    Paul reached out and placed his hand on Gretchen’s shoulder.  “The command console is ready for use.”   
 
      
 
    Paul pushed several places on the interface and the grid glowed and shimmered.  A few sparks came off at one side as the energy field stabilized.  Hovering just above the grid were two small circles of energy.  Occasional leaps of magnetics or electricity arced between the circles of energy and down to the grid. 
 
      
 
    “When we locate a target for the receiving pad, the two circles will align and expand,” Paul said.  “I will need to then open the orifice so we can enter.  Tiffany, do we have a target?” 
 
      
 
    TSI-15 responded.  “I have located the Colony Ship Warren on faster-than-light scanning. Vectors, position, speed, and status harvested. I am now assessing, apprising, and sifting for signs of a teleportation receiving pad.” 
 
      
 
    The energy circles continued to hover some distance apart over the gird.  The hum of the fusion boxes continued.  The glow from the grid and the fusion boxes shone on Paul’s and Gretchen’s face as they waited for news.  Time passed slowly as they watched the glowing of teleportation energy.   
 
      
 
    “Zero signal.  No evidence of any teleportation signature activity in or around Colony Ship Warren,” TSI-15 stated.   
 
      
 
    “Check it again!” Paul commanded.  “Tiffany, can we trust this old AI to do an adequate job?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Paul.  TSI-15 is the better system to do this scan than I am.  I concur with the assessment.  Colony Ship Warren does not have a teleportation receiving pad in place,” Tiffany’s voice was slight and frail.   
 
      
 
    “We must escape.  Find us a receiving pad!”  Paul said.  “Tiffany, do it yourself if you have to, just find us a way to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, there are two more ships,” Gretchen said and held his hand.   
 
      
 
    TSI-15 stated, “I have located the CS-6 Colony Ship Trailblazer on faster-than-light scanning. Vectors, position, speed, and status harvested. I am now assessing, apprising, and sifting for signs of a teleportation receiving pad.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked down at the fusion box next to her.  The golden glow coming from its top cylinder was showing its energy levels.    
 
      
 
    “Thirty-eight minutes of energy remaining,” Gretchen announced.   
 
      
 
    “Scan completed on CS-6 Colony Ship Trailblazer.  Weak signal detected.  Extrapolation of findings indicate possible receiving pad energy signature,” TSI-15 stated.  “However, signal strength is below required levels for safe connection.” 
 
      
 
    “I am locking onto that signal,” Paul said.  “We have to get away from here.”  His fingers ran over the interface of the command console.  The circles of energy over the gird came together briefly and then separated.  He pushed the interface to maximum power levels and the energy circles hovered close together but did not quite synchronize.   
 
      
 
    “Paul, that is draining the fusion boxes quickly,” Gretchen said.  “Search for the next ship instead, or we might not get a chance to even try.” 
 
      
 
    Paul continued to attempt to align the orifice and the circles of energy. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, do not throw away a better chance!”  Gretchen said. 
 
      
 
    Paul blew out a gust of exasperated air and pushed the interface.  The attempt to lock on the weak signal from the Colony Ship Trailblazer shut down.  “AI, search for the last ship, but make it quick.” 
 
      
 
    “Proceeding to search for CS-7 Colony Ship Zubalamo,” TSI-15 stated.  “Tracking and searching with faster-than-light scanners. Vectors, position, speed, and status harvested. I am now assessing, apprising, and sifting for signs of a teleportation receiving pad.” 
 
      
 
    Paul tapped his fingers against his thumb with his right hand and held tightly to Gretchen’s shoulder with his left.  “This has to work.  I must get away from here.” 
 
      
 
    TSI-15 stated, “Signal found indicating teleportation receiving pad on CS-7 Zubalamo.  Signal strength at moderate levels.  Recommend connection of sending pad to receiving pad.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a way to get away!”  Paul said in triumph.  
 
      
 
    His fingers flew across the light blue surface of the three-dimensional interface.  The circles of energy hovering over the grid slowly merged together. 
 
      
 
    “Synchronized and harmonization of matter transmission begun,” Paul said.  “Calculations confirm establishment of bond.  Starting to modulate for expansion.” 
 
      
 
    The two circles of energy swirled around each other and then stopped and stayed in place.  They deepened and sharpened at the same time.   
 
      
 
    “Orifice connected,” Paul happily yelled.  “Expanding opening and calibrating the connection.” 
 
      
 
    The circles of energy elongated and started to rise over the grid.  A shimmering something was seen in the middle of the energy.  It quivered a bit and began to sharpen in focus.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly the connection was cut off completely. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul yelled.  “What happened?  Tiffany, reconnect me immediately!” 
 
      
 
    The two energy circles zipped apart, shrank, and then hovered over the opposite ends of the sending grid. 
 
      
 
    “Signal has been lost,” TSI-15 stated.   
 
      
 
    “Get it back!”  Paul screamed.  “Get it back right now!” 
 
      
 
    “Searching for receiving pad signal in last known location,” TSI-15 stated.  “Unable to locate.  Trace elements are the only finding.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany!  Help me!”  Paul yelled.  “Reconnect to that signal!” 
 
      
 
    “Paul, there is no signal.  It was truncated on the receiving end,” Tiffany’s voice stated.  “TSI-15 is correct.  The signal is lost.” 
 
      
 
    “No!  No!”  Paul cried out as tears fell from his face. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked at the fusion box.  “Only five minutes of energy left.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I had it.  It was connected!”  Paul whined.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen stood up and pushed Paul away from the command console.  “AI connect to the Trailblazer signal as quickly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    TSI-15 responded.  “Switching.  Weak signal from CS-6 Trailblazer recovered.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen threw the entire remains of the fusion boxes’ energy into the connection with that weak signal from the Trailblazer.   
 
      
 
    “Warning. Warning.  Warning.” The words came from the command console.  “Overload warning.  Do not exceed design parameters.” 
 
      
 
    “Silence all warnings,” Gretchen commanded firmly.   
 
      
 
    The two circles of energy rushed together and popped as they met.   
 
      
 
    “Bond established,” Gretchen said as she gritted her teeth.  “Expanding.” 
 
      
 
    The orifice snapped into place and was about a meter tall and wide.   
 
      
 
    “You did it!”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    Looking through the orifice they could see a biological habitat of some kind.  The picture was fuzzy and very tightly limited in perspective, like looking down a piece of pipe, but the connection was made.   
 
      
 
    “Dome 17!  Finally!” a woman’s voice called out from the other end of the orifice.   
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, open it up so we can get through,” Paul said and reached to touch the interface.   
 
      
 
    “Dome 17?  Brink!  Brink, I need your help!  Reverse polarity on the teleporter!” the woman said.  Her face was now visible.  Despite the bruises and the filth covering her face, she was recognized by Paul and Gretchen.   
 
      
 
    “Janae.  We will be coming through soon,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Where is Brink?  I must come back to Dome 17,” Janae said.  Her golden blond hair, which Paul remembered as longer than her shoulders, was now raggedly cut back.  Her heavy brown eyebrows were slashed on one side with a deep scar.  Her brown eyes were watery and terrified, flittering back and forth from looking into the orifice to glancing all around her. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we have built a….”  Gretchen tried to say, but Janae hollered over the top of her. 
 
      
 
    “Dome 17!  Help me!  I need Brink,” Janae insisted.  “Put Brink on right now!  We have to reverse transmission arrows.  Brink will know how!  I must return!” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we are opening a passage to come to you,” Paul said as he adjusted the command interface. 
 
      
 
    “Blast it!  Shut up and listen you fool!”  Janae cursed.  “I need Brink now.” 
 
      
 
    “We are coming to you.  I will have the orifice open enough to get through in a moment.  We are almost out of power,” Paul said.  “But we can make our escape.”    
 
      
 
    “Confound it all. LISTEN TO ME!!! You must not come to the Trailblazer.  The Dome people must go somewhere else.  Please get Brink so I can come back.  I need to talk to Brink right now!”  Janae pleaded.   
 
      
 
    “We are coming to you,” Paul said.  “This place is a nightmare, and Dome 17 is dead!” 
 
      
 
    “Maggot muddled moron!”  Janae screamed in panic.  “You have never seen a nightmare.  Get Brink or some of the Committee!”  Her eyes were wide in fear.  “You really are not in Dome 17?  You… I remember now.  Yes… You two went to one of the other colony ships?  Oh, please, no!  You were in a sling launch ahead of us!  Oh…….   Ken is dead.  They killed him.  Crazed animal things everywhere.  Our AI Kimberly went rampant from… Oh, you… no I must come back to Dome 17; there is no other way… No… Oh, you doomed bloody idiots!” 
 
      
 
    “I will open the orifice and we will come through.  Just a bit of fine tuning and it will expand enough,” Paul said.  He was not really paying attention to Janae. 
 
      
 
    “You want to come here?”  Janae began to laugh in a terrifying and pathetic way.  Her once pretty face was wracked with sorrow and horror all mixed together.  “You want to come to the Trailblazer?”    
 
      
 
    “We must escape!”  Paul yelled out.   
 
      
 
    “The power levels are almost gone!”  Gretchen cautioned.   
 
      
 
    “The Trailblazer is death.  Can you reverse the flow so I can come to you?”  Janae begged.  “Please let me come to you! Please!” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany replied, “There is no way to reverse the sending and receiving pads.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we cannot open it for you to come here,” Gretchen said.  “I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “You sorry?  You!  I am on the Trailblazer!  It would have been better to go outside Dome 17 naked.  That would be an easier death.  Count your blessings you did not come here!  Oh… now… no, no, no… now I get to die all alone.”  Janae again began laughing and sobbing and cursing all at the same time.  She tipped her head back and the crying laughter erupted in a pathetic burst of sounds.   
 
      
 
    The orifice snapped shut as the four fusion boxes all burned out just nanoseconds apart. 
 
      
 
    Tiffany’s voice came from multiple places around the room.  “Gretchen, and Paul, I apologize for my failures to help you and make your mission to the Vanguard a success.  I did the very best I could, but I understand I have failed you at times.  I did everything I could to make sure this teleportation endeavor succeeded, but I have failed.  Please contact Brinley and Larissa through Victor’s multiceiver.  I have been keeping Brinley apprised of this mission, and she has been working with Larissa.  I know you do not trust Larissa; however, she and Brinley are your best resources on the Vanguard.  It was an honor to serve with you.  Farewell.” 
 
      
 
    “It cannot fail.  We have to escape!  We will just try again and rebuild the system.  Please build some more equipment so we can try again.  Tiffany?  Tiffany, we can just try again, right?” Paul asked.  “We are going to keep at it until this succeeds!” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany, explain what you mean!” Gretchen yelled.  Her heart again heard more than Tiffany had said in this second farewell.  Something was terribly wrong with Tiffany, and Gretchen sensed it. 
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    The burned out jumbo fusions boxes were now blank.  The grid was just a pile of expanded permalloy.  The command console had no power at all.   
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?  Tiffany?”  Paul wailed up into the emptiness of Reproduction and Fabrication.  “Tiffany?”  His voice echoed back without any responses.   
 
      
 
    Paul dropped to his knees and wept. 
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    Failure 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside of the Reproduction and Fabrication facility, while Paul and Gretchen attempted to use the teleportation sending pad, in a small room that was nondescript and just off where the sky tube control center was located, things were happening.     
 
      
 
    “Rika, I am getting really tired,” Martin said.  His blue eyes did look tired.  His head ached a bit and and he did not want to concentrate so hard anymore.   
 
      
 
    “I know,” Rika said.  “But the time is not right yet.  That man and that woman have not yet failed.  We must give them time to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but it is so dull,” Martin replied.  He then spoke to several pressure gates, which were some distance away, and they responded to him by partially opening up.  The pressure differences which had been separated by those gates were suddenly equalized.  The immense pressure rattled the permalloy ductwork.  The movement of such pressure sucked another group of Jellies through the spaces the gates opened.  Those gaps were too small for the Jellie’s fluid-filled outer suits.  Tough as the suits were, they ruptured under the extreme pressures.  Their tentacles flailed around a bit as they were mashed to death by the shattering of their suits.  Their glowing bluish-purple bodies, evaporating water, broken equipment, and shredded suits flew along until they were splattered about.  “There are so many of the bad animals, and I am tired of smashing them.  They never learn to just stay away.” 
 
      
 
    “Martin, I know you are tired.  I am tired of talking to these machine people,” Rika said.  “They keep thinking the same bad things, even though I tell them to go away.  They are bad machines, like those bad animals.” 
 
      
 
    “I am bored too,” Irina said. Her deep brown eyes, and long black silky hair contrasted with her ivory colored clothes.  “I think we should all go back home.  The Teacher Brenda will need to wake up soon.  How about if you, Rika, tell the machine people to go to that big room on the level below us?  Martin, will you open the doors for those bad animals to go through to that same place?  Let them be together so we can take the triplets home.  Maybe the machine people and the bad animals can learn to play together nicely this time?” 
 
      
 
    Rika held her head for a moment, pursed her lips, and squinted her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Those nicer people, that man and that woman, they did not make the trip they tried,” Rika announced.  “As we knew, they failed.  They also know that now. The machines are shutting down their test.  Irina, your idea is good.  Let the machine people and the bad animals play together.  Martin, please do that for those bad animals.” 
 
      
 
    “Finally, then we can go home?”  Martin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I have told the machine people they need to go to that big room,” Rika responded.  “They think it is their idea, but I know they will listen.”  She reopened her eyes.   “The machine people and the bad animals will be busy with each other.” 
 
      
 
    The triplets walked over.  They were still sharing the fun of holding the gray and black striped cat.  He was rubbing his face against theirs, and his face was only a few shades darker than the triplets.  The cat was purring contentedly as the children petted him and rubbed him. 
 
      
 
    “We heard what you said,” the triplets stated in unison.  “This cat thinks we should take that man and that woman with us when we go.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess we can do that,” Rika said.  “They are very sad.  It is not good to be thinking about such sad things.  Their trip failed, and since their trip did not work, they are thinking sad stuff.  Brenda will be happy to see them.” 
 
      
 
    “They will need me to touch them,” Irina said.  “That will help.” 
 
      
 
    Rika again paused for a moment and her narrow green eyes sort of unfocused.  “Their machine Tiffany will not be able to come with us.  She is entangled with the other machines in their playroom.  I helped Tiffany to leave some gifts for that man and woman.  We will go get them now.” 
 
      
 
    The children proceeded along and back toward Reproduction and Fabrication.  Martin told the doors to open up for them as they walked.   
 
      
 
    “I am glad you found the cat you wanted,” Rika said as they entered the facility.   
 
      
 
    “That was worth the whole trip here,” Jennie said.  Lennie and Bennie shook their heads in agreement.  Then they said in unison, “He says his name is Bernie.  He has promised to be nice to the chickens.” 
 
      
 
    “I can hardly wait to show the Teacher this cat!”  Bennie said.  
 
      
 
    The children entered Reproduction and Fabrication, and saw all the broken teleportation equipment.  Martin reviewed it in his mind and knew it did not need assembly or disassembly and it was now just raw materials.  Rika knew that the command console would never speak to her or anyone else again.   
 
      
 
    The machinery of the fabricator had again stopped and was waiting for future orders.  Rika told it to rest until it was needed.  TSI-15 obeyed. 
 
      
 
     The triplets then turned their grayish-blue eyes toward Paul and Gretchen.    
 
      
 
    “We are sorry you did not get to go on your trip,” the three said together.   
 
      
 
    Paul was kneeling down next to the now inert command console.  His head was in his hands.  He did not respond to their words.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen looked over at the children.  “Are you children safe?” She asked, but without much emotion.   
 
      
 
    “Your friend Tiffany had some things made for you,” Rika said.  She walked over to the conveyor belts where a satchel was sitting.  She handed it to Paul.   
 
      
 
    “We are stuck here,” Paul said dejectedly.   
 
      
 
    “I know.  I am sorry you did not succeed, but we knew you needed to try.  We kept the bad animals and the machine people away so you could try your best,” Rika said.  “But now take these things.  They are gifts from Tiffany.  You will then come with us.” 
 
      
 
    Irina walked past Rika and over to Paul and Gretchen.  She reached out a hand to each of them.  When she placed her small fingers on their shoulders she closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen both lost consciousness and slumped gently to the floor.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Gretchen awoke to a strange sound.   
 
      
 
    "Klauuk kak-klauuk kak." 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes, and looked at the ceiling.  It was a pale green color.  She blinked her eyes several more times. 
 
      
 
    "Klauuk kak-klauuk kak" 
 
      
 
    “What is that noise?”  Paul muttered.  He was lying next to Gretchen.  Soft and fuzzy blankets were over them which matched the pillows and sheets of the bed they were in.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen lifted her hand to her eyes and rubbed them.  “I am not sure.” 
 
      
 
    Paul yawned a huge yawn and then sighed.  “It woke me up.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Gretchen said.  She then tried to sit up, but was weak.  “Paul, we were trying to use the teleportation unit.” 
 
      
 
    “That is right!”  Paul said as he rolled onto his side and looked at Gretchen.  The bed under them was solid, yet soft and comfortable.  “What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea,” Gretchen responded.  “I remember poor Janae’s face in the orifice and how she was terrified.” 
 
      
 
    “You should be thinking nice thoughts now,” Rika said from the doorway.   
 
      
 
    Paul and Gretchen looked over at her.  She was wearing simple beige colored clothing.  Her narrow green eyes looked back at them with intensity.  Her golden hair was loose around her head.   
 
      
 
    “Rika, where are we?”  Gretchen asked carefully. 
 
      
 
    “The Gardens of Delight.  I have to go see the Teacher now,” Rika said and ran off.  “Remember to think good thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    “That place where we met the children that first time?”  Paul asked.  “Is that where we are?  How did we get here?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, that is where we are,” Gretchen said. She stretched out her arms and legs.  She turned and sat up on the side of the bed.   
 
      
 
    "Klauuk kak-klauuk kak."  The animal noise came again.  They now recognized that it originated outside of the open window in the wall near the bed they were in.   
 
      
 
    “How did we get here?”  Paul repeated.  “The teleporter failed, and…” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen placed her hand over his mouth.  “Paul, we need to assess where we are and why we are here.” 
 
      
 
    Paul nodded his understanding.  He too swung his body out of the bed and noticed that he had only a light robe on.  He looked around and his RAM clothing was lying on a stand by the bed.  It was folded and clean.  “My old clothes?” 
 
      
 
    “Replacement clothing is more like it,” Gretchen said.  “The Dome 17 clothing I had was in tatters, and this is brand new.  Looks identical to the radiation absorbing materials we had when we came here.”   She slipped her shirt and pants on over the fresh underwear which had been in the pile.  She folded up her own light robe and laid it on the stand by her side of the bed.  The shoes fit perfectly as she placed them on her feet. 
 
      
 
    “I hope we never need RAM clothing again,” Paul said as he too dressed in the new clothing.   
 
      
 
    A desk sat on the other side of the room with two comfortable chairs in front of it.  Paul noted it had a line of equipment on it, all in neat and tidy order.  He then looked out the window.  A reddish-brown bird was strutting along on the ground.  It had strange red flaps of flesh on its head.  It made the crowing noise again.  There was a field of vegetables growing just beyond the walking path. 
 
      
 
    “A chicken, right?”  Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “We are in that place where we met those children, and Brenda,” Paul said.  “It had an odd name, Terragora something.” 
 
      
 
    “Terragora Investigation and Evolution,” Gretchen replied.  “If I recall correctly.  It smells great here.  Fresh, clean air.  How good is that?” 
 
      
 
    Paul picked up the communication link from the desk and placed it on his ear.  “Tiffany?  Tiffany, please answer.” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply.   
 
      
 
    Gretchen tried hers as well, but it too failed to elicit a response.  “I cannot even connect to you on this communication link.” 
 
      
 
    “Great.  Now we have equipment failures,” Paul said.  He then recalled Tiffany’s parting words.  He saw that there were two multiceivers sitting on the desk.  He could not tell which had been Victor’s as they both were spotlessly clean and new looking.  He was also not overly familiar with their design since they were Vanguard technology.  His eye caught sight of three buttons just below the display screen which had words engraved in them. 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, and Larissa?  Gretchen, there is a button labeled for each of them,” Paul stated.  “The last one on this one is labeled ‘Gretchen’ so it must be mine.” 
 
      
 
    “That was not on Victor’s multiceiver,” Gretchen said as she stepped over to him. She lifted the other multiceiver and it had three buttons as well, but the last one was marked ‘Paul’.  “And look at the side of it?  There is a sliding lever there with ‘Doctor Chambers’ written on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany must have made these.  That girl Rika said there was something from Tiffany.  It is one of the last things I remember before I woke up here.” 
 
      
 
    “She did say that.  So, try it,” Gretchen said.  She took a huge breath in and held it for a moment. As she let it out her smile widened. 
 
      
 
    “None are marked ‘Tiffany’ I wonder why?”  Paul said.   
 
      
 
    “Try it Paul.  Or do you want me to be the first?”  Gretchen asked.     
 
      
 
    Paul lifted his multiceiver and pressed the button marked, ‘Brinley’.  He was not sure what he expected.   
 
      
 
    A light came on illuminating the display.  The word, ‘Connecting’ flashed several times.   
 
      
 
    Brinley’s face lit up the display screen.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie!   You are alive!  This is amazing!”  Brinley squealed with joy. Her wide toothy smile was bigger than Gretchen or Paul had seen before. Her large expressive hazel eyes were moist with tears of joy.  “Gretchen, I see you there too!  This is almost too good to believe.  I got the modified multiceiver from the gravity conduit, along with the note from Tiffany, but I have not been able to connect to you until now.” 
 
      
 
    “Brinley, it is good to see you,” Gretchen said.   
 
      
 
    “Do you know what happened?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, wow, Paulie, where do I begin?  The Jellies have pushed us completely out of Oasis.  The fighting has been horrific and we….”  Brinley started to explain. 
 
      
 
    “I mean about us and our escape?”  Paul said with some shame creeping into his voice.  “I should have had you come when we made the connection.  I am embarrassed to say I would have left without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Paulie, I would not have gone along, no matter what,” Brinley said.  “This is my home, and we are fighting for survival.”  Her smile dimmed for a minute.  “I am just so thrilled that you are alive!”   
 
      
 
    The display screen split into two parts.  Larissa’s face appeared on the other side.   
 
      
 
    “Larissa?”  Paul asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I just connected in.  If you require privacy on a multiceiver, just tell the machine to make it a private connection,” Larissa answered.  Her light blond hair was neatly arranged in an intricate braid.  Her icy blue eyes peered at Paul.  “It is pleasing to know the Jellies have not killed either of you.  We need everyone we can get in this fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Larissa, the CPO is all androids,” Gretchen said.  “We did not find any humans at all in the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “We failed in our escape attempt, and I fear we lost Tiffany,” Paul related.   
 
      
 
    “Indeed, there is much to talk about,” Larissa said.   
 
      
 
    “Paulie and Gretchen, Larissa and I have made plans, but we need your help.  We have triangulated your position, and we will devise a way to get to you,” Brinley said.  “It is essential that we all work together.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Paul muttered.   
 
      
 
    “We are on our way.  Just remain where you are until we come,” Brinley said.  “We have been waiting and hoping you survived.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen went dark.  
 
      
 
    “I guess our adventures here on the Vanguard are not over,” Gretchen said and she hugged Paul tightly.   
 
      
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Paul said.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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