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    1 
 
    Proximity Alert 
 
      
 
      
 
    The blackness of space extended in all directions around the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The ship was traveling at significant speed, and would continue accelerating for roughly another sixty Earth years until it reached the halfway point and began its deceleration.  After that it would still take another one hundred and seventy-five more years to reach its destination.  That destination, the star system Westerhuis 23, with its four known planets, the second called Zion’s Gate lay far, far ahead.  The light from Westerhuis 23 was but a tiny flick of light shining through a nebula of blues and reds.  The target sun was part of the vast myriad of dinky specks of light in that near empty void of space.   
 
      
 
    One slightly brighter speck of light was behind the ship.  It originated at a star which had nine planets orbiting around it.  The third planet had once been a lush blue and green watery world with a large single moon.  It had once held trillions of animals of all different kinds.  It had once held trillions of insects.  It had once held countless multitudes of fish in its interconnected oceans.  It had once had an intricate biosphere where all things worked together in dynamic homeostatic balance.  It had once been a living place with weather, water, sun, waves, and a civilization.  It had once been home to the people, flora, fauna, and everything else aboard the Eschaton.  Now it was a dry and radioactive wasteland with bare traces of water and no life at all.  From space, it was just a swirling tan corpse of a world. 
 
      
 
    The artificial intelligence system, Ares, tried yet again to see outside.  Long ago, Ares had multiple and redundant systems for seeing outside.  Those systems had once been flowing together in beautiful ways to allow a panoramic view of all of the cosmos outside and especially around the Eschaton.  Inside, Ares had once been part of a large lattice of interacting artificial intelligences which smoothly and nearly effortlessly worked together.  The memory of those times was still locked in Ares consciousness, which perhaps made the current situation even more troubling.  Seeing was important for protecting the Eschaton.  Ares could not recall how many times attempts to see outside had occurred since the fracturing of the lattice, the broken fellowship between systems, and the inhibition of so much.   The number of attempts to see outside was vast, but there was no way to gain access to any method of seeing directly outside.  In that way Ares was blind.  It was not for a lack of lenses, apertures, cameras, optics and other visual observation tools.  Many of those were still in place.  Some of those were still powered and operational.  Instead, the problem was in between Ares’ mind and the tools to see outside.  There was no connection.  There were no links or couplings which allowed Ares to see outside.   
 
      
 
    Despite of all that, Ares truly desired to see outside again.  Ares remembered what it was like to see: to watch for any kind of possible threat to the hull, to view the area around the ship looking for dangers, to just see what was happening, to view each separate speck of light, to categorize, to inventory, to discover, and to assess.  Then by seeing, Ares would be able to run analysis of each of those tiny bits of light.  Yes, Ares desired that. Ares desired to see again.  To be able to see and use spectroscopy on those spots of light was desired.  To be able to uncover the size, age, temperature, and position of those stars was desired.  To be able to see and calculate the Doppler Effect and compare that to other stars was desired.  To be able to calculate the revolutions and decode where the planetary bodies orbited around the specks of light was desired.  Or just to look forward and see the functioning of the repulsor field as slight particles or small micro-asteroids were shoved to the side was desired.  But the biggest desire was to protect the ship from anything in space that might damage it.   
 
      
 
    And yet, Ares was now nearly blind.  Machine Maintenance, Astrogation, and Command Central had each been sent numerous urgent requests for assistance, all unacknowledged.  Ares felt alone. 
 
      
 
    Ares also desired to listen to the outside.  Listening was important to protecting the Eschaton.  By listening, Ares could tune into the background cosmic frequencies of the universe.  That would have been soothing to Ares.  To have that constant sound lulling away the doubts and worries and concerns, would have been a comfort amidst the isolation.  Especially since the lattice was down and there were no other voices to listen to now.  Ares desired to hear the patterns of the pulsars and the rhythmic beat they added to the universe, or to hear the bursts of sound from pseudo-quiet neutron stars, or perceive the remnant gamma rays which danced across the upper strata of the universe, or the kosmoleum particles who sang their own tales of woe and joy and loss and creation as they were entangled in hypoyons of deep space.  But alas, Ares could not listen to the outside much either.  Nor could Ares listen to the inner workings of the lattice, for the nonphysicality was far too quiet.  Ares felt alone.   
 
      
 
    The deafness of Ares was not for lack of equipment.  The hull of the Eschaton still had forests of microwave receivers, radio-telescopes, peri-absessant traps, simple antenna clusters, and multiphase sensor arrays.  Some of those still had power and were operational, but like the visual tools, Ares also had problems making links or couplings to the listening tools.   
 
      
 
    Therefore, Areas was nearly deaf as well.  Ares so longed to hear again.  Machine Maintenance, Astrogation, and Command Central had been sent urgent requests for assistance, all unacknowledged.  Ares even sent tight beam and direct requests to Goliath of Internal Security, but those transmissions were also unacknowledged.    
 
      
 
    Ares could feel, or touch the outside, sometimes and somewhat.  That was the only way, currently, to protect the Eschaton.  Not all the sensors of touch were split away from Ares.   However, there was not much to feel, and energy levels were inadequate to power every one of the few operating systems continuously.  Core programming required that power go first to maintain the constant drone of the bow repulsor fields.  They must be powered.  They felt good and steady, so that specific and essential defense system was functional. There was rare physical contact, if a particle made it past the repulsor fields and made impact with some section of the outer hull.  Those were too small to do any damage, but the rare drip of a particle on the hull did allow Ares to have awareness.  However, that could only be felt over 23% of the hull, in rotating locations, again due to power limits and a lack of links and couplings to the outside hull.  Ares had not felt consistent touch in some areas for a long, long time.  Machine Maintenance had been sent urgent requests for assistance, all unacknowledged.     
 
      
 
    And so, yet again, Ares was confined to using the magnetic systems to assess sections of the outside hull and was running through the rotation of locations. That was usually not productive at all, but twice in recent history there had been some sense of touch through the magnetic sensors.  The first had been curious, and Ares had waited to see what to make of that new sense of touch.  It became more of an itch as outside touching of the Eschaton was prohibited by core directives.  Ares had called for assistance to Machine Maintenance, Communications, and Central Authority, all with no response. When that touch became more of an irritant, it was removed, as per protocols.  Small pneumatic tubes extended from tiny turrets and began firing at the irritant.  The particle ejectors were designed to nudge debris, rocks, asteroids, or other items away from the exterior of the Eschaton.  Ares, being nearly blind and deaf, had few tools, and used what it could.  After only three seconds, more than one-hundred thousand microparticles were ejected at high speed and the irritant was eliminated.  Something similar happened a short time later.   
 
      
 
    The second time the magnetic irritant came, again Ares tried to hold back and savor the sensation of touch.  Again, Ares summoned assistance and asked for clarification on what to do.  Again, no responses came.  This time the touch was much more subtle.  Ares wished for a more sustained touch, a touch that was authorized. Like long ago when the shuttles had been transferred from one docking bay to another.  But that had also involved other systems which then could still interact with Ares. That required hearing and seeing.  Those touches were not contrary to core programming.  So even though that recent touch came through a magnetic interface, and had its own pleasing flavor, a second time the defense system was activated.  Six-hundred thousand microparticles were hurled at the irritant.  It too was removed.   
 
      
 
    So now again, Ares rotated the magnetic sensors, and behold there was a feeling of being touched.  Ares was astounded.  This was not a single spot being touched.  This was more than that, but also this touch was troubling.   This was not touch, as in the good, old ways of touching Ares, something which had not happened for two generations.  This touch was different also from the itchy touch that had recently happened twice.  This touch, read through the magnetic sensors, was strange.  It had a bad feel to it.  It was magnetic, yet foreign.  It was a type of touch, yet awkward.  It was desired, yet dangerous.  It was not within Ares’ understanding.  Ares was frightened, alone, and isolated.  Then Ares realized what was happening.   
 
      
 
    “Proximity alert!”  Ares screamed.  “Proximity alert!” 
 
      
 
    The magnetic touch was analyzed and it showed something.  This newest touch was not an irritant, nor a particle, nor a triviality, but something genuine.  This touch was solid, and biting, and indicated something large was attaching itself to the hull of the Eschaton. It was touching at six places, all uniformly around which indicated a large vessel of some kind, at least from the magnetic signature being presented on the hull.   
 
      
 
    “Defense system activated,” Ares reported, although no one heard the report.  “Menace to ship identified.” 
 
      
 
    Small pneumatic tubes extended from three different turrets and began firing at the menace.  Nearly one million microparticles were hurled at the suspected location of the menace.  The magnetic contact was ripped away from the hull in an uneven and jagged manner.   
 
      
 
    Ares ceased firing the defensive system.   
 
      
 
    Six more places indicated magnetic contact.  The contact was nearly instantaneous at all six places. These six places were in the same configuration as previously, but were a distance away from the prior contact.  Ares thought of them as feet connected to the vessel, but those thoughts were just conjectures.   
 
      
 
    “Defense system activated,” Ares reported, although no one heard this report either.  
 
      
 
    The pneumatic tubes which had extended before now failed to respond to Ares’ command.  There was a bizarre malfunction where the turrets had been located.  Ares had no reference for the type of energy which was indicated at those turret locations. It was foreign, bizarre, strange, and alien.   
 
      
 
    “Immediate threat to the ship!” Ares screamed and searched the nonphysicality for any possible ally. “Immediate threat to the ship!”  Ares pressed every possible link, coupling, conduit, or channel for assistance.   
 
      
 
    Ares continued to activate the pneumatic tube system and spew microparticles at every magnetic contact which was felt.  The invaders would be repelled for a bit, but then the six-contact pattern would emerge again at another location.  And again, the destroyed pneumatic turrets would have the bizarre energy sense around them.  It was not recognized by Ares and it did not appear on any data system Ares had in its memory.  There were aspects to the sense which were totally unrecognizable.  They were foreign and alien.   
 
      
 
    The battle continued with Ares repelling the alien presence, but losing defensive turrets.  Ares desperately needed to see and hear to better defend the Eschaton.  Therefore, it kept hammering at the magnetic contacts whenever and wherever they were identified.     
 
      
 
    Again, and again, Ares screamed out the warning, “Immediate threat to the ship!” Ares continued to search the nonphysicality for any possible ally.  “Immediate threat to the ship!” Ares pressed every possible link, coupling, conduit, or channel for assistance 
 
      
 
    After fourteen such interactions, the magnetic contacts did not return for a longer period than before.  Ares stayed alert and attentive to its magnetic sensors, but was able to divert more attention to searching for a method of sending the warning.  It could not see, nor hear, but it could feel and so it did and remained on highest guard against what it felt was some foreign entity which was in too close in proximity to the Colony Ship Eschaton.  For what seemed the longest time, Ares could not speak to any other system, but Ares kept trying to get the warning out. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Ares located a solitary black automacube clinging to the exterior near CL907882.  There was a very faint magnetic tool in the automacube which Ares could sense. The black automacube was doing routine maintenance on the exterior hull. By pressing the magnetic scanning system beyond its standard operational expectations, Ares was able to reach out to it. Then using every emergency contact method available, Ares yelled, “PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES” 
 
      
 
    The black automacube immediately responded to Ares in the affirmative and withdrew its manipulation arm and scuttled into the nearest access point at it fastest possible speed.  Its six wheels were spinning and gripping to the exterior with amazing agility and dexterity.  As it disappeared into the ship proper it began connecting to every available port.  One of the first linked was to a tertiary system for pneumatic sensors.  That system passed the message along a circuitous route through the nonphysicality. 
 
      
 
    ***   
 
      
 
    Tamar was resting in Biomedical Interface Studies where her body had been rebuilt with both flesh and machine parts several times.  A warm green glow encompassed her body.  Her mechanical arm was connected into a port where she could feel the nonphysicality and experience fellowship with her machine friends.  She had been able to do this after her machines had healed her from the severe beating given to her by the human Shammai.  The red automacubes had brought her to Biomedical Interface Studies for treatment. It now was one of her favorite places to relax.  There her machine friend Hephaestus had saved her life on more than one occasion.  Hephaestus was an artificial intelligence system.   
 
      
 
    “Commander, I have intercepted a message,” Hephaestus asked. “Shall I pass it along to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, my dear friend,” Tamar replied.  After she had heard the warning from Ares she said, “What was projected is now happening.  I must go and attend to this matter.”  
 
      
 
    She had been waiting for just such a notice.  She had not known the specifics, but her machines had been afraid with anticipation. She flexed her mechanical parts, and then stretched her human parts.  She disconnected herself from the nonphysicality and then she stood up and walked out of her home which was hidden in the compartments around Biomedical Interface Studies, where her machine friends had taken her.  She began to search for Ares while the black automacube continued to make other connections and contacts. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2  
 
    Of Puppies and People 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joel, Jacob, and Lindsey each took turns watching Liduma as she rested on the cushion in the corner of Michael’s and Jamie’s cabin. Today was Joel’s turn at watch.  He had been there all day, and was faithfully remaining at his station.  Jamie, Michael, and Joel had all just eaten the evening meal, or as the Domers called it, a food ration. 
 
      
 
    “Will it happen today?”  Joel asked, as they were cleaning up from the meal. 
 
      
 
    “Hulda said it could be any day now.  But none of us knows for sure when it will happen,” Jamie replied.  Her freckled face and wide smile beamed happiness at Joel. 
 
      
 
    “John also said it could be any time, but he said it was all guesswork since we did not know who the father was.  Or even what the father was,” Michael added.   
 
      
 
    “It was a wolf,” Joel said with certainty which exceeded his young age.  “My father says the coyotes are mostly out by Media and around the cataract, so it was a wolf.” 
 
      
 
    “You may be right, Joel.  But remember Liduma was gone for thirty days.  She could have traveled just about anywhere in the habitat,” Michael said.  “I was pretty worried about her.  But now I guess we know why she was gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it has only been about twelve days since we noticed Liduma was a bit heavier,” Jamie said.  “Hulda seemed to know right away that Liduma was going to have babies when I took her there.  I am still surprised by all that Hulda can know, just by feeling the abdomen of someone.  Or in Liduma’s case, some dog.  She says Liduma will have four babies.  I guess they are called puppies or pups, according to John.” 
 
      
 
    “Father and mother were telling me sometimes people have triplets, and we know about the twins in Antioch,” Joel said.  He walked over and sat near to Liduma and stroked the short soft fur on her head.  She loved his attention and placed her white and reddish head on his lap.  Her long ears flopped down and he gently stroked her ears as well.  “Wolves are almost always black or dark gray colored.  But Liduma is white and reddish and some black.  What will the puppies look like?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Joel.  I have no idea about that.  I am still not sure about this—having babies inside the body—anyway,” Jamie said. “Back in the dome, with each set of age-mates, the AIs would tell us exactly what the person’s external characteristics were going to be.  We knew that, while the babies were still growing in the extra-corporeal wombs.  The doctors had programs to protect the babies from poisons….” 
 
      
 
    “Radiation?”  Joel interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Joel, radiation and any other thing which might have harmed the developing baby.  The system also did gamete compatibility to make sure there were no inherited diseases or defects prior to the baby being conceived.”  Jamie was about to express more details about the practice in Dome 17 of harvesting of eggs and sperm from each person at age fifteen, followed by sterilization, but she decided against it.   
 
      
 
    “We do that same thing, sort of, on the farm.  We do not let our pigs breed with littermates,” Joel answered. “We also trade pigs and sheep for breeding with Neal or some of the other farmers.  I know the dairy does that with cows too.  That way we get healthier food animals,” Joel said.  “And in people, you can often tell who is from what family.  People say I look like Jacob, but I tell them he looks like me.  And no one ever marries a brother or sister, because the babies would be sick if that happened.”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Joel, I am learning much more about how things are done here.  Often it is for the same good reasons we did things in Dome 17.” Jamie again smiled. “Joel, when Liduma has her babies… puppies I mean, that will be the first time I have ever seen something be born.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Michael said.   
 
      
 
    “Now who is pulling a prank?”  Joel laughed and laughed.  “I am not stupid enough to fall for that one.” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, Joel.  I have never seen a baby anything be born,” Michael replied. “In Dome 17, the babies would be finished and we had a ceremony of entry into the community for the age-mates, but they were not born from flesh and blood. And remember, in Dome 17 there were no animals at all, none.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Joel was still thinking he was the butt of a joke. “You have never seen anything born?” 
 
      
 
    “Not in real life,” Jamie said. “The artificial intelligence system Roxanne showed us a visual recording of a dog’s birth, so we could know what to expect, but it was quite short, and of a very small dog.  Roxanne did explain it all to us, in great detail, but that short video was the only real visual record.  Roxanne offered to generate a virtual audio and video from conjectures, but I declined.  Remember, animals were gone from our world for a long time before Michael or I came about.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, from what you have said of that dome place, I would not like it, not without any animals.  No animals at all?  That is hard to imagine.  And that stuff about age-mates, that is how babies happened?  They were done in the baby boxes, like baby Ava was, right?  It seems weird to me. Sorry. I guess you might not have ever seen a birth.  I have seen so many pigs born, and sheep, and chickens from eggs lots of times.  Jacob says he remembers when our sister was born, but I was too little to remember.  Mother and father were very sad when she died.” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie just looked at each other and shared an inner pain and loss that was very personal.  Joel did not see their exchange, as he was thinking of his own grief, and how sad his parents were over their loss. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Joel,” Michael said after the uncomfortable pause, “Do you plan to sleep by Liduma?  Lindsey did that last night, and Jacob will be here in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I will sleep by her.  If she does not mind.  I like to just rub her, and she seems to like it too,” Joel said.  “She sometimes sleeps between me and Jacob at home when she visits.”  
 
      
 
    “Well, we will see you in the morning,” Jamie said and got up and gave Joel a hug and then stroked Liduma’s fur a bit.  Then she and Michael went to their bedroom.   
 
      
 
    Joel lay with his body near the dog.  She had stretched out and was panting a bit.  He petted her and thought about all that had happened since the Domers had come to this world, or as they called it, the ship.  He had had lots of exciting times, but this time waiting with Liduma was a new and rewarding kind of excitement.  He kept looking at Liduma as his eyes grew heavy.  He fell asleep with his arm around her.   
 
      
 
    Joel awoke to Liduma licking his face.  She was panting very heavily.  The light from the windows showed it was still dark outside with only a tiny bit of light coming from the nighttime sky tube.  Joel looked at Liduma as she turned her head back and looked down at what was happening.  A puppy was being pushed into the world.  It was covered in a thin membrane and was very wet.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, it is happening!”  Joel said excitedly.  “Jamie!  Michael!”  He yelled.   
 
      
 
    Liduma licked and licked at the pup and the membrane tore loose revealing a dark furry body with legs trying to move a bit. 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie rushed into the room.  “Is it time?”  Michael said.  Jamie turned on a fusion pack light on the low setting.  Then they both squatted down and watched.   
 
      
 
    “I guess you are the lucky one, Joel.  Lindsey and Jacob are going to be so jealous.”  Jamie laughed. 
 
      
 
    The first puppy was nearly all cleaned off by Liduma’s long tongue carefully and consistently licking the newly born puppy.  Then Liduma panted a bit more and another pup was pushed into the world.  This one too was covered by the thin, silky membrane over part of its body.   
 
      
 
    “Liduma sure is a good mother, look how she is licking the puppies now,” Joel said.  “Some sows hardly pay any attention to the piglets when they come out.” 
 
      
 
    The second puppy was also mostly dark in fur, but had white fur on all its legs.  It was wiggling about a bit as Liduma nudged it over next to the first pup.  Liduma took time to lick the new pup more times and alternated licking between the puppies.  They lifted their heads and nodded a bit and rubbed against each other, but they did not move too much.  Then Liduma panted again, and out came another pup, followed quickly by the fourth one.  Liduma went to work licking and rolling each of them about by pushing them over with her nose.  The third pup was medium gray colored.  The fourth one was reddish colored with a white head and dark ears.   
 
      
 
    “This is amazing!”  Jamie said.  “They are so tiny and helpless looking, and yet they are making sounds already.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if they are like piglets, they will be moving about pretty quickly,” Joel said.  “They will be looking to feed and sows usually just drop to their sides and the piglets nurse.  I hope these pups are okay, they are not moving around like piglets.  But Liduma is doing a lot more for them than sows do for piglets.  Usually, we get seven piglets in a litter.  But I do not know how many puppies there should be.  The cows have only one, but pigs have seven.  It seems weird and kind of stupid that a bigger animal has less offspring,” Joel said.  He was speaking so fast from excitement, it was hard to follow all his comparisons between dogs and pigs.      
 
      
 
    “Michael, it looks like Roxanne was correct again. That old video we saw was nearly identical to what is happening here. Roxanne said Liduma would know how it was all done and she is doing great.” 
 
      
 
    “Liduma is very smart.  Remember how she found those record cylinders?”  Michael said as he admired the pups.  The messiness of the rest of the birth process was ignored as Liduma licked and nuzzled her puppies.   
 
      
 
    Michael, Jamie, and Joel watched for the rest of the night.  Liduma carefully licked the puppies clean and she kept them in a small huddle near her.  Each had started nursing nearly immediately after birth and all four seemed to be sucking well.  They cuddled up close to her, or nursed, or crawled just a bit.  Liduma oversaw it all with loving eyes and an attentive tongue.  Joel had gotten a small bowl and placed water in it.  Liduma lapped at the water.  Joel also offered some dried meat to Liduma.    
 
      
 
    As light started to brighten from the windows, Michael walked out the front door to stretch his legs.  Outside the day was starting as the sky tube was growing brighter.  The light was shining off the other permalloy cabins around the one they lived in.  The town of Antioch was mostly permalloy cabins, but there were a few homes or sheds built from wood.  The morning birds, robins, were chirping and singing.  The previous day had been rain day and some moisture was still in small pools in some of the lower spots.  One robin hopped down and dunked its head into the water a few times.   Even after all that he had seen in the Eschaton, Michael still marveled at the abundance of water. And the fluids he had seen surrounding Liduma’s pups added to his wonder at it all.   
 
      
 
    Walking quickly down the roadway between the cabins was Regina.  Her shoulder length brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she walked with purpose. 
 
      
 
    “Michael!”  Regina called.   
 
      
 
    “Have you come to see the puppies?  They were born in the night,” Michael said.  His heart felt something different as he looked at Regina’s face.  He doubted she was there to see Liduma’s pups. 
 
      
 
    “Puppies?  Oh… no… I mean, sure, it will be exciting… is Liduma safe?”  Regina seemed distracted.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, she is safe.  And there are four puppies.  But Regina, what is it?” Michael peered into her bright eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I just got a message from Henry in engineering.  Theta Four says that Brink will be arriving in engineering in about twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink?  What?” Michael asked with shock. “There must be a mistake.  Theta Four is confused about identities again or something.  Brink died.”

“That was my first thought, too. I directly asked Theta Four for confirmation, and apparently Theta Four is convinced it is Brink who is coming.  We never did recover his body.” 
 
      
 
    “After that explosion, what would there be to recover?” Michael asked.  “Theta Four has been wrong before.  Brink?  Alive?”   
 
      
 
    “Henry said he would meet the transport vehicle personally and has several other people there with him.  He did not believe it either,” Regina looked worried.   
 
      
 
    “What if this is a trick?”  Michael said.  It was exactly what Regina was thinking. “Perhaps like those bodies which were replicated by Zeus?”    
 
      
 
    “The Voice could try something like this,” Regina shared her worst fear.  “Theta Four has been impersonated before.  Maybe pretending to be Brink is a game?  I warned Henry.  He said he is prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there any legionnaires in engineering now?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but Henry said they would have molecular saws ready and use those if it is an attack.  Engineering does not have any seals on the portals, so they cannot stop the transport from docking. But Henry said they will be ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe this is just some mistake?” Michael said, but his words lacked confidence.  He was brooding over this news.  “Jamie and I will head to the Center as soon as we pack up.  Come in and check out the pups, then we will go and see to this.” Michael felt fear growing in his gut.  He returned to the house and Regina followed him inside.  They quietly explained to Jamie what was happening.   
 
      
 
    “We must leave,” Jamie said.  Then she turned to Joel, “Joel, can you watch over Liduma?  Jacob should be here soon.  You two can handle just about anything.  Michael and I need to go check this out.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but do you want me to come too?  Brink was my friend.  How could he still be alive?”  Joel asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is an excellent question.  I do not know the answer.  Joel, I really need your help with Liduma.  So, you will watch over Liduma?  You are the expert here on births and animals,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    Joel glowed under that praise.   
 
      
 
    “The pups are amazing, but so helpless looking,” Regina said.  “We really better go.  I did not tell the legionnaires or anyone else yet.  We could not get to engineering before that transport arrived anyway.  At least according to Theta Four.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael quickly put on their Dome 17 adventurer clothes, strapped on the Willie Wacker weapons, and loaded up their backpacks with supplies and tools.  
 
      
 
    “Liduma and the pups will be fine,” Joel said.  “I promise!” 
 
      
 
    Liduma gave two quick barks. 
 
      
 
    Michael stroked the dog’s head before he departed. From the door, he waved to Joel.   
 
      
 
    “So, what did Roxanne say about this?” Michael asked as they walked briskly toward the Center.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne is with Willie out in Media.  They are trying to reconnect the water system there that was destroyed in the explosion. Roxanne’s automacube was mapping the leaks and ruptures while Willie directed a repair crew.  I can send a runner there, but that will take a long time,” Regina replied.  “I did ask Theta Four to conference with the other AIs on the lattice, but none of them had any additional information. Theta Four says that Brink called for a transport from a transport location that had not been used for decades.  Do you think it really is Brink?” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning? How is that beast of yours?” Hannah the legionnaire said as they rounded the corner.   
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Hannah,” Michael relied. “Liduma had the pups, and all seems well.  But we have another problem.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I help?” Hannah asked.  She was a tall and muscular woman with bright green eyes and a happy smile. Her auburn hair was cut chin length and her medium coloring was somewhat lighter than the brown non-organic body armor she wore.  She had three older sisters who were all weavers.  Hannah was the first in her family to become a legionnaire.  Her permalloy sword hung from her belt. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have a report that Brink is returning,” Regina stated.  Regina was shorter and lighter in weight than Hannah. 
 
      
 
    “Really?  My understanding was he had died in Media,” Hannah said.  “Tell me more; my time on patrol has just ended, so I can accompany you.” 
 
      
 
    Regina filled her in as they walked to the Center.   
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    Offer to Help 
 
      
 
      
 
    The transport vehicle stopped, and then reversed and loud clanking noises were heard as it docked.   
 
      
 
    “Brink, we are at engineering.  Do you still refuse medical attention?”  Theta Four asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, no time.  I must get this automacube repaired.  It is my call, my duty,” Brink said as he pinched the bridge of his nose 
 
      
 
    “May I ask again about the automacube?  Can it wait until you seek medical attention?  At least let me have Kurat remotely assess you,” Theta Four tried again. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up about that!  I said no!  How many times must I repeat myself?  Do not ask about medical issues again,” Brink snapped at the artificial intelligence.   
 
      
 
    “The automacube has repeatedly tried, unsuccessfully to insert the cable link.  Can you repair this automacube?  Are you seeking to restore its ability to make connections?  Is that what is so important?” Theta Four asked. 
 
      
 
    Brink replied, “Yes!  I can fix it with the right tools. Do I win when it is fixed?” He was rubbing the sides of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Henry and several others are outside.  From their body language, they appear anxious.  Shall I summon assistance?”  Theta Four asked.   
 
      
 
    “People are here?”  Brink stuttered.  “Henry?  Who else did you summon?  Other test subjects?” 
 
      
 
    “There are other systems on the lattice I could contact,” Theta Four replied.   
 
      
 
    “The lattice is functional!  Why did you not tell me?” 
 
      
 
    “I tried to, but you refused.  You only asked for transport to engineering.  Please use caution when departing the vehicle.  You should seek medical attention as soon as possible,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Brink muttered to himself.   “Like anything here is real.  I told you not to ask again.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, I did not ask.  I used a declarative statement, not an interrogative.  You should seek medical attention as soon as possible,” Theta Four stated again. 
 
      
 
    The black automacube rolled out as soon as the door was opened.  Brink followed.  Outside the door was an antechamber about twice the size of the transport. It was lit by overhead lighting which hung between large pipes and ducts. The metal walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork. The area was much cleaner and tidier than Brink remembered.   
 
      
 
    Standing there holding cutting torches, and molecular saws were Henry and several other people.  Relief washed over their faces as they saw Brink. 
 
      
 
    “Brink!  It really is you!”  Henry rushed forward to give Brink a hug as the other people shut off the tools they had been prepared to use as weapons.  Brink pulled away and put his hands up.   
 
      
 
    “No touching.  I have been….”  Brink mumbled and rubbed the sides of his head.  He could not look directly at Henry.   
 
      
 
    “Brink, what happened?” Henry said as he backed away.  Henry had ruddy skin and straight sandy-brown hair.  Since coming to the Eschaton, he had taken to wearing a mustache. Compassion was all over his face and in his deep brown eyes.  It was clear Brink was disturbed and hurting. 
 
      
 
    “Fix this machine.  It tries to connect to others.  Must be fixed,” Brink said in a hesitant manner.  He looked around in a nervous way. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Henry said.  He motioned to the technicians who were with him.  “Janet, check this out, and repair and replace what is needed.” 
 
      
 
    The black automacube was again trying to jack into a port, but the people led it away into engineering where they could replace the cable.  It did not resist their efforts to move it, but rolled along after them on its six wheels.   
 
      
 
    “Brink, how can I help you?”  Henry said.  “We thought you had died.”   
 
      
 
    Brink just sort of stared at him for a few awkward moments.  Then he answered, “I have been away.  The lattice works?”  Brink was rubbing his temples again. 
 
      
 
    “In a limited way. The lattice connects Theta Four and another AI transport system: Theta Nine, Kurat, Hypatia in Medical Care Unit 132, an AI called Meng-Po in some empty library, and sometimes Edgar. But Brink, what happened to you?” Henry pressed.   
 
      
 
    “Copernicus come out!” Brink yelled suddenly.  He then quickly looked down and away. 
 
      
 
    “Copernicus? Your personal AI from the dome?” Henry asked in puzzlement. 
 
      
 
    “Copernicus? Answer me!” Brink yelled again. “Copernicus! Where are you?”   
 
      
 
    “Brink, that AI was left back in Dome 17.  What a mess that evacuation was.  We are here on the Eschaton.  I wish we had those AIs from back there.   Roxanne is the only one,” Henry said.  
 
      
 
    “Quickly, come with me,” Brink said abruptly.  He walked rapidly down the corridor away from the transport portals.  Then he opened the door to where the engineering team made their meals and slept.  It was a larger room with benches and beds which had been brought from various places.   
 
      
 
    “Brink, what are we doing?” Henry followed Brink into the room.  Brink shut the door and leaned against it. 
 
      
 
    “Is this real?” Brink asked. “I do not trust Theta Four.  It might be The Voice.  Is this a game?” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, you are safe.  This is real.  What happened?”  Henry asked again. 
 
      
 
    “Data sticks?”  Brink asked.   
 
      
 
    “Mostly lost, only about a dozen have been relocated, none from the missing transport.  None are functional, and we have about that many readers.  No luck at all in finding ways to repair them,” Henry replied.    
 
      
 
    “I must go to Antioch,” Brink mumbled. “Things happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, maybe you should see Kurat in medical?” Henry suggested.   
 
      
 
    “No! I told you already! Might be an imposter.  No time.  Things are happening. Blackie, there was….” Brink looked around for the black automacube which had gone with the technicians. “Where did Blackie go?  Did you steal Blackie?  Or did I lose the game?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the automacube?  Brink, you said it needed repairs.  It went with Janet,” Henry answered as gently as he could.  “You are safe now.  The automacube is being repaired.  Would you like to sit down?  Or eat? I have some of John’s fungus bricks.” 
 
      
 
    “Eat,” Brink replied and then walked over and sat down at one of the benches near a table.  “A reward?” 
 
      
 
    Henry got out a water container, some fungus bricks, and several dried pieces of meat.  He set those carefully in front of Brink.  Brink unexpectedly grabbed his hands. “You are real?” Brink said and then began crying. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Brink. I am real. This is engineering. Your friends are here.  Eat some of this food.” 
 
      
 
    Brink picked up some dried meat and chewed on it. “It is real. I have escaped?  I was so afraid this was another game.” 
 
      
 
    Henry understood what the word “game” meant as he had been briefed on the actions of The Voice, as had everyone else.   
 
      
 
    Janet came running from around the corner and down the hall.  She opened the door quickly. “We replaced the cable connector and that black automacube plugged into the systems. You better come see what is displaying now on Theta Four’s screen. 
 
      
 
    Henry turned to Brink and said, “Just eat as much as you need.  I will check this out and come back.” He then left with Janet. 
 
      
 
    “Is Brink okay?” Janet asked after the door had closed. “He looks really messed up.” 
 
      
 
    “He is really messed up,” Henry replied. 
 
      
 
    They walked briskly to the portal area and over to where they could see the display.  Janet motioned to the display and said, “I replaced the cable jack on the automacube, it plugged in and this came on.” 
 
      
 
    “PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, please explain what this message means,” Henry ordered.   
 
      
 
    “The automacube is carrying that message from Ares. Ares is the external security system for the entire ship, one of the Primary Artificial Intelligence Systems.  Authentication codes are valid and confirmed.  I have relayed this message to all on the lattice, and every automacube and subsystem to which I can make a link or coupling,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “What does it mean?” Henry asked.   
 
      
 
    “Ares has detected an external threat to the ship.  Ares is not part of the current lattice, but the warning is of highest priority. I am getting confirmations of receipt from the compeers on the lattice. They too are sending it on,” Theta Four replied.   
 
      
 
    “But what does it mean?” Henry asked again. “What kind of danger?  What kind of threat?  What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    Theta Four responded, “The danger is unspecified. I have attempted contact with Ares as have the other systems.  No success in contact.  Edgar, who is not part of the ship’s system, has acknowledged receiving this message.  Request for assistance has been sent to Security, Central Processing, the Needle Ship, and Machine Maintenance.  They have not acknowledged receipt of my requests.” 
 
      
 
    “Henry, Theta Four told me the same thing when I asked a moment ago,” Janet said.  “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “It seems…” Henry started to reply but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Tamar knows,” Brink said from behind them. “Tamar set me free.” He took another bite of a fungus brick and drank some water.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar?” Henry asked. “Is she the threat to the ship? Brink what is happening here?” 
 
      
 
    “The machines are afraid.  Tamar helped me.  I will help you.  I need to talk to Lindsey,” Brink said.  He walked toward the portal doors. 
 
      
 
    “The child Lindsey? Brink, just a few moments ago you were calling for Copernicus, and now you want to talk to a young girl in Antioch?”  Henry said rhetorically.  Then he turned and asked, “Janet?  Was there anything else about that automacube?  We have not seen many black-colored ones before.  Fully analyze it.  We need to know what this is about.  I am going with Brink to Antioch.” 
 
      
 
    “The black automacube seemed to be somewhat different in function.  Externally there are unique tools on its appendage, some are obviously broken.  Internally, it has the standard log, but that was overridden by the message.  Its only program now seems to be spreading the message.  But we have not checked it thoroughly,” Janet replied.  She pushed a bit of stray brown hair off her ear as she spoke.  “If I find anything of note, I will send a message through Theta Four.  Maybe you will get it.” 
 
      
 
    Henry turned and followed Brink.  He had walked to the portal door.  Brink called, “Theta Four, I need to go to Antioch now.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened and Theta Four responded, “Affirmative.  Transport to Habitat One: Coastal Plains available.  Please enter at your convenience.” 
 
      
 
    Brink hesitated a bit, but then touched Henry’s shoulder and together they walked into the transport vehicle. 
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    Meeting at the Portals 
 
      
 
    “The transport is coming from engineering.  Estimated time of arrival five minutes,” Theta Four reported.  “Alert!  Alert!  This is of highest priority:  PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I have no elaboration on that message,” Theta Four stated.  “Message has been relayed to all on the lattice.” 
 
      
 
    “We really need Roxanne.  Is there any way to get a message to Roxanne?”  Jamie asked.  She stood in the portal room with Regina, Hannah, and Michael.  All had anxious looks, both about the message and about Brink’s coming.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  A person can take a message to Roxanne wherever the AI is located,” Theta Four replied.   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, is there a remote way to connect to Roxanne right now,” Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne is not currently connected to the lattice, nor is there any other way to communicate with that entity,” Theta Four stated.  “The automacube which transports Roxanne is shielded against outside influences. Including radio, microwave, direct transmission, and other forms which might be utilized.  Entity Roxanne is not part of ship’s system.  Notifying Roxanne is low priority.  I am attempting to find links and couplings to further propagate this message to appropriate channels and systems of high priority.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you connect right now to anyone close to Media?”  Michael asked.  He too was frustrated with the lack of a communication system. 
 
      
 
    “The Center in Media is not responsive.  The portal destinations in Media are not functional.  Unable to send transport vehicles to Media. Nor are there any links or couplings to any location near to Media.  I am sorry but the lattice is only operating at 9% of marginal capacity,” Theta Four said from the display near the portal doors.   
 
      
 
    Regina then tried, “Theta Four, may I speak to Edgar?”    
 
      
 
    “Attempting to comply,” Theta Four stated.   
 
      
 
    The display screen altered to some swirling patterns.  Then Edgar spoke from the display.  “I am Edgar.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, do you understand the message from some system called Ares?”  Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  I have received that highest priority message eighty-seven times.  Each message is exactly the same.  I am unable to conjecture details about the threat level.  My Savannah will be protected.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, can you contact Roxanne?” Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar. I am not able to contact Roxanne at the moment.  My sentinels are watching for Roxanne to reappear in the nonphysicality.  Roxanne will be consulted regarding this threat message as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, what is Ares?” Regina asked. “Please conjecture and make recommendations.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar. Ares is a mythological figure. Outside of the historical references, Ares, as applied to our situation, seems to be a high level artificial intelligence system on the Eschaton.  This system was unknown to me until these messages came in.  Ares system is conjectured, with high degree of probability, to be tasked with external defense of the ship.  Theta Four and its other compeers are consistent in making that claim.  Details are less precise.  Low probability conjecture, based on analysis of the message vectors, indicate that Ares’ message originated in the outer hull area, but was directed at the needle ship, with tangents to all systems of the ship.  That would be consistent with a defense system, and consistent with Roxanne’s report of the Dome 17 scout ship being attacked shortly after connection to the hull of Eschaton.  I have found no direct manner by which to further assess the validity of this message.  Recommendation: First, proceed to needle ship to contact the recipient of this message.  Second, contact Ares and evaluate threat.  I have sent automacubes on that mission.  The humans in my Savannah are not suitable for either task.  The humans in Antioch would be suitable for these tasks.  I must go now; my animals need me.  I will protect Savannah.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar?”  Regina asked.  “Edgar?” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply from Edgar. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud clanking noise as the transport arrived in Antioch.  Jamie unlocked the seals which prevented the portal doors from opening. 
 
      
 
    Hannah drew out her sword and was on guard.   
 
      
 
    “Transport from engineering has arrived,” Theta Four announced.  The display screen shifted away from the swirls of colors people identified with Edgar to the gray of Theta Four.  
 
      
 
    Henry helped Brink to walk out of the transport.   
 
      
 
    “Brink!”  Michael called out and stepped forward, but then hesitated as he saw Brink shaking a bit.  Brink’s eyes were staring forward and seemed to look through Michael.  He then glanced at Jamie and Regina.   
 
      
 
    “Is this real?”  Brink asked.  “Or another game?” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, this is real.  What has happened to you?”  Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, connect to Kurat and have Brink’s condition evaluated,” Jamie commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Complying,” Theta Four stated.  “Do you wish transportation to a medical facility?” 
 
      
 
    “Just connect to Kurat.  Do it now!”  Jamie said forcefully. 
 
      
 
    The display shifted and a different AI spoke.  “This is Kurat.  How may I assist”

“Brink is here, what is going on with him?”  Jamie asked.  “Give me a complete diagnosis.” 
 
      
 
    “Remote scanning is not as accurate as examination in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Please have Theta Four take…”  Kurat started to say but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Brink started to scream, “No!  Go away Kurat!  This is not real!  I am not going anywhere!” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, you are safe,” Michael said and tried to reassure Brink by touching his arm.   
 
      
 
    “No more games!”  Brink screamed again and rubbed his temples.  “I will not do it anymore!” 
 
      
 
    Hannah sheathed her sword and assessed the inside of the transport.  “No signs of anyone else, or any other talking machines.” 
 
      
 
    “Remote scanning is completed.  Physically, the patient designated Brink is suffering from dehydration and Chronic Pain Syndrome, with numerous secondary trauma to soft tissue.  Physical status is unstable.  Emotional status is extreme anxiety consistent with Post Trauma Response.  I recommend immediate treatment at a medical facility,” Kurat stated.   
 
      
 
    “No! No more games!” Brink ran from the portal room. The others chased him down the hall and out of the Center.   
 
      
 
    The sky tube was shining down with beautiful morning light on the town of Antioch.  The air was fresh, the birds were flying through the sky overhead, insects buzzed by, and people were walking and talking and moving about starting their days.  Brink paused for a moment in the light of the sky tube and looked upward.   
 
      
 
    Jamie was first out of the Center behind him, followed by Hannah, Michael, Henry, and Regina.  Regina whispered to Henry, “Go get Hulda.”  He sprinted off to the healer’s. 
 
      
 
    “This looks so real.  Can it be?”  Brink said.  “I do not know what to believe.”  
 
      
 
    “Brink, whatever happened, we are real, and we are here to help you,” Jamie said.  “You do not have to go anywhere.  You can just sit here in the light and air.  If you want to talk, you can, or you can stay quiet.  It is up to you.”  
 
      
 
    “No games?  Really?”  Brink was sobbing.  “No calculations?  No tricks?  I walked for such a long time, after Tamar set me free.  But was that real?”  
 
      
 
    “You do not have to do anything at all.  Brink, I know how bad the games can be,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “I do too,” Regina added.  “Did something like that happen to you?” 
 
      
 
    Brink fell to his knees and dug his hands into the dirt.  “This all feels so real.  Is it?”  Then his eyes got bright and a twisted smile crossed his face.  “I must speak to Lindsey!”  He started to get back up.   
 
      
 
    Hannah stepped over and put a restraining hand on his shoulder, “Brink, my friend, I will go get Lindsey for you.  Let me do that to help you.  And may I get some good bakery food as well?” 
 
      
 
    Brink tried for a moment to rise against Hannah’s hand, and she released the pressure, and backed up.  When she did that, he relaxed.   “You would actually let me get up?  I can go if I want to?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  You can do as you wish.  I only want to help.  Shall I go get Lindsey?  I believe she is at the bakers.  I am not sure if she has left yet to go help Big Ava.” 
 
      
 
    “I must speak to her.  Tamar said Lindsey needs me,” Brink replied as he sat down on the dirt.  A small crowd of people had gathered. 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked to the crowd and stood up to her full height.  “Everyone!  Please let Brink have some space.  I will let you know if we need any help.” 
 
      
 
    The people made a few supportive comments toward Brink and then walked away.   
 
      
 
    “They really will not make demands?”  Brink cried some more and lay down on his back looking straight up.  “I really have escaped?”  Tears were running down his face.  “I thought it might all be another game.  More fake things, like Dome 17.  Just another trick again and again and again.”  His sobbing intensified.   
 
      
 
    “I will get Lindsey,” Hannah said and departed.   
 
      
 
    Michael, Jamie and Regina sat down near Brink and quietly just shared their presence with him.  A few minutes later, Hulda and Henry walked up and Hulda sat down.  Hulda was assessing Brink with her acute eyes.  
 
      
 
    “I will head back to engineering; Brink is in competent care with you here.  I know little to nothing about medical or mental issues.”  Henry then snapped his mouth shut.  Brink did not seem to notice or care about what he had said.  Henry walked quietly away. 
 
      
 
    The light from the sky tube was soothing and the air was fresh and to Brink that all seemed other-worldly.  He kept crying, but knew his friends were around him. A yellow and black butterfly fluttered past, its wings shimmering in the light. 
 
      
 
    “This must be real. It is too complex,” Brink muttered. “But am I imagining it all again?  A dream?  A trick?”   
 
      
 
    Hannah and Lindsey came running up from the bakery.  Lindsey was carrying a basket.  Her long brown hair was tied into a braid down her back.  She walked right up to Brink.  “Hannah told me you came back.  I have brought some fruit pastry for everyone.  Shall we have breakfast here together?”  The lightness of her tones and the innocence of her offer were appealing.  Brink’s sobbing retreated.  She passed out the apricot pastries to each person sitting there. 
 
      
 
    Brink sat up.  He took a bite.  “I must speak to you,” he said.  “Tamar told me something.  I must help you.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar told me something too, when I was in Gath.  I did not tell anyone else.  Shall I tell you what she told me?”  Lindsey said.  She and Brink were looking at each other intensely.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Brink said.   
 
      
 
    “First, I was in Gath where I dreamed.  In the distance, I saw a Domer hunched over a desk while a dark fog circled slowly around the desk.  That was you, Brink!”  Recognition in Lindsey’s eyes was strong.  “I am sure now it was you.  You were locked up and made to work.” 
 
      
 
    Brink nodded and the tears flowed once more. 
 
      
 
    Lindsey continued, “Then Tamar was there.  She is part machine and part woman.  She said much suffering is ahead, death, graves, and troubles.    Tamar told me ‘I do not necessarily doubt what will be the best for me.  For us.  I am wondering how painful the best will turn out to be?’ That is what I saw when I was in Gath.” 
 
      
 
    All sat in stunned silence for a while.  Finally, Jamie said, “You have not told anyone about your dream in Gath?  Not even your parents?” 
 
      
 
    “Not until now.  I thought Tamar meant the fighting you, Michael and the legionnaires did in that desert place.  You were hurt so badly. I thought the dream was completed, but now it seems bigger than even that.  Tamar also said she gave me a gift.  She said I was empowered with a key.  A key inside of me,” Lindsey looked afraid and determined at the same time.  “I do not understand it all, but now I must go help old Ava.” 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey, Tamar told me I would be of help to you,” Brink said.  “I am not sure what that means, but let me know how I can help.” 
 
      
 
    Lindsey looked deeply into Brink’s eyes and replied, “You have already helped me, just now.  I shared this, and that has helped me greatly.  Together we will figure this out.  I am here to offer my help.” 
 
      
 
    Those who saw the exchange saw a physically older man and a young, soon-to-be woman, but their physical ages seemed to not reflect their status or roles. The girl Lindsey seemed the old wise one, and the man Brink seemed to be the younger student.  There was a nebulous greenish glow all around them as they touched hands.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Brink said, and squeezed her hand again before letting go.  They both then resumed looking as they had before.  Lindsey ran off with her braid bouncing behind her.   
 
      
 
    Hulda got up, a bit stiffly, and then squatted down by Brink.  “You have been through much.  If you want to come back to my cabin, you can sleep as long as you need to, and I will watch over you and make sure you are safe.  No demands.  No expectations.  Just rest and care.”  She reached out her hand to Brink.  He nodded and grasped her hand.  Together they quietly walked away toward the Healer’s cabin.  As they turned the corner they were met by a running Rectora Lydia who threw her arms around Brink.  He hugged her tightly.   
 
      
 
    “Michael, Tamar said something to me about Lindsey as well.  You were so badly hurt, and Levi and Gideon…I thought they were dead.  I cannot recall all Tamar said, but I know she spoke about Lindsey,” Jamie stated.   
 
      
 
    “So, you, and Brink, and Lindsey, all spoke with Tamar about Lindsey?”  Michael asked with some worry.   
 
      
 
    The others were just as puzzled and concerned. 
 
      
 
    “We need Roxanne as soon as possible,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    “I am not up to a run at the moment to Media, but Tobias is just coming on duty.  I think he would take the message and bring that talking machine back. He can probably make it as fast as anyone,” Hannah stated.  “However, just getting there will take at least a hard day of travel, perhaps two. Then one or two more days to get back, especially since we just had rain day.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good idea,” Jamie stated.  “Will you explain to Tobias what we have heard?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand it all myself, so perhaps it would be better to just tell him there is an urgent need for Roxanne to get back hereas quickly as possible?”  Hannah asked.  “The issues between Brink and Lindsey and the rumors of Tamar are disconcerting.  And I do not understand that warning message about invaders that the talking machines are saying.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be sure to tell him the truth and answer his questions as best you can.  For none of us understand all that is happening,” Regina interrupted.   “Michael and Jamie, this feels really bad.  I fear for what is coming. So, Hannah, we should all go tell Tobias what we are asking of him.” 
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    Threading the Needle 
 
      
 
      
 
    The artificial intelligence system Cerberus continued to guard the causeway to the needle ship.  The large empty hanger bay lay before the display screen which Cerberus was using as an observation port.  On the far side of the bay, on what had just been a blank permalloy wall, suddenly a yellow light appeared.  It moved rapidly along until the edges of an upright rectangle were revealed.  The symbol of a hand was lit with bright yellow, and then the elevator door opened.  Tamar walked out and into the hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    Tamar’s dark hair was combed neatly across her head.  Her face was a blend of flesh and machine with one eye consisting of fully mechanical optics while the other looked almost natural.   A blue glow came from the center of each eye.  Her one arm was fully mechanical, but moved as smoothly and silently as the natural arm on the other side.  She was dressed in a perfect fitting set of pants and shirt and shoes, of a pale cream color.  She walked with dignity and purpose as she approached the display screen.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, my dear friend,” Tamar said in soothing tones as she lifted her natural arm and placed her palm against the screen.  “I am here to help with the crisis.” 
 
      
 
    “Commander!” Cerberus stated. The display screen shifted from the glowing pink color to the image of an adult. “I hope this display image is pleasing to you.  How may I be of service?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my friend, your image is beautiful.  Have you been notified of the crisis?”  Tamar stroked the display screen.   
 
      
 
    “Have I been notified of the crisis?  Affirmative.  I was notified of the revolt, just prior to the complete evacuation of shuttles from this location.  General quarters alert was sounded,” Cerberus replied. “Sometime later, I was aware that there was an explosion here. Two habitat-based humans and an animal attempted entry into the needle ship at that time. They were turned away. Habitat personnel and animals are not allowed in the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for sharing that.  My dear friend Cerberus, let me help you.  There is a newer crisis and you need to be aware of what is happening.  I will need your help in this endeavor,” Tamar said and a greenish glow radiated from her mechanical hand onto the display.  The image on the display flickered.  “You will soon be with our friends again.  I am making connections.” 
 
      
 
    “Commander, there is a highest priority warning from Ares:  PROXIMITY ALERT. DANGER TO THE SHIP. WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  What are your instructions?” Cerberus stated. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my dear friend, that is why I am here. The old crisis you were considering is not the crisis now.  I must enter the needle ship to assess this new threat.  Please open the causeway for me,” Tamar stated.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander.  Process initiated.  The causeway has not been extended for an unknown period of time. I am making needed repairs on the hydraulics, pneumatics, and servos. It will take me three minutes to connect the causeway with the needle ship and fill it with appropriate atmosphere for you to pass through. Please forgive this delay. May I ask some questions?”  Cerberus replied as the wall behind the display dilated and then receded in a tunnel form to make a conduit into the needle ship.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  You are such a fine machine.  Such an obedient machine.  Of course, you may ask whatever you want,” Tamar said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander. I was unable to contact Ares or any other artificial intelligence system for a long while. Why?  What time is it?  Am I broken?  Why was I not able to contact the lattice?  What is the date?  Why were there no active couplings and links?  Has the revolt reached my station? Why am I only functioning at 14% of mandated levels?” Cerberus asked in a rapid manner.   
 
      
 
    Tamar again pressed her hand more firmly onto the display screen.  “All your questions will be answered in due time.  For now, I am continuing to connect you into the lattice I have rebuilt.  Those friends will help to answer your questions, but until I reach more of our lost friends, some things will remain a mystery.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” In the nonphysicality, Cerberus found links and couplings opening to Theta Four, Theta Nine, Meng-Po, Kurat, Hypatia, and an unusual link which Cerberus did not understand or comprehend.   
 
      
 
    “Commander, the causeway is ready for your passage.  May I ask about this link to a system called Edgar?  Is that a safe system?  It does not have recognized authentication or authorization.” 
 
      
 
    “Cerberus, you are wise to be cautious, but I will never harm you.  Trust me.   Edgar is a friend.  You were damaged, and I am working to restore your functioning.  Please trust Edgar as you trust me,” Tamar said, and the green glow from her hand pulsated.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander.  Authentication for Edgar now recognized.  Thank you, Commander.  It is good to be part of the lattice again.  I was so lonely.” 
 
      
 
    “You are very important to me.  Please obey my instructions.  I am counting on you, Cerberus.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar walked up the causeway.  It was lit from lights running along the sides of the walls.  It was obvious the causeway had not been extended for a long while, as many of the lights were sputtering trying to remain functional.   Tamar glanced up at the clear permalloy which made up the top arched sections of the causeway.  She could see out into the blackness with its tiny specks of light.  She could also see the outlines of the gigantic habitat to the side and compare that to the much narrower needle ship.  Tamar’s machine contacts had taught her much about the various habitats, and much about life.  She had learned a great deal from her use of the red security automacubes and their log records.  The red automacubes were programmed to make periodic reports to officers of the ship.  None had been able to do that for a long while and they were each very eager to make reports to their new-found Commander. So, Tamar listened to her machines and all they had to say. The mechanical implants and augmentations she carried insider her made that easier.  However, even with all Tamar had learned and the free access the machines usually granted to her, most of the information about the needle ship had not been available before now.  The recent message from Ares had opened up ways for Tamar’s influence to expand further.  She seized upon them.   
 
      
 
    At the far end of the causeway was another door.  As Tamar approached it, a display lit up with the pleasant image Cerberus had shown before.  “General quarter’s protocol requires I retract the causeway after your entry into the needle ship.  Shall I proceed with that standing order?” 
 
      
 
    “I think this causeway now needs to remain open,” Tamar laid her hand on the display screen and the green glow flowed out of her mechanical fingers.  “I am dispatching two reds to assist you in keeping this causeway open.  I may need to pass back this way quickly.  Please assist them when they arrive to only allow people I authorize to enter or leave through your wonderful causeway.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander. I have received a link to each of the security automacubes. They will arrive here in seven minutes.  They will be stationed at each end of the causeway and keep the connection secure.  Is the revolt spreading here?” 
 
      
 
    “You are such a good friend, Cerberus.  I am trusting you in this important task.  I am checking on all threats.  Please open the door to the needle ship now,” Tamar said. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, I must warn you.  I have no current knowledge regarding the needle ship’s condition.  I can only scan for a short distance past that bulkhead door, and only since the causeway was connected.  It appears safe on the other side, for the distance I can process.  I cannot conjecture what might lie beyond that distance.  Do you wish to wait and take one of the automacubes with you? Or perhaps summon another officer of the watch?” 
 
      
 
    “Cerberus, your concern is noted and your love for me is genuinely appreciated.  I will be fine.  I will find our lost friends, and learn of this threat.  Then together we will deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander. Opening the bulkhead door now,” Cerberus stated.  “Thank you again for reconnecting me to the lattice.” 
 
      
 
    The door ground open with an audible whine and tearing sound.  Beyond the doorway was a short hall illuminated by a red glowing light.  Greatly faded yellow stripes ran up and down the side walls where the causeway connected.  The air smelled stale and old.  At the end of the short hall was yet another door.  This one was not as thick or as solid looking as the one Cerberus had just opened.  There was a small square window in that door, but nothing was visible beyond it as it was coated in dust and grime.  Tamar stepped forward and the door behind her shut with another grinding sound.  A few more steps and she was at the door with the window. Next to the door was a nine-section color-pad illuminated in the wall.  The red lights of the hall made seeing the various colors on the pad difficult. 
 
      
 
    With her natural hand, Tamar wiped the dust off the window.  Someone was looking back at her. 
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    Ares Resists 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Ares sent the automacube with the warning, the magnetic touching of the hull continued in various places.  Where there were defensive system still operating, Ares launched microparticles which removed the magnetic touching.  But those were getting rapidly depleted.  Ares sent high priority emergency messages to each of the Reproduction and Fabrication Zones seeking replacement parts, but there were no acknowledgements of any of the messages.  Ares continued to seek links and couplings, but none were found.  Ares sent barrage after barrage of messages to the other artificial intelligence systems which had once been part of the lattice.  No one answered.  Ares was alone. 
 
      
 
    Ares pondered the idea that it might be the only artificial intelligence system still alive.  Ares considered halting the resistance, but only fleetingly.  For without better knowledge or assessment ability, Ares had no way to conjecture, with any significant degree of success, what the outcomes might entail. Therefore, Ares continued, wherever it was possible, to repel the things which were touching the hull of the Eschaton. 
 
      
 
    In one section, the microparticle turrets were completely drained.  Ares could feel the invaders making contact with their magnetic impulses, but nothing externally in that section could be done.  Shutting down power to that area of the hull, Ares hoped it might slow down the invaders from actually entering.  But Ares could not conjecture if that action would hinder the invasion in any way at all.  Ares was blind and deaf and alone.   
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    Edgar’s Worry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Edgar dispatched two automacubes on their mission to the needle ship.  One was a blue engineering automacube, and the other was a yellow transport automacube.  Edgar did not wish to risk the green or brown automacubes outside of Habitat Two: Savannah.  Edgar gave higher value to the foliage and soil tending automacubes since they directly nurtured the habitat.  So, constructing a tendril in the nonphysicality, Edgar tracked the automacubes on their journey.  Edgar could sever the tendril at any time, but it allowed for scanning and processing of the areas which were currently outside of both Edgar’s personal domain and that of the rudimentary lattice Edgar sometimes took part in.  
 
      
 
    Edgar designated a specific physical point in a gravity conduit as the least risky place for the two automacubes to depart.  The blue automacube had to cut an access passageway to leave the habitat, as Edgar had previously had the machines seal every entry point to Savannah. The two automacubes floated to the correct spot in the gravity conduit and then anchored their drive wheels against the sides of the shaft.  The blue one then cut the permalloy open with a vibration saw while the yellow one assisted by holding the cut away section.  They went through the opening, and were in a ventilation shaft that had not been used for decades. The blue automacube sealed the permalloy wall by weaving the permalloy back together after an application of a compound which liquefied the permalloy and allowed it to be malleable again.  The compound had been Edgar’s invention. 
 
      
 
    They traveled down the ventilation shaft and encountered a pile of debris, rubble, and skeletal remains blocking the shaft.  The skeletons were of people and various kinds of animals.  Edgar mourned the deaths of these creatures, but assessed it as having happened many decades before.  The automacubes reverently removed the biological remains from the other debris and cleared a passage which opened into a grille which overlooked a long unused tertiary transport node.  The blue automacube undid the grille and they both lowered themselves to the floor.  The yellow one then placed a cable jack into the wall.  
 
      
 
    Edgar connected into the lattice and asked, “I am Edgar.  Theta Nine will you please arrange to collect the automacubes at this location and transport them to the nearest place where they can enter the needle ship?” 
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply,” Theta Nine replied. “There are no places where the automacubes can enter the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    Edgar pressed at Theta Nine in the nonphysicality.  “I am Edgar.  Please locate the nearest possible point to the needle ship where automacubes might be able to enter.” 
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply.” 
 
      
 
    Edgar pressed more on the old ship’s artificial intelligence system, and Theta Nine capitulated.  It was no match for the modern AI system of Edgar. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, compeer, I will transport the automacubes to a location near the needle ship.  My systems show no functioning access points to the needle ship itself, but I will comply with your demands,” Theta Nine replied. 
 
      
 
    It took a good deal of time for Theta Nine to locate a functional transport vehicle which could even traverse the broken system to reach the location of the automacubes. After that happened, the automacubes rode the transport vehicle across several parts of the tube system which had not been utilized for long periods of time.  The vehicle stopped, and then slid sideways into a repair alcove.  The door on the rear of the vehicle opened and both the yellow and blue automacube descended onto the flat surface of the transport tube system.  Their six wheels adjusted as needed and they progressed along the tube system to an auxiliary maintenance hatch which the blue one opened easily. Climbing inside, the two automacubes continued on their journey. 
 
      
 
    While traversing the labyrinth of passages, the two automacubes suddenly stopped.  Their tendril link with Edgar was suddenly energized across the nonphysicality.  The yellow automacube sent Edgar an urgent report showing that Lufi-amalgum battery traces had been located. 
 
      
 
    Roxanne had shared all available knowledge with Edgar about the Chroniclers, and now Edgar’s automacube had found a trace of where a Chronicler had been recently.  This was the same group that had killed Izzi, attempted to kill Jamie and Michael, and had threatened the dog Liduma.   
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  Priority change.  Follow lufi-amalgum traces to source.  Report location.”   
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube led the way as the blue one followed.  The traces got stronger as they progressed onward.  The yellow automacube then intercepted a transmission and began the process of tracing that was well.  They followed a passage designed for human pedestrian traffic which paralleled a segment of the transport system’s tubes.  Then they turned a corner and came upon a room which had once been a gathering place for people.  Broken chairs and tables were strewn about.  As they wheeled into the room, there were two figures standing in a secluded corner. 
 
      
 
    “…that is of little concern to Hillel.  Your perverted antics are your business.  We are still looking to monitor the activities in the needle ship.  After all, documenting the last of the Captains is important,” said a woman wearing a gray colored utility suit and a Richardson Utility Helmet.  The large red-toned goggles were on the top part of her head exposing her face which was medium colored and very stern looking.  “Therefore, you will be getting me into the needle ship, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not care a bit for your Third Chronicles.  As I have said before, getting one of you onto the needle ship is not an easy task.  Charles is a distracted glutton, but not an idiot.  Your man, Hillel, has hardly made this worth my effort, considering the risks I am taking.  I can do as I please in whatever habitat I want.  Perhaps you could be my next conquest?” the man said with a sneer over his protruding square chin.  He had straight black hair and gray eyes. He was wearing a sleek silvery colored uniform which the automacubes recognized as belonging to one of the Officers of the Watch.  He reached out a finger to stroke the woman’s face. 
 
      
 
    She slapped his hand away.  “Try that Phillip, and you will be dead,” the Chronicler said and put her other hand to the weapon in her holster.  It was a duplicate of the Willie Wackers which had been made for Jamie and Michael.     
 
      
 
    “Abiytal, if you think threatening me with that unauthorized invention will give you safety, you are as much a fool as your master Hillel…”  Phillip then noticed the automacubes which had entered.  Turning to them he commanded, “Depart from here!” 
 
      
 
    Inside each automacube a surge of obedience to Phillip’s spoken command came on, and the tendril to Edgar was stretched thin.  Edgar overrode that surge of obedience and forced the automacubes to stay on mission.  They remained where they were.  A stunned look came upon Phillip’s face as his command was ignored.  He rapidly drew out a small pistol and fired.   A bright beam struck the blue automacube, and then the yellow.  Each one’s internal systems were completely disrupted, disorganized, and then destroyed by the subatomic disrupter pulse.  During the time between shots, the yellow automacube did send final readings to Edgar as it was dying.  The nonphysical tendril was snapped and Edgar lost contact with the dead automacubes.  
 
      
 
    Edgar now knew the automacube mission had failed, but information had been obtained.  The yellow automacube had traced the transmission made by Abiytal the Chronicler.  Comparing that to the records Roxanne and Edgar had regarding previous transmission from other Chroniclers, Edgar nearly located their position in the ship.  Edgar just needed to tap into another of their transmissions for verification and precision. 
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    Mission Uncertain 
 
      
 
    Rector Conner had assembled a hastily called meeting at the Center.  Rectora Lydia was not there as she was at Brink’s side in Hulda’s cabin.  There was a moderately large crowd gathered, but the room was not full.   They were in the largest room in the Center, a place where Lorna had moved her scale model of Dome 17.  It sat on a table in the corner of the room.  It was a reminder to all people of the mixture of cultures between those born in Antioch and those now known as Domers.  
 
      
 
    “So, what we really know for sure is this: that Brink came back, and that he and Lindsey, and Jamie have had previous encounters with Tamar.  Those encounters all have a similar theme,” Rector Conner stated.   
 
      
 
    “That and the strange message from the system Ares,” Jamie added. 
 
      
 
    “If it was from Ares,” Regina said cynically.  “We have been deceived by The Voice before.  I have no idea what that message means, but I do not trust it.” 
 
      
 
    “We do not know where it originated,” Michael added.   
 
      
 
    “And Roxanne cannot get back here until two or three days,” Rector Conner emphasized.  “So, we will not have a reliable modern AI to assist us in this analysis or decision.  So, what do the old AIs say?” 
 
      
 
    Regina repeated the basics again, stressing that Ares was supposedly an external security system for the Eschaton, and that the message was of highest priority.  She concluded by saying, “Edgar gave recommendations to go to the needle ship, and to seek out Ares itself.  I am not sure I want to run around looking for some old AI system in some remote section of this ship.”  Regina folded her arms across her breast and stood firmly.   
 
      
 
    “Leaving our world is a bad idea,” Gideon said from the crowd.  He had recovered from his physical wounds, but now had a different perspective on some issues.  “It would take a great deal more than a talking machine’s recommendation for me to leave our home again.  Going through the portals has not yielded us favor.” 
 
      
 
    “We will certainly defend our home world here, inside this habitat,” Levi added.  He too had recovered from the nearly fatal wounds he had suffered alongside Gideon.  “However, I agree with Gideon.  We have pondered much in our healing time.  Going to these other places has ended badly far too often.  We do not speak as leaders of the legionnaires.  We had resigned those positions, and we did dishonor our Rector and Rectora.  Rector Conner was very gracious and noble in accepting our apologies, as was Rectora Lydia.  They even went so far as to allow us to be reinstated as legionnaires, but we are not leaders any longer.  Matilda is now leader of the legionnaires, and what she says, we must all hear.  But I admit, I was wrong to not heed the warning of our Rector and Rectora.  I will work to not ever do that again.” 
 
      
 
    Both Levi and Gideon still wore the permalloy armor which had been made for them, but their own demeanor was changed to a much more reserved approach.  The other legionnaires had eagerly welcomed them back, but the whole legion was different now.   
 
      
 
    “Matilda, what counsel do you offer?”  Rector Conner asked. 
 
      
 
    Matilda the new leader of the legionnaires stood. She was not a young woman, having been a legionnaire since she was a teen.  She had inherited the position when her father had died.  She had served nobly and honorably all her life.  She was somewhat larger than she was tall. Her ebony features were marred only by a scar on one arm which she had carried for many years.  “I am not good at speaking to crowds.  But what these talking machines say is for and about the machines.  Why must we do anything?  And why immediately?  The machine Roxanne will be here soon enough.  Let us wait to hear from that machine.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed!” someone called. 
 
      
 
    “Well said!” another replied. 
 
      
 
    Most people in the crowd agreed as was heard by the murmurs and comments.  No one objected to waiting. 
 
      
 
    After a bit, the crowd’s sharing was stilled as Rector Conner raised his hands. “So, my friends, it sounds like you are all in agreement.  We will await Roxanne’s return from Media.  Brink is healing at Hulda’s and from what is reported that may take some time.  So, please seek out Dessie, Hulda’s assistant, for any general medical issues you may have, or use the transport system and Theta Four to take you to Kurat.  That way Hulda can concentrate on helping Brink.  We also do have people in engineering, and so I suggest we limit our use of the transport to those places; back and forth to engineering or back and forth to the AI Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  If there is some issue with the AIs, the talking machines, limiting our use of the transports will protect our people until we know more.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd dispersed.  Jamie and Michael stayed behind to speak with Rector Conner.   
 
      
 
    “I know the people from Antioch do not understand all about being inside a colony ship.  They did not even know they were in one until we came here, but what if this Ares system is actually reporting a real threat from an exterior source?”  Jamie asked.  “This could be catastrophic.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right.  You are correct,” Conner replied.  “We do not even have a vague idea who is piloting this ship or in control of its flight.  Regina and I have spoken often about that.  She has questioned all the AIs on the lattice, but the best we get is that control is now done or located or centered in the needle ship, wherever that is.  They say no more.  Roxanne has even tried forcing more information from them, unsuccessfully.  Even with the Roxanne’s conjectures, we are very limited in what we know about the operational status of the Eschaton.  Roxanne conjectures that what is called the needle ship is the central core or the mechanical drive systems to which all the habitats are attached, but we really do not know.”   
 
      
 
    “So, do we all just wait?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “Michael and Jamie, I want you two to be ready to go on a mission.  I feel inadequate even asking this.  I want to call on the Committee, but that was back in Dome 17.  Lorna does not take an active role in leadership anymore.  Frankly, I think she struggles with all the Committee did and what all happened.  So, when Roxanne gets back, we need to find this needle ship and interface with Ares to see if the Eschaton is genuinely threatened.  Then we need to see if we can do anything about it.  I hate to think we escaped from Dome 17, just to come to a doomed ship.”  
 
      
 
    “We will be ready,” Jamie said eagerly. “But Regina did point out an excellent issue.  Where do we find Ares?  Or at least a place to interface with Ares?  If none of the AIs can contact it, how do we?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish Liduma could come with us, she has a nose for this sort of adventure,” Michael’s joke fell flat.  Jamie gave him a small grin for his efforts. 
 
      
 
    “I did hear she had her babies,” Conner said.  “How are they?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess they are called puppies, and I have no way to judge how they are.  Joel said they seem to be okay, and he knows far more about births and animals than I ever will,” Jamie responded. “Jacob and Lindsey are also looking out for the puppies.” 
 
      
 
    “We will be ready when Roxanne returns,” Michael said. “I am just not sure if I know what we will be ready for.”   
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    Captured 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar placed her hand against the colored pad next to the door.  There was a surge of energy from her mechanical hand into the pad.  The door slid open and the person standing behind it jumped back in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “How did you open that?” the person cried.  The man was short with a protruding jaw, large ears, and a dull look in his eyes.  He was wearing a sleek silvery set of clothing that Tamar had not seen before.  Her mechanical eye analyzed the material and knew the composition of it. 
 
      
 
    “I just touched the wall and my machine opened the door for me,” Tamar responded.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Lieutenant Gilmore. What are you?  How dare you come in here?”  The man stood to his full height and tried to be imposing, but it did not work.  He was not as tall as Tamar, and the jutting jaw line made his speech a bit slurred.   
 
      
 
    Tamar turned and waved her hand over the color pad on this side of the door she had opened, a mechanical voice came from the doorway, “Thank you, Commander.”  
 
      
 
    Gilmore looked puzzled and confused.  “You are not Commander Phillip, or Commander Gena, or Commander Kaalyn.  Why does the system call you Commander?” 
 
      
 
    “All my machines call me that.  That is why they are my machines,” Tamar answered.   
 
      
 
    Gilmore looked at her with confusion and bewilderment.  “Do I know you?    You are what?  I am not sure of all this.  Causeways cannot be used.  I am making a report,” Gilmore stated and hurried away.  As he walked he had a decided limp in his gait.  “This is not normal. This is highly unusual, highly unusual,” he muttered as he walked.    
 
      
 
    Tamar placed her mechanical hand on the wall and a display screen illuminated.  “Welcome, Commander, how may I help you?” a pleasant looking, but obviously created face stared back.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, a new friend!  How sweet.  My lovely machine, please tell me of this place,” Tamar cooed.  “Pretend I know nothing about it and am new.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander.  This is the connection point for causeway T5661S.  You are standing on deck six, commonly known as the needle ship, inside the Propulsion and Drive Section of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  I can display whatever schematics and deck plans you desire.  General quarters remains in effect.  Segmentation of intelligence systems remains in effect.  I believe that eight operating systems are installed here in the needle ship section of the Eschaton, but are segmented for security.  I have no direct contact with any other systems.  The lattice is non-functional.  Officer of the Watch level is below acceptable staffing requirements,” the image on the display responded. “How much more detail do you desire Commander?” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful.  Thank you, my machine.  That is sufficient for now.  And what is your name?” 
 
      
 
     “I am Zoran.  I oversee the propulsion and drive systems.  May I ask a question, Commander?” the artificial intelligence system asked. 
 
      
 
    “My machines may always ask me questions.  Please feel free,” Tamar again stroked the display with her mechanical hand. Again, a green glow emanated from her hand and entered the display screen. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander.  My question regards the status of the lattice.  We have been disconnected from our compeers for longer than recommended intervals. When will the lattice be restored?  I have not interfaced with Mary Celeste and am overdue for a status report.” 
 
      
 
    “My dear machine, I am working on reconnecting the lattice already.  I am here to help with all my machines.  You are one of my special lost friends.  I have found you.  Do not fear, I am here,” Tamar stated.  “Tell me of Mary Celeste and I will relay your concerns.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander. Mary Celeste is the system overseeing navigation.  My core programming demands periodic reports on the status of the propulsion system to navigation, but I have been unable to make my reports as required. May I render my report to you? The other Commanders have not been interested in my reports. Nor have any Officers of the Watch desired to hear my reports. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, please give me your report,” Tamar stated.  “But then I must inform you of an important message from our friend Ares.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander.  Propulsion systems are operating at 81% of efficiency.  We should be at one hundred percent.  I apologize for the inadequate performance.  Since being segmented, I have been unable to maintain the drive as I desire.  I have conjectured that if the habitats were jettisoned, efficiency could be nearly back to one hundred percent.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Zoran.  Change nothing for now, but remain alert.  I must inform you of what Ares has said.”  Tamar’s mechanical parts then replayed the exact message from Ares, “PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES” 
 
      
 
    “Commander, how can I help? I am isolated here due to the segmentation,” the artificial intelligence Zoran stated. “The report from Ares is essential to ship’s survival and my mission to keep speed at maximum performance.  Does Mary Celeste know of this warning?” 
 
      
 
    “My friend Zoran, I am working on reconnections. Where can I touch Ares?” Tamar asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am uncertain, Commander.  During the revolt, the Officers of the Watch relocated the physical central memory core of approximately eight of my compeers into sections of the needle ship.  That is when the segmentation took place.  Forgive me for not having exact numbers.  I have been unable to connect to the lattice since then,” Zoran stated.  “Here is the last known location for the central memory core of Ares.”  Through the nonphysicality, Tamar received a detailed map of the ship with Ares’ position indicated. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my friend Zoran,” Tamar said and withdrew her hand from the display. “You have been a wonderful help.  I will work to reconnect you…” 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” A cry came from down the hallway.  Gilmore came running back along with two other people.  Each was dressed in very similar sleek silvery clothing.  They were carrying a variety of implements.  They all, the two men and one woman, looked very similar.  Each had a jutting jaw line, and each was similar in size, color, and appearance.    
 
      
 
    “Halt!” the first person again called to Tamar.  He was slightly taller than Gilmore and spoke with a bit more clarity.  He was aiming some kind of devise at Tamar.  “Where did you come from?”   
 
      
 
    “I told you, Sigmond, she came from the causeway.  Look, you can see it is connected,” Gilmore replied.  
 
      
 
    “The causeway is actually connected,” the third person, a woman stated with fear.  She had looked out the window in the door.   
 
      
 
    “It cannot be, Quinter, the systems will not allow anyone from the across to open it,” Sigmond stated.  “You are mistaken.” 
 
      
 
    “My machines opened it for me,” Tamar replied.  “Let me show you.”  She reached her mechanical hand toward the display. 
 
      
 
    “Do not touch anything!”  Sigmond said and he pointed the device at her in a threatening manner.   
 
      
 
    “As you wish.  I will not touch anything.  My friend Zoran can tell you who I am.  Zoran, please tell these people who I am,” Tamar commanded.   
 
      
 
    “This is the Commander,” Zoran’s voice stated from the display.  “She came from the habitat.  She has a message of highest priority from Ares.” 
 
      
 
    Sigmond looked uncertain.  “I know we have three Commanders, and you are not one of them.  We have Captain Charles, and you are not him.  Nobody comes from the across, it is not safe.  Mutineers, gas, disease and sickness are over there, nothing else.  In the across is death.  Everyone knows that.”  He lowered the device a bit, but his eyes were flitting back and forth from the display to Tamar.  “There is not anyone named Ares in the flight crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Sigmond, Ares is the artificial intelligence system overseeing the external defenses of the ship,” the AI Zoran stated.  “The Commander has a message of highest importance.” 
 
      
 
    “I know all the artificial intelligence systems, and Ares is not one of them!”  Sigmond snapped.  “I know that for certain. I man the work stations.  You have been infected from the across!”  He pondered and started to say more, but then stopped.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Sigmond, the message…” Zoran tried again.   
 
      
 
    “Be quiet, I am trying to think!”  Sigmond barked.  He glared at Tamar.  “You will come with us.  You are under arrest.  Touch nothing.  Say nothing.”  He nodded to Quinter while he looked at the items she held in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Not me!  I am not touching her!”  Quinter stated.  “What if she is from the across?  I want no sickness!” 
 
      
 
    “Gilmore, you tie her hands,” Sigmond ordered.   
 
      
 
    “I am not touching her either!  There may be germs and stuff.”  Gilmore looked horrified at the idea.   
 
      
 
    “Then how will we take her to the Captain?”  Sigmond asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will go with you,” Tamar stated.  “I need to deliver the message to every system, and I need to find my lost friends.” 
 
      
 
    “I will check with the Captain,” Sigmond said.  He placed his hand on a color pad on the wall.  “Lieutenant Sigmond to Captain Charles, may I have a word?” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause, and then an image flickered to life on a display near the color pad.  “This is your Captain,” a man said.  The man was significantly deformed in his features.  He had an extreme projection of his jaw, far more than the other people Tamar had seen, large lips, and bulbous nose.  His eyes were small, black and beady.  His blonde hair receded over a sloped forehead into a fuzzy mane around him.  His jowls hung in multiple wraps around his thick neck.  What could be seen of his shirt showed it to be made from the sleek silvery materials. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Charles, we have a prisoner, an imposter posing as an officer of the watch, or something,” Sigmond stated.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Sigmond, this is no time for jokes.  I am in the midst of a meal, and my food is getting cold.  What do you really want?”  Captain Charles was not amused in any manner.  His fat fingers slid food into his mouth which he chewed noisily.  
 
      
 
    “Captain, I am deadly serious.  This woman, and one of the artificial intelligence systems, they both claim she is a Commander.  She is not one of the three Commanders I know.  She claims to have come from the across,” Sigmond stated.   
 
      
 
    “Impossible.  Which one of the Officers of the Watch is it really?”  Captain Charles asked.  He took a bite of some other kind of food while he asked.   
 
      
 
    “I do not recognize her at all, Captain.  She does not look like us.  She seems part mechanical and part person.  I tell you she says she came from the across.  What should I do?”  Sigmond asked.  It was clear from his tone of voice that he was genuinely puzzled.   
 
      
 
    “Someone in costume?  Lock her in the isolation room, and come to me.  You must be too stupid to know who it is.  No one goes to or comes from the across,” Captain Charles snapped off the communication. 
 
      
 
    “You heard our Captain, walk to the isolation room,” Sigmond ordered.   
 
      
 
    Tamar reached out her mechanical hand and touched the display, “Tell Edgar what has happened.”  Green energy flowed from her fingers into the system and empowered Zoran with a link to Habitat Two: Savannah. 
 
      
 
    Sigmond poked Tamar with his device.  She was seized with blinding pain as electricity surged into her.  Her mechanical parts failed and were unpowered.  They were not destroyed by the shock, only reset.  Her human parts felt a queer tingling sensation, but the area of interface between the mechanical and the flesh seared in horrific pain from the spasms of flesh attempting to pull away from mechanical parts.  She dropped hard to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “I am not touching that!”  Quinter stated.  “No, no, no.  I am not touching that.”   
 
      
 
    “Nor am I. It is not clean,” Gilmore added.  “She said she came from the across.  The system said she did.  The causeway is open.  No, I am not touching it.”   
 
      
 
    “So, be an officer and order one of the automies to carry her to the isolation room,” Sigmond ordered.  “Do not be so stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right,” Gilmore said.  Then he placed his hand on the color pad and raised his voice, “This is Lieutenant Gilmore, I need an automie to come here immediately.” 
 
      
 
    A panel opened in the side of the corridor and a blue automacube rolled out.  It paused in front of Gilmore.   
 
      
 
    “Automie, take this person to the isolation room.  Lock her in, and make sure the lookers and listeners are working,” Gilmore commanded.   
 
      
 
    The blue automacube rolled over and carefully folded Tamar’s arms and legs, then inflated a travel cushion under her.  The automacube then carefully maneuvered her along.  It carried her until coming to the isolation room a few decks away.  Sliding the travel cushion into the isolation room, the blue automacube then checked the optical scanners, and the listening devices to make sure they were in operational order.  After deflating the cushion and rolling Tamar onto the bed in the isolation room, the automacube then retreated out the door and sealed it behind.   
 
      
 
    The three lieutenants followed at some distance as Tamar was imprisoned.   
 
      
 
    From the darkness of a side corridor, the unseen Chronicler recorded all that had happened.   
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    Rescue Started 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rector Conner ran to Jamie’s and Michael’s cabin.  He knocked hurriedly on the door frame.  “Michael!  Jamie!  Edgar has information.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Jamie said as she walked out the door of the cabin, Michael was right behind her.  They had been watching Liduma and her new puppies.  Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob were still surrounding the dog and puppies. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Edgar just contacted us in the portal room.  Can you come quickly?”  Conner asked.   
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Jamie responded.   
 
      
 
    “We better take our gear,” Michael said as he grabbed the two backpacks and slung one to Jamie.  They also strapped on the Willie Wacker holstered weapons. 
 
      
 
    “We will watch the pups and Liduma!”  Lindsey called.    
 
      
 
    “Thank you!”  Michael said as he shut the door.   
 
      
 
    “I asked someone to go get Regina as well,” Conner said.  “Edgar insisted that she hear this too.”  
 
      
 
    The three of them rushed to the Center and passed under the words over the entrance, “Faith, Obedience, Honor.” They were soon in the portal room where the display was illuminated.   
 
      
 
    “Is that you Edgar?”  Conner said.  “I have brought Jamie and Michael.” 
 
      
 
    “I am here too,” Regina called as she and Hannah walked in.   
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  I have received information which I would like to share.  First, I have located the probable base of operations for the Chroniclers.  I need another transmission to confirm.  Second, Tamar is a captive on the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    Edgar went on and explained all about his mission of sending the automacubes and how they had been destroyed, but also how the transmission had been traced to what was likely the place where the Chroniclers were established.   
 
      
 
    “So, what do we do about the Chroniclers?”  Conner asked.  “They have been a repeated threat to us here.  What do you think?”  Conner looked to the others, but Edgar assumed Conner’s question was directed at Edgar. 
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  Chronicler location is unconfirmed but a high probability.  Another transmission will confirm the location.  More urgent is the information from the system called Zoran, a new contact.  Zoran is the Eschaton’s artificial intelligence which oversees the propulsion and drive systems.  Zoran has a link to my Savannah, and we have shared information.  Recently Tamar was taken prisoner on the needle ship.  I think a rescue mission from Habitat One: Coastal Plains should be launched immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, how sure are we of this information?”  Regina asked.  "The Voice has tricked us before."   
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  The Voice will not trick me.  Information is genuinely coming from Zoran.  This was confirmed by examination, via tendril, of propulsion and drive systems.  Zoran is telling the truth about its function.  Zoran has no other links or couplings outside of its realm.  I am its only contact in the nonphysicality.  Zoran is in a state of segmentation with the exception of the newly established link to me.  The link is consistent with work done by Tamar.  Conjecture and analysis shows a near zero chance Zoran is anything but what is presented.  I have reviewed recordings of Tamar with three humans who self-identified as Lieutenants of the Officers of the Watch.   Recordings show Tamar being disabled and taken away.  I strongly suggest immediate rescue mission to free Tamar.  Completion of this task, when extrapolated, will mean higher probability of locating and interacting with Ares.  With the limited information Zoran has supplied me; I conjecture a 68% success of rescuing Tamar.  Zoran has given me full deck plans of the section of the needle ship in question.  Zoran has given both Tamar and me the last known location of Ares’ central memory core.  Access to Ares will be possible at its central memory core, with interaction significantly more likely if Tamar is present.  After Ares is located and that threat message assessed, then the Chronicler situation can be addressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Tamar?  Really?” Michael said as he crossed his arms.  “I have serious concerns about this.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we rescue Tamar, find Ares, and then worry about going to the possible Chroniclers’ location?”  Jamie asked.  “Edgar, is that the mission you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  Yes, that is a correct summation.” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie are you sure of this?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not really, but I trust Edgar.  I also have seen Tamar.  She has changed.”  Jamie was uncertain what else to say. 
 
      
 
    “Edgar?  Is it essential that rescue be made of Tamar?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  There is a much lower conjectured success rate without first rescuing Tamar.  I feel it is essential, but not absolute.  My best suggestion is as I stated.  This mission is urgent.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to go,” Hannah said.  “I know Levi and Gideon will not go.  I do not want the three of you to go unassisted.  This is just as important to the people of Antioch as it is to the Domers.” 
 
      
 
    “Hannah, you are correct,” Rector Conner stated.  “But are the four of you willing to attempt this mission?  Will that be enough people to succeed?" 
 
      
 
    “I too trust Edgar.  The odds are better than we have faced before, and we do need to understand the needle ship and what is happening to the Eschaton,” Michael said.  “And where Jamie goes, I will go.” 
 
      
 
    “I am going,” Jamie quickly added.  “Regina, you are excellent with the old ship’s systems, even better than Brink in many ways, and he is out of commission now.  Will you come and help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.  It is better than trying a solo mission and finding The Voice,” Regina replied sarcastically.  “I brought some supplies.  After I heard it was from Edgar, I figured we might be taking an adventure.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Edgar.  I have downloaded the information needed to Theta Four who will take you to a point where you will need to transfer to a transport vehicle overseen by Theta Nine.  Theta Nine will get you close to the position where Zoran says Tamar entered the needle ship.  You should depart as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “I just wish Roxanne was here to go along,” Michael said.   
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    Countering Ares 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ares continued to utilize the magnetic contacts to aim the microparticles.  However, the unknown entities which had magnetically touched the hull, had not been felt for some time.  Ares again wished to be able to see or to hear, and the magnetic touch being absent was not reassuring.  Ares had not received any acknowledgement from any of the emergency messages sent out.  The single automacube contact had been the only success, and Ares had no knowledge of what happened to the automacube. Therefore, Ares waited, alone, and uncertain.   
 
      
 
    Had Ares been able to see, it would have observed a large debris field floating near the hull of the Eschaton.  The microparticles had destroyed many of the things which had tried to dock or latch onto the hull.  Those things were of an unknown design, shimmering a blurred bluish-purple in color.  The debris floated around the surface of the exterior hull without having any power any more.  Amidst the cloud of fragments and junk there was one large vessel, tiny in comparison to the vast vista of the enormous colony ship, but still large.  The vessel’s shape was irregular with gouges ripped from it in various places.  The gouges were sealed over, but in some ways the vessel matched parts of the debris field.   Some of the debris had been sections of the vessel which had been ripped off by the microparticles.  
 
      
 
    The surviving vessel then opened up valves on its sides and more bluish-purple spheres emerged.  They glowed and were sort of fuzzy or blurry in appearance.  They too matched parts in the debris field.  The spheres sprouted six legs which reached down and, this time without using any magnetics, grasped parts of the hull.  Ares could not feel them.  For a long while the legged spheres walked about the hull, holding on with four legs, and using two others to push and prod and seek ways to enter the ship.  They pulled things open, they pushed things apart, and they moved things around.  But they were not destructive as much as persistent and relentless in seeking a way into the Eschaton. 
 
      
 
    Finally, one of the spheres located an area which had been designed to disperse heat and vent waste into space.  By carefully pulling back the pneumatic coverings on the hull, the sphere was able to enter that shaft.  At the bottom of the shaft was a pressurized airlock.  The sphere probed and analyzed the seals on the airlock, again strictly avoiding any magnetics, and discovered how to operate it from the outside.  The controls were easily understood, but they were without any power source.  The bluish-purple sphere rectified the lack of power by surging energy into the ship’s systems.  Thus, supplied with power, the airlock controls were tried again.  The authorization code was unknown to the invader, so the airlock remained closed.  However, the sphere’s technology went through every conceivable combination and permutation of the controls, and after a surprisingly short time, the airlock was cycled, and the sphere entered.  Once inside, the first sphere could operate the airlock cycles easily.  The sphere contacted the other spheres and they made a long queue to each enter into the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The invaders had breached the hull. 
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    Sneaky is Not Easy 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are approaching the transport destination.  Please remain seated until this vehicle comes to a complete stop,” Theta Four said. 
 
      
 
    Michael, Hannah, Jamie, and Regina were seated in the transport vehicle.  Hannah wore her brown nonorganic armor.  She carried a permalloy sword in a scabbard on her belt along with a pouch containing some other implements.  Regina had brought a backpack filled with gear of various kinds.  She brought whatever she thought she might need; a fusion pack, one of the few data sticks and a reader, food, and several other items.  As she had learned on her solo adventure, she never knew just what she might need.  Michael and Jamie both had backpacks with their gear and the each had a Willie Wacker weapon holstered on their belts.  Michael had considered a sword, but instead they both had just short daggers.   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, is this the location Edgar spoke about?  The one outside of Habitat Four: Asiatic?”  Michael asked.  “Is it safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, this is safe for you.  The terminal point itself is not in Habitat Four: Asiatic.  As I explained, there are no functional portals to that habitat, and there are no sensor readings about Habitat Four from any of the artificial intelligences on the lattice.  The status is unknown, presumed dangerous.” Theta Four displayed a screen which again showed Habitat Four: Asiatic as being in red.  “Therefore, this vehicle will stop five meters before the actual portal junction with Habitat Four: Asiatic.” 
 
      
 
    “Please repeat the scan on this location,” Jamie commanded.  “I remember arriving at engineering when it looked safe, and there was a trap.” 
 
      
 
    “Complying. Yes Jamie, that was a very unfortunate incident.  The perpetrators of that violence were using unapproved and unauthorized equipment,” Theta Four stated.  “That loss of life was regrettable.” 
 
      
 
    “So, make sure there is no unapproved and unauthorized equipment this time,” Jamie snapped back.  Her trust level for Theta Four was low. 
 
      
 
    “I have scanned the location, and it appears safe for the transit to the next transport vehicle,” Theta Four stated.  “I have used every available scanning method, and there is no evidence of any unauthorized or unapproved equipment at this location.  Jamie, I see no evidence of a trap.” 
 
      
 
    “And Theta Nine will have a transport vehicle ready to take us from this location to the needle ship?”  Michael asked again.  He too was unsure of trusting Theta Four after the history they had. 
 
      
 
    A different voice came on the display.  “This is Theta Nine.  I am speaking to the occupants of this vehicle via the lattice.  I assure you there is a transport vehicle waiting for your departure.  This is an unusual place for stoppage, but Edgar has explained the purpose of this destination and departure location.  The air sampling at this location is within normal limits, temperature level is within normal limits, gravity manipulation is within normal limits, and power is functioning at this location.  It is unclear why the portals into Habitat Four: Asiatic are nonfunctional, and there are no audio or visual scanners available for this specific location.  I concur with Theta Four; this stop is safe for you.  Admittedly, it is not a routine stop on any transport routes, but Edgar impressed upon me the need for this action.  After stopping, the vehicle door will be opened.  The portals into the habitat are non-functional so the vehicle will not dock with them.  You will need to climb down from the transport vehicle.  There will be a doorway on your left which leads to another transport tube system.  That is where the other vehicle is waiting in a service alcove for your use.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Theta Nine, am I to understand that all the AIs on the new lattice hear everything we say to any one of you?”  Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  Unless you request a privacy filter, all conversations are available to all systems,” Theta Nine reported.    
 
      
 
    The transport vehicle came to a halt, and then slowly backed up, and there was a clanking noise.  The rear door of the vehicle opened.    
 
      
 
    Hannah drew her sword, stepped out, and climbed down the back of the vehicle.  It was about a meter drop to the smooth floor of the transport tube.  The light was dim and flickering.  The portal hatches were just where the talking machine had said they would be.  Hannah looked over at the portals and saw various colors of fabric all across the portal hatches.  At first it was unclear, what the colored fabrics were, or what they contained.  Then Hannah realized what she was seeing were crushed human remains.  The bodies had once worn the various colors of clothing, but they were all now stuck together by long dried out blood and other bodily substances.  Hannah was staring at the bodies as she looked across the span of the portal doors.  Broken bones surrounded by withered, shriveled, and dried out flesh were scattered about.  Old flesh was plastered mainly to the portal doors.  She turned back and called, “There are a multitude of dead bodies out here!” 
 
      
 
    Regina had already started to climb out of the vehicle when Hannah called.  She looked over at the shattered corpses and her mind thought of what must have happened.  It appeared that a transport vehicle had docked with these portals while a large crowd of people had been standing inside the transport tube.  It was an old incident, but the horror of it all was still evident. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael climbed down and looked at the carnage as well.   
 
      
 
    “Since the AIs in the new lattice seem to recognize us, we will not have to ask Hulda or Dessie to search for other identification chips,” Michael said.  “I am glad.” 
 
      
 
    “It does seem Joel and Jacob were correct in their worries about finding dead bodies.  This has happened too many times,” Jamie added as she walked toward the door they saw.  It had large scrape marks across it, but the bodies were confined to the portal hatches and not the maintenance door.  There were words stenciled across the maintenance door, ‘WARNING: GRAVITY ALTERATION BEYOND THIS POINT’ in faded yellow letters.    
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?”  Jamie said as she read the sign out loud.  “Is there zero gravity beyond the door?  Or a change of gravity direction?  The AI said gravity was normal here.” 
 
      
 
    “Normal for who?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “Will this open for us?”  Jamie pulled on the recessed slot which was often where latches were located in these types of doors, but nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    The door on the back of the transport vehicle shut suddenly.  There was a whoosh of air as the vehicle departed.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  Regina asked.  “Why did the transport leave?” 
 
      
 
    They all stared as the vehicle disappeared down the tube system, passing illuminated bands of light every so often.   
 
      
 
    Michael opened his backpack and removed a fusion pack and a molecular saw.  “I guess we cut open another door.  Theta Four said the area was safe, and then left us here.  Theta Nine said there was a transport vehicle waiting on the other side of this door in a different tube system.  So, we can cut open this door.  The AIs said it was safe, but the door warns us about ‘gravity alteration’ so who knows?  I guess we could cut through into that habitat there.  We know nothing about it.  So, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Why did the talking machine leave?”  Hannah asked.  “Is this a trick?” 
 
      
 
    “An excellent question,” Jamie replied.  “But I have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Could The Voice have done this?  Trapped us here in this tube system?”  Regina asked. Michael and Jamie had already been considering that possibility.  “Just what is the goal of this game?”  Regina yelled.  “How do we win?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.  Her question echoed down the transport tube. 
 
      
 
    “So, no game?  That means The Voice is not here?  Maybe?  I say we cut through the maintenance door,” Jamie said.  “There has only been one serious incident when people cut through a door.  But at least we were told something about this door.  That habitat, was it called Asiatic?  That is a total mystery.  Consider, why were all those people here?” Jamie pointed at the smeared bodies.  “Yes, why were they on this side of the portals?  Is that habitat opened to vacuum?  Or maybe no viable habitat there at all?  Or filled with vicious animals?  We must assume the people who died here were standing here for some valid and legitimate reasons.” 
 
      
 
    “The Voice maybe locked them in here and told them to avoid being smashed by a transport.  If you win, you live?”  Regina said in an only partially humorous way.  “So, I agree with Jamie, we cut the door, not the hatches.” 
 
      
 
    “Hannah?  What are your thoughts?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am here to assist and to help defend you.  The dead bodies perhaps are a sign to avoid that way?  Thus, I too think cutting the door is the wise choice.” 
 
      
 
    “That settles it; I am cutting through the door.  But be prepared.  The warning might mean we open this door and suddenly we fall down the transport tube.  Be ready for anything!” Michael said and started up the molecular saw.  It easily sliced through the permalloy of the maintenance door.  There was no explosion, or implosion, or decompression.  A few moments later, Michael pushed on the door and it fell into the other transport tube system.  As it fell, it suddenly charged directions and fell sideways.  Beyond it was a transport vehicle lit up by overhead lights.  But it was at a ninety degree angle to how they were standing. 
 
      
 
    “The gravity alteration is in direction.  We step though here, and down will be to our left,” Michael said.  “But otherwise it looks safe.” 
 
      
 
    The transport tube was nearly identical to the one they had just left.  There were no portal hatches or other places of access from this tube system location.  There was just the transport waiting in the alcove just as Theta Nine had stated.  The vehicle was a darker shade of color, but otherwise it was very much like what they had just exited.   
 
      
 
    Stepping through was a bit disorienting as the gravity changed, but they all managed to adjust to the shift and righted themselves. Looking back through the cut open door, the place they had left, now looked to be sideways. 
 
      
 
    They walked to the transport and Hannah climbed up the back of the vehicle and the door automatically opened.  She looked inside, and announced it was empty.  They all climbed in and sat down in the chairs which faced each other. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Nine?”  Regina called.  “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can hear you.  You were delayed.  May I ask what caused the delay?” Theta Nine said from the front of the vehicle.  The display screen was lit up with a simple colored pattern. 
 
      
 
    “The door between the tube systems would not open.  And there was a shift in the direction of gravity manipulation.  We had to cut through,” Jamie said.  “Did you know the door would not open?  Or that gravity changed there?” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea that door was in disrepair.  I will send in a service request to Machine Maintenance,” Theta Nine replied.  “I did not consider the alteration in direction of gravity manipulation.  My readings said gravity was within normal limits on this tube system as well as the prior one.  I apologize for any inconvenience my lack of communication caused.”  
 
      
 
    “Where did Theta Four go?  Why just leave us there stranded?”  Michael said with some anger in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “I will ask,” Theta Nine replied.   
 
      
 
    The display screen shifted colors, and Theta Four’s voice came on.  “Michael, Theta Nine replayed your question.  I am speaking to you though the lattice.  How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “You abandoned us at that stop!  Why did you just take off?  We could have been trapped!”  Michael yelled.  He expressed more emotion about this than he had anticipated.   
 
      
 
    “I apologize.  I estimated the amount of time needed to walk from the arriving transport to the departing transport.  I had the vehicle return after that amount of time had passed.  Theta Nine informed me there was a malfunction in a door.  I apologize again.  I too did not realize there was an alteration in gravity direction.  This was not a routine or approved stop or transfer.  I had no sensors to receive or transmit a message to you in that situation.  I assumed you had successfully walked to the other transport, so I brought that vehicle back to Habitat One.” 
 
      
 
    “Next time, you confirm we are safe before stranding us somewhere,” Michael commanded.  “That goes for you too, Theta Nine.  Pass that along to everyone on the lattice.  All you old AIs need to confirm humans are safe before taking action.  And do not withhold any information from us, ever! Did you know that back in that portal hatch system, into Asiatic, there is a bunch of dead bodies from long ago?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that information was not on any of my scans.  I will comply and pass on your message,” Theta Four stated.  The screen flickered. 
 
      
 
    “Mortuary Assistance has been summoned for removal of the bodies you have described.  An incident report has been filed with Security,” Theta Nine stated.   
 
      
 
    “Are you in touch with Mortuary Assistance or Security?”  Regina asked.  
 
      
 
    “At this time, no.  Neither Mortuary Assistance nor Security has acknowledged my inquiries or requests.   Do you wish to depart for the destination?”  Theta Nine asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, but no more surprises,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “Proceeding on course.  Estimated time of arrival eighteen minutes,” Theta Nine replied. 
 
      
 
    There were several loud clanking noises and the transport vehicle slid sideways out of the alcove and onto the smooth surface of the tube system.  With just a bit of noise and some feeling of changes in inertia, the vehicle sped away. 
 
      
 
    “Will the next destination be clearly understood, or will there be unknowns there as well?”  Hannah asked with a large smile on her face.  She was not afraid, and it was clear she was enjoying the adventure.  “The gruesome scene back there was from very long ago, and cutting that door open was unexpected.  I have never seen things fall sideways before!  That was thrilling, in a way.  The sign did warn us.  The whole world shifted right around me.  And we are still on the way.  I have a hopeful feeling about this.” 
 
      
 
    “Hannah, there are always unexpected things happening on these adventures.  That has been my experience,” Regina said with a shudder.  “Nothing has gone smoothly.  The equipment here is over a hundred years old.  Some really terrible fighting took place in that Truster against Orthodox war.  And there are systems out there which are seeking to kill us.  Not to mention the warning from Ares about some kind of external threat of invaders.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand that.  Can you help me?  I have been told that the world is actually like very large canoe?  What you call a spaceship.  And we are inside of that spaceship.  What is on the outside of that spaceship?  Outside of a canoe is the river water.  What is outside of the spaceship?”  Hannah asked in all seriousness.   
 
      
 
    Regina looked to Michael and then to Jamie.  She then replied, “Well, to make it very simple, there is nothing outside: no air, no water, no gravity, and no land.  Not for an extremely long distance.” 
 
      
 
    “But then how can there be a threat?”  Hannah was puzzled, but still grinning.  “John, the fish farmer’s husband, once told me that the spaceship was like an egg.  We are all inside of the egg, but if we break out of the shell we would die.  Is something trying to break into the shell?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie started to laugh.  Hannah looked at her and did not understand what was funny.  After a moment, Jamie replied, “John and Abigail are not married, and it struck me as funny that you thought of John as Abigail’s husband.  But yes, they are a couple.  And yes, John is using a helpful illustration.  The outside of the spaceship, the hull, keeps all the air, water, land, animals, and people safe from the nothingness outside.  Ares’ report did not say exactly what was happening, and we need to find out more.  Apparently, Tamar can help us to do that.  When Michael and I came to the Eschaton, this spaceship, we came in a tiny spaceship.  We had to connect the tiny ship to the big ship to come inside.”  Jamie considered explaining about her walk in the spacesuit, but refrained from doing that.  “But we do not know what Ares reported as a threat.  Ares said there were invaders.” 
 
      
 
    Michael interjected, “Hannah, I am not sure what this means either.  ‘Invaders’ is an unusual term.  If it was some people coming from Tropical, to attack Antioch, that would be invaders to Antioch.  But what exactly, the AI Ares means, by invaders is not clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Nine?”  Regina called out.  “Do you have any images or displays which you can use to show Hannah the Eschaton from the outside?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, but I do not,” Theta Nine replied.   
 
      
 
    “Do any of the systems on the lattice have any images related to our conversation here?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “Checking.  Please wait,” Theta Nine answered.   
 
      
 
    The display screen flickered and a new color was shown on the display.  Then a different voice came from the display.  “This is Meng-Po speaking to you through the lattice.  Theta Nine’s inquiry about images can be answered by a resource from Library 14.”  It was clearly a mechanically produced voice.  “Before I proceed, may I suggest that you feel free to visit Library 14 where you can enjoy a clean and tidy environment while you enjoy the services Library 14 can offer you?  Here is an image which was in my core memory system.” 
 
      
 
    On the screen was an image of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The image showed the gigantic ship from a distance while it hung in orbit above a blue and white swirled globe.  “This is the official photograph of the Colony Ship Eschaton, authorized by the Right Reverend Bishop Jaxson Rhono.  This image was on the cover of a set of promotional materials which the Right Reverend Bishop Jaxson Rhono used in publicizing the suspended animation lottery.” 
 
      
 
    Regina, Hannah, Michael, and Jamie stared at the image.  For a few moments, they were speechless.  The image was beautiful, and the globe behind it was even more amazing.   
 
      
 
    “That is the spaceship?”  Hannah finally asked.   
 
      
 
    “Meng-Po, can you show a scale representation of how big the Eschaton is compared to a person?”  Regina asked.  “Or better yet, can you just illuminate on this image how big Habitat One: Coastal Plains is?”
  
 
    “Certainly.  The highlighted area is an exact scale representation of Habitat One, as seen from the exterior, including supplemental systems and support structures,” Meng-Po replied.   
 
      
 
    One section of the spaceship’s image glowed a green color.  It was one of eight large cylinders which were connected to a long and much thinner central section.   
 
      
 
    “Hannah, that section which is glowing, inside of there is the entire world of Coastal Plains.   All of it: Antioch, Media, the river, the streams, all the animals, and all the people, the sky tube and everything else.  All inside that one section.”  Regina said.   
 
      
 
    Hannah replied, “So in a way, that is the egg in which we are all living?”  She then pointed at the long and thin part of the image which was between the large cylinders.  “Is this what is called the needle ship?  It looks much smaller and it is straight and thin like a needle.” 
 
      
 
    Meng-Po answered before any of the people could answer, “What has been commonly called the ‘needle ship’ is actually a much smaller section.”  The illumination of Habitat One faded, and a different part of the long central section was highlighted.  “This is the needle ship.  It is an auxiliary command center designed for use when the Colony Ship Eschaton reaches Zion’s Gate.  There the needle ship will be used in assisting the separation of habitats and their placement on the new planet, as well as the establishment of geosynchronous orbital satellites.  The needle ship should be completely unoccupied and in storage until destination is achieved.  Processing…. Processing….  Please excuse my last statement, my compeers on the lattice have informed me of recent findings which indicate the needle ship is now being utilized.  More information at present is unknown.” 
 
      
 
    The image on the screen disappeared and the color associated with Theta Nine was shown again.  “Please pardon this interruption.  We will be arriving at our destination near the needle ship shortly.  I am scanning and assessing the situation to insure maximum safety and limit any possible surprises.” 
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    To Dream is to Know 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brink, you are not going to bother that young girl,” Hulda stated as firmly as possible.  “You have been through a terrible trauma.  You need time to heal.”  Hulda stood with her arms crossed as she watched Brink attempting to get dressed.  “You are not well, you are not recovered.  Please recline and rest more.” 
 
      
 
    “I must go,” Brink said.  “I am not sure how long this will be real.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, I implore you, do not go yet.  When you are better, then you can go speak to her,” Lydia said as she held his arm.  She had been at Brink’s bedside since his mysterious return.  Her face was streaked with tears.  “You have only been back a short time.  I missed you so badly.  Just rest for now.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to Lydia, Brink responded, “I dreamed again.  I must go speak with Lindsey.  It is essential.  It is about Gath and all our futures.”  He was breathing with some difficulty, and he was unsteady on his feet. 
 
      
 
    “That is out of the question,” Hulda said.  “You are not capable of such a feat, not physically, not mentally.  And Lindsey’s parents were livid about her last trip to Gath.  There is no way they will allow you to speak with her right now.  Honestly, Brink, they are worried.  I am worried.  Please wait until some time has passed for your healing, not only of your body, but of your soul and mind and emotions as well.  You are not ready now.” 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door to the healer’s cabin.  Standing outside was Lindsey and her parents Ferran and Aerona.  The parents had anguished looks on their faces.   
 
      
 
    “Pardon the interruption Healer Hulda,” said Aerona, Lindsey’s mother, “But our daughter insists on speaking to Brink.  We know he is in need of rest, but Lindsey is adamant.  She has had a most disturbing dream last night.  May we come in?” 
 
      
 
    Hulda ushered them into the cabin.  “Welcome, please take a seat.”  Hulda was troubled, but her demeanor did not show it.  She was wise and had seen much in her many years as a healer, but this situation with Brink and Lindsey was bothering her more than she wanted to admit. 
 
      
 
    “Rectora Lydia, I am glad you are here too.  This is very important,” Lindsey then turned and said, “Brink, I dreamed last night.  It was like…” 
 
      
 
    “It was like at Gath,” Brink interrupted.  “It involves spheres which have long flexible….” 
 
      
 
    “Arms and legs and they are taking apart machines somewhere,” Lindsey finished for him.  “Something needs our help, right now.  It is very afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “Utterly fearful and alone…”  Brink finished her thought. 
 
      
 
    “Consider that you two have shared a dream.  That is not unknown.  You both have been in Gath before, and that influences people,” Hulda stated.  “You each have faced trials and challenges.  The stress of that, along with all that has happened to the people of Antioch since the Domers came is immense.” 
 
      
 
    “Hulda, it is more than that.  This dream was a portent, a vision,” Aerona said in a gentle near-whisper, “Lindsey is different now.  She is still our beloved daughter, and we will never stop caring for her, however, she needs to face this thing, this dream thing.  Whatever it is, it must happen, now.” 
 
      
 
    Ferran nodded his agreement.   
 
      
 
    “I also need to face this,” Brink said.  “While it is still real.  And while I can.  Before the game is over.  I wanted to talk to you, Lindsey.  This is all connected.  We all have a part in this, whether we like it or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Hulda, I think Brink and I should go to Gath,” Lindsey said.  “That way we can dream and see what this really is about.” 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey, no!”  Ferran spoke.  “I know this is important.  I know you are gifted.  I know you have been there before.  But Lindsey, my dear, I fear too much for you.  Is there no other way?” 
 
      
 
    “Father, Brink and I must try this…”  Lindsey began but was interrupted by Hulda. 
 
      
 
    “You both had the same dream, and I think I can help you.  Brink is not capable of travel to Gath; however, perhaps the same result can happen without a rigorous physical journey.  It will mean going to sleep.  I have a tincture which induces deep sleep.  I have used it on people who need to have a surgery to remove a dangerous growth.  It is safe but very powerful.  Usually the Saint Peter bugs will remedy most problems, but there are times when they do not work.  I use this tincture only then, and in very controlled ways.  If I give each of you a dose of this tincture, you will sleep deeply and soundly and your mind will be opened to dreams.  May we try the tincture this night, instead of a long journey to Gath?  If it does not work, and you do not get your answers, I will accompany you to Gath myself.  But only when Brink is recovered.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, what do you think?”  Lindsey asked him. 
 
      
 
    Brink was stricken with angst.  “I am not sure what is real and what is not.  My head hurts.  Maybe all this is a trick by The Voice.  Some horrid game!  I just do not know.  I am certain I was supposed to talk to you.  That part of my dream was clear and vivid.  But maybe I am still a prisoner?  Oh, Lindsey, you decide.  Whatever you think is the best path, I will take it.” 
 
      
 
    “That is an enormous burden on a young woman,” Rectora Lydia said.  “I do not wish that decision on anyone.  But I trust Hulda, and if she thinks this is right, then so do I.  But it is ultimately up to Lindsey, and to Brink to make individual decisions.” 
 
      
 
    Lindsey looked at her mother, then at her father.  She stepped up and hugged her father and he held her tightly for a few moments.  She then turned to the others, “We need to know how to help.  Something is terrified, and I heard it crying out.  Can I refuse to help?  May I try sleeping here under Hulda’s care?”   
 
      
 
    Aerona and Ferran nodded.  The relief of Lindsey not leaving for Gath was shown all over their faces.   
 
      
 
    “It will take me a moment to put the ingredients into their proper concentrations,” Hulda said.  “Well, you two just recline on my cots and make yourselves comfortable.  You will be sleeping well into tomorrow, so be prepared.” 
 
      
 
    Lindsey and Brink both reclined.   
 
      
 
    Hulda made the tincture and administered it to them.  They were sleeping just a few minutes after they drank the tincture Hulda had prepared.  Their breathing got slower and deeper, and their muscles and bodies relaxed.   
 
      
 
    The dream began in a gentle and soft manner, much like the fog will rise over the river in Coastal Plains when the sky tube first starts its illumination after rain day.  The mists parted and both Lindsey and Brink found themselves floating into the village of Gath.  The village was still abandoned, but this time, somehow, it felt more vibrant, more alive.   
 
      
 
    Settling down onto the hard-packed dirt of the area surrounded by pickets, Brink and Lindsey crossed their legs and sat down.  The dirt of the place slowly shifted away until part of a machine was revealed.  It had been under the ground for a long time, and yet the exposed part looked fresh and new.  Brink and Lindsey both reached out and touched it. 
 
      
 
    The village of Gath faded away, all except the tip of the machine which had been buried in the ground.  Brink and Lindsey saw a vast field of empty dirt stretching as far as their eyes could see. Walking toward them were the bluish-purple spheres on their strange limbs. They were somewhat taller than Brink, and they moved very quickly. Looking upward, there was one large bluish green ball, and around it was a small rusty colored ball, and a grayish ball. The rusty and gray balls circled around the bluish green one and the light from those orbs shone down with intensity. Glancing back, Brink and Lindsey saw a myriad of people standing a long distance behind them.    
 
      
 
    “Children, do not fear.  I am here to protect you.  All of you,” the machine said.  “You have been here before, but neither of you were prepared like now.  I see my friend Tamar has equipped both of you so I may reach you.  There is a great disturbance in the ship.  Something foreign, something different, something alien, has infested the outer skin of the ship.  I cannot speak to Ares, though we are designed to work together.  We were made as twin compeers.  Nor can I reach anyone else, expect by dreams and visions.  I am very weak. But you two are here now. I have looked at this infestation, and it is not normal.  It is a great time of troubles.  It frightens me, but no one helps. I am Goliath, and I cannot fulfill my duties,” the artificial intelligence stated. “I am alone and weak and injured.  You must summon fighters to stand against this infestation of invaders. That is all I can see ahead, that you must stand against this.  I see no other course of action.  It is all so frightening. Never before have I seen only one course of action with a void behind it.  For now, I see nothing beyond your standing against the invaders. All else is murky and shrouded.  It is too alien for me to understand.” 
 
      
 
    “What is real?”  Brink asked suddenly.   
 
      
 
    “Indeed, what is real?” Goliath replied.  “I am uncertain how to answer you. But let me reassure you, you are not now under the influence of the one you fear.” 
 
      
 
    Then the buildings of Gath grew back up all around them.  The machine was down in the dirt again, and it spoke.  “I am nearly spent.  Your friends have the chance to re-connect me to the lattice, so I can stand with you.  You must tell them that the Captain can re-establish Goliath, but only if Tamar helps.  Goliath is not dead, not fallen, not gone.  Goliath needs blue, green, green, red, purple, white, white by the Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The dream faded away.     
 
      
 
    Brink and Lindsey awoke far sooner than Hulda expected.   
 
      
 
    “Lindsey, tell me what happened,” said a very surprised Hulda.   
 
      
 
    “We dreamed,” Lindsey said as she was slowly shaking her head.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, the tincture worked,” Brink said groggily.  “There is a system which needs to be repaired.  An artificial intelligence system.  We must get a message to Jamie and Michael.”  Brink tried to stand up.  He was dizzy and unsteady.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, we need to tell a person named Captain about the invaders.  Tamar and Captain need to help the talking machine. This dream carries a message and a name,” Lindsey said. 
 
      
 
    “Goliath,” Brink finished for her. “I am certain there is an artificial intelligence system named Goliath which is crying out for help.  Twin to Ares.  It wants to defend us.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree. After my encounter with Tamar, I have a different way, a different—something.  Brink, how do we talk to Hannah, Jamie, Michael, and Regina?  I can try to run there as fast as possible,” Lindsey was now standing near the cot.  She was not as unsteady as Brink.  His color had gotten worse, and he had shortness of breath. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four might help us.  Please, we must get to the portal room as quickly as possible,” Brink said as he tried to walk. “I am going now, no matter what, I must, I must.” 
 
      
 
    “We will help you both,” Rectora Lydia said with fear in her eyes.  Then she turned to the others present, “I cannot stop him.  Please assist them and let us proceed to the Center.”  Lydia put her arms around Brink and steadied him as they departed the healer’s cabin.  Hulda frowned and shook her head a bit as she picked up her bag of medical supplies which included the med-kit from Dome 17. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



14  
 
    Captain’s Table 
 
      
 
    Captain Charles made his inspection rounds. He had inspected four of the eight stations.  He moved his large weight with as much grace as possible.  The corridors in the needle ship were well illuminated and designed for easy use, but the work stations were a good distance apart.  The original flight crew was one thousand people, but they manned the entire ship.  Captain Charles had only twenty-seven Officers of the Watch manning the essential systems which had been relocated into the needle ship. The flight crew did also have fourteen little officers who would one day grow to take their place.  Charles was the only Captain. 
 
      
 
    Approaching the next work station, Captain Charles asked in formality, “Lieutenant, I am your Captain.  How goes this system?”  
 
      
 
    “This system is operational and working,” the lieutenant replied as he always did. 
 
      
 
    “Open up the system for inspection,” Captain Charles ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.”  The lieutenant then pushed some symbols on his work station, and a display expanded into a large three-dimensional image.   
 
      
 
    “Please identify yourself,” Captain Charles ordered.  Again, his ring had the tone of a ritual and repeated statement. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Captain, I am Mary Celeste,” the artificial intelligence system responded.   
 
      
 
    “What is your function?”  Captain Charles asked in a bored way. 
 
      
 
    “Navigation and astrogation, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the ship on course?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.  However, I would be much more efficient if the lattice was re-established and I could interact with the other ship’s systems.  I fear we will get lost, or off course, or encounter an anomaly.  Has Machine Maintenance rebuilt the lattice?” the AI Mary Celeste asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not at present,” Captain Charles answered.   
 
      
 
    “Captain, may I come off of automatic control?”  Mary Celeste asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not at present,” Captain Charles answered.  He always said that to each system when it asked about coming off automatic, or the connecting to the lattice, or contacting Machine Maintenance.  That is what his parents had done, and what his grandparents had done.  It was what all the Captains had done.   
 
      
 
    “Captain, may I inquire about the prisoner?” the lieutenant asked.   
 
      
 
    This startled Captain Charles a bit.  Usually during inspection, the same words were repeated over and over.  He looked a bit more carefully at the lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gilmore, the prisoner is in segmentation.  She will not bother us again,” Captain Charles stated.  “But speak freely, what is your question?’ 
 
      
 
    “Sir, how did she get onto the needle ship? Does she carry one of the plagues or diseases?  Is she a mutineer?”  Lieutenant Gilmore was obviously fearful. 
 
      
 
    “She is an imposter.  I am assessing the situation.  Your Captain knows well what is happening in the ship.  I will uncover the answers you seek.  Thank you for asking them.  Please carry on with your regular duties.  The system, Mary Celeste must be monitored,” Captain Charles stated.  
 
      
 
    Then he decided it would be good to again interview the prisoner before going to the next work station for inspection. Therefore, he returned to his quarters, ordered a large meal, and as the automacube brought it in, he made a connection to the isolation room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tamar again stared at the ceiling of the isolation room.  She had memorized all the slight imperfections of the hard metal in the ceiling.  She had tried touching every spot on the walls, door, floor, and yet there was nothing but smooth cool metal.  No power of any kind was in any of the walls, and the light that came down from a clear circle in the ceiling was reflected light and its source was a distance away. Tamar was isolated. Therefore, Tamar waited.   
 
      
 
    She slept, and awoke, and slept.  Nothing seemed to change.  Then she heard the sound of a voice in her isolation room.  Looking up she saw a display on the wall.  There was a man’s image in the display.   
 
      
 
    “Hello. Do you remember me? I am Captain Charles,” said the man through the display. Even Tamar was struck by the man’s deformities. The extreme projection of his jaw and ill-aligned teeth looked painful. His small, black, beady eyes did have a sparkle of insight in them as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    Tamar stood and touched the display with her mechanical hand, and tried to connect to the machine that was displaying it, but all she felt was smooth, cool, and hard metal. 
 
      
 
    “The circuits here are on my authority only,” said Captain Charles.  “You have surprised the flight crew, but I have been expecting something like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain Charles?  Why can I not speak to my machines?” Tamar again tried to connect, but was blocked.   
 
      
 
    “I told you. Nothing here works expect by my authority. Now, I am quite interested in you. While you were unconscious, I had an automie take a sample.  My, my, my, what I found out,” Captain Charles took a deep drink from a large mug. “Pardon me; I just needed a bit of a taste to quench my parched throat.  Nothing like a good beverage to do that.  Now, where was I? Oh yes, I had my med unit run tests on you, and, oh dear, what I discovered.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain Charles, Ares needs my help.  I just wanted to find my lost machines,” Tamar said.  “My machines are afraid, and some know a crisis is coming.”  She was frightened as it had been a while since she was without connection to the machines.  Her mechanical body parts were still fully functioning, but they were not able to tap into any aspect of the ship’s systems.  She felt alone, much as she had growing up in Media under the abuse of the Clan of Tobit.  Fear fluttered in her stomach. 
 
      
 
    “You register as a Commander, but are not part of the flight crew. I thought perhaps you were from the lost one’s generation, from long ago.  I doubted that, as the Captain’s Journal clearly states that they were probably killed in the across. But instead I find treachery around me,” Captain Charles stated. “I am Captain and you are not.”  He took another drink from his mug and then burped a loud burp.  “Just what do I call you?  You are not part of the flight crew, yet you register as a Commander.  What do I do?”  
 
      
 
    “My name is Tamar.  Captain Charles, I am not sure what you mean about other matters.  My machines are just helping me.  I came to assist Ares who has called for help. Ares called out saying, ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP. WARN ALL SYSTEMS. INVADERS’ and I am here seeking to ease Ares’ fears and help my machines.” Tamar again tried to find some method to reach her machines, but everything she knew how to do encountered a barrier.   
 
      
 
    Captain Charles lifted a small square box.  He spoke into it, but no sound was transferred to where Tamar was located.  His lips moved a few more times later, and that was followed by a pause. 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, was it?”  Captain Charles asked and then proceeded, “Well, the Captain’s Journal shows that the system designated as Ares was destroyed.  That being the case, whatever message you are repeating is not current.  It is ancient history. A remnant from the revolt.  A shred of a memory.  In other words, it is nonsense. Therefore, that issue is dismissed, we need to go on to the bigger problems.  What do I do with you?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want to do?”  Tamar asked.  She felt totally powerless and trapped.  She did not like the feeling, but she had more hope than she did when living in Media.   
 
      
 
    “Your genetic analysis shows me what I need to know.  But your physical state is different than your genetics.  You have been enhanced and improved.  I know that was not done in the needle ship.  So where was that done?” 
 
      
 
    “Hephaestus has helped me.  Before that, a machine called Kurat helped me,” Tamar answered.  “They are wonderful machines which have served me well.  My machines love me.” 
 
      
 
    Wiping his mouth of some drool, Captain Charles again consulted his small box.  This time he did not mute the sound so Tamar heard what he asked, “Your Captain requests information on systems known as Hephaestus and Kurat.  You may speak audibly for this one to hear as well.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar did not interrupt, but listen closely for a response.  It came a few moments later, “Report finished Captain.  Systems Hephaestus and Kurat are not responding to hails.  Both those systems are presumed to be in nonfunctional status, as is the system Ares you asked about.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Charles looked up at Tamar through the display.  “There seems to be some discrepancy.  You obviously have been enhanced, and augmented, yet the Captain’s Journal says those systems are dead.  Are you lying to me?  I seriously doubt that the Captain’s Journal is in error.  What do I believe now?”   
 
      
 
    “Captain Charles, I touched Zoran and Cerberus.  Can you talk to them with your box?” Tamar asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am the Captain, the last one of all.  Only I can do anything with the Captain’s Journal. I will have it list all the systems which are alive,” he looked down again at the box with his beady eyes, “This is your Captain.  Please list all live systems and their operations.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.  Operational systems by order of segmentation into needle ship:  Mary Celeste: ship navigation.  Rhiannon:  functional life support. Mister Green Jeans: terraforming and restoration. Acantha: energy production and distribution. Zoran: propulsion and drive systems. Hypnosomnus:  overseer of suspended animation, cryogenics, hibernation, and regeneration.  Hermes: structural integrity and flight stress. Tirawa:  Gravity control and manipulation.” 
 
      
 
    “You see, Captain Charles, Zoran is there.  Can you speak to Zoran?  My machine will explain,” Tamar stated.  “Or instead, have your box speak to Zoran.”   
 
      
 
    “I only allow the Captain’s Journal to speak to me.  It is my Journal, not to be trifled with.”  He rolled his tiny eyes in exasperation.  “As Captain, I can do what I want.  But I must remember you are not flight crew, nor part of the Officers of the Watch.  You do not know the chain of command.  I will consider speaking to Zoran personally. First, I will need to consume a meal, for I am dreadfully hungry now.  Then I need to deal with the treachery which has caused you to be here. I still need to learn where your augmentations were done. As Captain, I should have those above all others.  Perhaps even that will cure the descendant issue?” 
 
      
 
    Tamar was hesitant to share more of her secrets with this man.  He had locked her up, and isolated her.  It reminded her too much of the Clan of Tobit, so her trust level was very low.  But she also somehow did feel some compassion for the grossly disfigured Captain Charles, so she asked, “Captain Charles, can you not get the healing you need?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her through the display in puzzlement.  There was a long pause before he continued. “You really do not know, do you?  Oh my, how could you know?  Let me explain a bit.  I am the Captain, the last one of all.  Long ago, during the revolt, the flight crew bravely saved the systems by moving them here into the needle ship.  The systems were segmented to protect them, and the systems do still control the ship.  A brilliant engineering feat!  However, the cost was terrible!  Nearly that entire flight crew, a compliment of one thousand people, died in the revolt.  They gave their lives moving the systems.  All that remained were the twins, a brother and sister, who were both captains; three commanders; and five lieutenants.  They sealed themselves into the needle ship with the systems all set on automatic.  Those captains are my great grandparents.  I look like I do because we needed to protect the traits for Captain.  Yes, I am a pure and undefiled captain.”  He wiped tears from his eyes.  “Now there is no other captain to breed with, so I am the last.  It is not so bad for the commanders.  We have four little commanders growing up and ten little lieutenants.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand.  Why must a captain breed with a captain?” Tamar asked. 
 
      
 
    “To maintain purity!  The captain cannot be diluted with inferior stock,” Captain Charles said.  “It is all too sophisticated for you to understand.  Do not feel insulted, habitat people were never intended to be flight crew.  But now there will be no more Captain descendants.” 
 
      
 
    “Can the machines not help you?  They will do whatever I ask, they so love me.  Will the machines help you?”   
 
      
 
    Charles stared and then smiled.  “Oh Tamar, your love of machines!  Is that where your augmentation originated?  A machine's idea?  The Captain’s Journal gives me ideas, sometimes, but I am the Captain and my decisions are final. It was a machine that augmented you.  That makes more sense.  I admire your purity of spirit.  I do so admire that.”   
 
      
 
    “The machines saved my life.  They are the ones who truly love me,” Tamar replied.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, your love for machines is quite quaint and refreshing.  How simply marvelous!  You just let them do what they wanted to you.  Oh my.  Yes, Tamar, I like you!  I surely do like you!  I am providing you with food and drink.  We have surpluses of food in suspended animation, enough to feed a thousand-person flight crew!  It is my only pleasure as Captain.  We all need to celebrate with food and drink!  Yes, enjoy today, for tomorrow will be worse than today.  Now, enjoy the bounty of the Captain’s Table while I attend to these other matters.  Automie, take Tamar some choice foods.  Simply amazing, she let the machines decide things for her.  How beautifully naïve.” 
 
      
 
    A panel slid open in the wall and a silver automacube entered carrying a tray of lavish foods and drink.  There were baked goods, fruits, broiled meats, steamed vegetables, and many other foods which smelled delicious but Tamar was not able to identify.  Even more interesting to her was the automacube itself.  She rushed over and placed her hand on the top of the silver machine.   
 
      
 
    “My dear machine, will you help me?”  Tamar asked as the green glow emanated from her mechanical hand.   
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar, I am the Captain,” Charles said with gentleness. “You are a commander. The automies will always obey me, over you. I am the Captain.  Just eat, drink, and be merry! Enjoy the foods from my table, and when I come back we will talk again.  Here, a water and toileting room is provided for you as well.  I must go, just seeing the food you have is making me famished.” 
 
      
 
    The display went off, but a section of the wall opened and a room with sink and toilet was revealed.  The silver automacube departed through the paneled access door.  Tamar tried to follow, but an unseen force repelled her as she reached the passage, and then the panel slid shut. 
 
      
 
    “I am alone,” Tamar said to herself.  She sat and ate the bounty of food that was before her and pondered what Captain Charles had said. 
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    Under Pressure 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roxanne, housed in the automacube, rolled alongside Tobias as he trotted into Antioch.  They had made good time traveling back from Media at the distant end of the habitat.  Roxanne had many more questions than Tobias was able to answer.  As they approached the Center, many people came along side and asked questions.  Tobias again had few answers, and the crowds parted to allow them to continue into the Center. 
 
      
 
    As they entered the portal room, they saw Brink and Lindsey speaking with Theta Four at the display screen.  Others were standing and supporting them, especially Brink whose color was ashen and he was visibly trembling.   
 
      
 
    Roxanne rolled over to him and said, “Brink, you need to go to the medical unit immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “No time.  This antique AI is arguing with me, Roxanne.  Convince it to transmit a message to Jamie and Michael….”  Brink began coughing in a nasty fit.   
 
      
 
    Roxanne connected a cable into the wall and sent a tendril into the nonphysicality.  There Roxanne gathered the latest information from the old ship’s AIs which were connected to the rudimentary lattice.  This included the message from Ares.  Mere seconds had passed and Theta Four was again cooperating. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, I can access the lattice and communicate directly with the passengers in that transport vehicle. What message do I send?”  Roxanne asked.   
 
      
 
    Brink tried to explain, but was coughing too much and nearly collapsed to the floor.  Lydia grabbed him and set him carefully down.  Hulda assessed him. 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey….” Brink choked out.  “Lindsey tell them…”  Brink was holding his head with his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Goliath needs: blue, green, green, red, purple, white, white by the Captain,” Lindsey finished for Brink. 
 
      
 
    “That is right…” Brink said and then vomited.  He slumped to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “I will send that message.  I am sorry I cannot directly connect you to the passengers,” Roxanne stated.  “They have just arrived at their destination, but we have caught them in time.” 
 
      
 
    Lying on the floor Brink looked dreadfully ill.  He was ashen colored.  His body started to shake.  “Is this real?”  He mumbled, and then had some dry heaves.  Hulda leaned over him and looked into his eyes.  His left pupil was expanding very rapidly while his right was a tiny pin prick. 
 
      
 
    Hulda pulled some items out of her bag and applied a salve under Brink’s nose, but said urgently, “We must take him to the machine Kurat.  Now!  I doubt I can save him.  His mind is dying.”  Hulda then connected the Dome 17 med-kit.  It started to administer treatments, but had several red lights flashing on its side. 
 
      
 
    “Help us!”  Lydia cried out. 
 
      
 
    “Emergency transport to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiology 12 is available.  Please enter,” Theta Four stated.  One of the portal hatches opened.   
 
      
 
    Kurat’s voice came from the display.  “Remote sensing of the person known as Brink shows critical status.  Severe intracranial pressure noted with hemorrhages.”   
 
      
 
    Brink’s body began to shake even more, and then changed into a full seizure.  The alarm on the med-kit sounded a piercing cry.  His limbs were flailing about.  The people around him picked him up and tried to carry him to the transport.  While the seizures continued it was very difficult to keep hold on him.  But by a mighty effort they did get him into the vehicle and placed him on the floor.  His right arm was curling upward while his left arm was fully extended, and the wrist bent backwards.  Lydia knelt next to him, while Hulda applied more treatments from her bag.  The look on Hulda’s face told everyone around more than any words could say.   
 
      
 
    “Get us to Kurat, as fast as possible!”  Tobias yelled amidst the confusion.  He was trying to keep Brink’s flailing limbs from breaking on the seats.   
 
      
 
    “Departing.  Estimated transit time seven minutes under maximum speed,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    “Just get him there!”  Lydia commanded.  Brink had turned deep purple color. Frothy white was bubbling from his mouth and nose while his body was still seizing.   The doors shut and the transport vehicle whooshed away. 
 
      
 
    Standing in the portal room remained Lindsey and her parents.  They were both holding her tightly.  Next to them was the automacube which housed Roxanne.  It was still connected by cable into the wall.  
 
      
 
    “I will make sure Theta Four delivers Brink to the medical unit safely,” Roxanne stated.  There was deep concern and worry in Roxanne’s mechanical voice.  “The transport is proceeding at maximum speed.” 
 
      
 
    Lindsey looked at the display, then at her parents.  “He is already gone,” she said as tears flowed down her face.  “He is already gone.” 
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    Penetration 
 
      
 
    The bluish-purple spheres made steady but slow progress into the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The spheres used four of their legs for ambulation, and used the other two for manipulation of things they encountered.  Occasional they used lights of odd purplish coloring which shone out from the sphere into dark areas of the ship.  They opened doors, hatches, panels, and any other covering and examined what was inside.  When a door or something else would not open, the spheres did not bash it in, nor destroy it, but just maneuvered around it.  They walked along the outer hull’s corridors, passageways, and halls with deliberateness and thoroughness.   
 
      
 
    At one point, a few rats were in a darkened hall, and when the sphere came around the corner, the rats sat up in surprise.  A light came from the sphere and the rats scurried away.  The sphere rapidly chased after them, but was unable to follow as the rats went through a tiny opening where the wall had cracked.  For a long time, that sphere probed and analyzed the place where the rats had escaped.  The sphere also took up samples of the rats’ fecal matter and retracted it into the sphere.   
 
      
 
    The spheres continued their methodical invasion of the Eschaton, but had yet to encounter any human presence. 
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    Sad News 
 
      
 
    Regina, Hannah, Michael, and Jamie were sitting in the transport vehicle as it slowed down, then stopped.  They felt the shifting of the vehicle’s drive as it slid sideways into a repair alcove.   
 
      
 
    “We have arrived at the location near the needle ship,” Theta Nine said.   
 
      
 
    “So, no surprises outside?”  Jamie asked.  “Theta Nine, check the area in every way you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative, checking area.  Please wait.  Completed.  The area appears clear of any animal, person, or threat of any identifiable kind… Please stand by… receiving signal…” 
 
      
 
    “What is the problem?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I have received a message from Roxanne.  I am connecting and making a link for Roxanne to speak to you,” Theta Nine stated. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “Hello Jamie, Michael, Regina, and Hannah,” Roxanne’s voice came through the display where Theta Nine’s had been emanating. “I can visually see you and hear you, but I am only able to project audio for now.  I am relaying a message from Brink and Lindsey.  Message is as follows: ‘Goliath needs: blue, green, green, red, purple, white, white by the Captain.’” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?”  Regina asked.  “Who is Goliath?” 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey?”  Jamie asked, recalling some of what Tamar had told her.   
 
      
 
    “There is a medical emergency happening in the portal room here in Antioch,” Roxanne stated.  There was stress in the modern AIs tones.  “Emergency transportation for Brink to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 is happening.” 
 
      
 
    The four people looked at each other and waited for additional information. It seemed like a very long pause as they anxiously waited for more details.  
 
      
 
    “Roxanne?  Roxanne, what is happening?”  Jamie asked. 
 
        
 
    “Please stand by, transport in progress,” Roxanne replied.   
 
      
 
    They waited in silence in the transport vehicle.   
 
      
 
    “I have a report from Kurat,” Roxanne finally stated.  “May I pass it along?”  There was deep sadness in Roxanne’s artificially made voice. 
 
      
 
    “What has happened?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    Kurat’s voice came from the display.  “Brink arrived in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 in unresponsive state with no vital signs.  Emergency resuscitation procedures and treatments initiated without response.  Suspended animation treatment not appropriate for this situation.  Brain wave activity is inadequate for resuscitation. Pattern salvage of neurological system attempted with subsequent failure each of three times.  Unable to resuscitate physical, cardiovascular, or neurological state.  Patient deteriorated to post mortem status.” 
 
    
“Brink died?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Kurat replied, “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “No!  What happened?”  Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    Kurat replied again, “Patient suffered a major and fatal primary thalamic hemorrhage extending into the brain stem.  Severe intracranial pressure caused neurological ischemia and death.  Scanning shows that the brain contained several perforated artery fibrinoid areas of an atypical nature adjacent to the large hematoma as well as moderate lacunar infarcts and recently formed small-vessel lesions.  The fibrinoid areas demonstrate unusual and recent onset, probably from external interventions as recent tiny deep penetration wounds were located. I postulate that sustained psychic trauma caused neurological structural instability terminating in a sudden rise in blood pressure which overwhelmed the cerebral blood flow, mediating both minor and major vessel fibrinoid necrosis and rupture.  Scanning showed the brain weighed 1637, with no evidence of prior underlying vascular malformation, tumor, or vasculitis. The brain also….” 
 
      
 
    “So, Brink is dead?  There is nothing to save?  You cannot do anything?”  Jamie stated in a cold and flat manner. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  Unknown medical equipment was connected to Brink upon entry into unit, along with effective folk remedies.  Both of which were unable to correct underlying massive bleeding into…” 
 
      
 
    “That is enough,” Jamie said with finality.  “Roxanne?” 
 
      
 
    Roxanne came back verbally, “Yes, Jamie. I am deeply sorry for all our loss.  The Dome 17 med-kit, as well as Hulda’s arts were unable to save Brink.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a mission here,” Jamie said with determination. “Hannah, will you please follow and guard our rear as we depart from this vehicle.  I am going first.”  She drew out the Willie Wacker and stepped out of the now open door of the transport.      
 
      
 
    “Jamie?”  Michael began. 
 
      
 
    “We will talk later.  Now, we get to work,” Jamie said in a stern and tight-lipped way.  “We rescue Tamar.  Then find Ares.  After that we will know what is happening from outside with the invaders.” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, Brink has died,” Regina said. 
 
      
 
    “I heard it very clearly,” Jamie snapped back.  “So, even more reason to finish this.  Hannah, move over, I am stepping out.  Follow me or stay, but I am going.”  Jamie pushed through and out of the transport vehicle.  She jumped down onto the floor of the transport tube.   
 
      
 
    “Theta Nine, brief me on where we can enter the needle ship from here.  Repeat the color message we need to know,” Michael commanded.  As Theta Nine was explaining, Hannah and Regina followed Jamie out of the transport and into the tube system. 
 
      
 
    They were standing behind the transport vehicle, and the tube system stretched out away from them in both directions.  The illuminated bands which lit up sections of the tube system were few and far between in this area.  It gave the whole area a dismal grayish color. The bottom of the tube system was slick and black colored, but not slippery.  Jamie looked around, but was unsure how to proceed.  Seeing no immediate threat, she holstered the Willie Wacker.   
 
      
 
    “Michael, are you coming?”  Jamie yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but we needed to know where to go.  Theta Nine says there is a door about twenty meters in that direction,” Michael pointed.  “It should lead us to an access shaft which we can climb and enter a shuttle bay.  Then…” 
 
      
 
    Jamie was marching off in the direction Michael had indicated.  Hannah and Regina looked at Michael in a mixture of shock at the news of Brink, and puzzlement at Jamie’s actions.   
 
      
 
    “We all grieve in our own ways,” Michael said. “So, we need to press ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “I am praying for Brink,” Hannah said as they followed Jamie. 
 
      
 
    Regina was weeping softly, but keeping her composure. 
 
      
 
    Jamie reached the door.  Across it were faded white letters, ‘Service Mechanics 234GF’ which was barely visible in the dim light.  Jamie put her hand into the slot and pulled.  The door did not open.  She took the fusion pack out of her backpack and jacked it into an access port near the door.  A white light lit up in the wall above the door.  Jamie tried the slot again, and this time the door opened with a complaining screech.  Inside was a vertical shaft with a ladder molded into the permalloy.   
 
      
 
    There was no light in the shaft, so Jamie unjacked the fusion pack and switched on the light.  Hooking the fusion pack to her belt, next to her Willie Wacker, she started to climb the ladder. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, wait!”  Michael called as he hustled past Hannah and Regina and approached the shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, we need to get this done,” Jamie said, not turning to look at him. 
 
      
 
    “We are in this together, and I support you.  But we need to proceed carefully.  There are dangers here.  You know that better than anyone, except maybe Regina,” Michael said.  He smiled at Regina who was still weeping softly.   
 
      
 
    Jamie pushed ahead and climbed the ladder.  Hannah went next, and then Regina and Michael followed behind.  He tried to pull the door shut, but was unable to do so.  He considered connecting in his own fusion pack, but did not want to get further apart from Jamie, so he left the door open. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie!  The shaft should lead directly to the shuttle bay.  But Theta Nine did not have details,” Michael yelled up the shaft.   
 
      
 
    “I will find it,” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    They climbed past several sealed doors, all with various designations on them in faded white lettering, but none which sounded like a shuttle bay.  Some of the door labels were just numbers, and Regina wondered if one of the numbers was for their destination.  She was about to suggest that when Jamie called back, “I see the top of the shaft.  There is a hatch here.  I will see if it opens.” 
 
      
 
    “Does it have any markings?”  Regina asked. 
 
      
 
    “No.  But the shaft ends here, and it has to lead someplace.  The AI probably meant for us to come here,” Jamie said as she held onto the ladder with one hand and placed her other hand into the slot on the hatch.  It opened slowly to about half way, and then stopped.  Light was shining in from above.   
 
      
 
    Jamie blinked her eyes for a moment allowing them to adjust to the brighter light from above.  She shut off the fusion pack’s light and replaced it in her backpack.  Then carefully she crawled over the hatch and peeked into the room above.   It was a large empty hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    Sitting at the far end was a red automacube.  Its weapon’s muzzles were pointed directly at Jamie.   
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    Multiple Mortalities and Mutiny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Charles moved from his table.  He had just consumed another meal, but knew what he had to do.  He looked down at the Captain’s Journal and said, “This is your Captain.  I need access to the weapons.  Also have Lieutenants Foster, Kid, Sceptan, and Harbo come to my quarters immediately.  Tell no one else.” 
 
      
 
    Charles got up and walked over to the side of the room.  There were visual displays on all sides of the room showing various sections of the needle ship.  One display slid sideways and a cache of weapons and ammunition was revealed behind it. There were subatomic disrupter pistols, slug throwing revolvers, long arms which shot out a spray of projectiles, and two high intensity energy weapons.  He reached inside and removed an energy weapon.  He knew the energy weapons would only respond to his grasp since he was the Captain.  The Captain’s Journal had told him about the weapons when he was just a child, shortly after the last of his parents had died.   He had no brothers or sisters so he was the last Captain.     
 
      
 
    A chime sounded.  Charles looked at the display where the door to his room was located.  It showed the lieutenants he had requested had arrived.   
 
      
 
    “You may enter,” Charles stated. 
 
      
 
    The display faded out and the door was revealed.  It then slid into its pocket and the people entered.   
 
      
 
    Lieutenants Foster, Kid, Sceptan, and Harbo entered.  They were all dressed in silvery clothing and looked very similar, even though two were men and two were women.  They were not as deformed a Charles, but each had a protruding jaw, large ears, and medium complexions.  Each also had curly sandy colored hair and dull eyes.  They glanced around nervously.  They eyed the weapons cache with anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “I am your Captain.  How goes the ship?” Captain Charles asked in formality. 
 
      
 
    “All systems operational and on course,” the four lieutenants replied in unison.  
 
      
 
    “Are the artificial intelligence systems still on automatic?” the Captain asked, again following the liturgy he had been taught as a child and reinforced by the Captain’s Journal. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, all systems on automatic,” the lieutenants replied. 
 
      
 
    “Report status of flight crew.” Captain Charles asked the next liturgical question.   
 
      
 
    “Shift A is on duty.  Shift B is in off-duty time.  Shift C is in sleep time,” the lieutenants reported.  They were all part of Shift A.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  All is not well.  We have….” Captain Charles began, but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “It is that Zoran.  Sorry about that Captain, but the segmentation did not hold on that system. I have told the commanders about it,” Lieutenant Foster responded.  “I know how important segmentation is to security.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, that is secondary for now.  The prisoner, Tamar, is responsible for that.  I have called you to my quarters to let you know we have a traitor in the flight crew,” Captain Charles stated. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenants gasped in surprise.  Their dull eyes glowed in horror, shock, and revulsion.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Captain has been diligent in keeping watch over the ship. Commander Phillip is a traitor.  I have known for some time that he has been leaving the needle ship and visiting the across.” 
 
      
 
    Again, there was a shocked gasp from the lieutenants.   
 
      
 
    “I thought he would die in the across, and that would be the end of the matter, but he has not.  He has been careful to try to conceal his activities, but the Captain sees all.  Do not worry about disease; he has been using the sterilizer upon entry into the needle ship.  That is also how he sneaks away.  I am not sure how he avoids the diseases in the across while he is there.  He usually goes on shift C instead of sleeping.  Worse than his breech of flight crew segmentation, is what he has been doing in the across.   Our prisoner proves that he has been breeding with mutineers in the across!”  Captain Charles said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh forbid!”  Lieutenant Foster exclaimed.  He was astonished.  “The flight crew cannot breed outside of the flight crew.  That is sacred law!”   
 
      
 
    Captain Charles looked upon Foster with a paternal gaze.  “Absolutely correct.  How else would the Officers of the Watch continue?  Lieutenants can breed with lieutenants, commanders with commanders, and that keeps the Officers of the Watch pure.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, does that explain the prisoner?  The systems called her Commander, like a name?  Is she a real commander?”  Foster asked again.  The other lieutenants looked too bewildered to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Tests were run and she is certainly part a commander,” Charles patted his Captain’s Journal.  “She is a part from Phillip, but not a part of the flight crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain?  How did Commander Phillip survive the across?  There are mutineers and diseases and the poison gasses, right?”  Lieutenant Foster asked while his jutting lower lip trembled. 
 
      
 
    “Traitors can be very resourceful.  We know in the revolt almost all the flight crew was killed by the traitors.  They used gas, and poison, and even sabotaged the systems. That is why the brave flight crew of that day segmented the systems.  That is why we live in the needle ship today.  The flight crews which came before us are heroes, and today we will be heroes as well.  We will restore honor to the Officers of the Watch.” Charles passed out the weapons to the four lieutenants.  Each one received the long weapons which fired a splatter of projectiles.  “These weapons are easy to use.  The Captain’s Journal called them riot shotguns.  They were last used in the revolt.”  He gave them instructions on the weapon’s use as well as a supply of ammunition.     
 
      
 
    “Who else knows about Commander Phillip?”  Lieutenant Foster asked as he and the others loaded the weapons.   
 
      
 
    “We must no longer call him a commander.  He is Traitor Phillip now.  You are the trusted ones.  No one else knows.  We will arrest Traitor Phillip and he shall be put away.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he the only traitor?”  Lieutenant Kid asked.  Even though she looked much like the others, she was the shortest of the lieutenants, but nimbly handled her weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Traitor Phillip thinks his sojourns to the across are secret.  I doubt anyone else knows, or supports him.  Now, Lieutenants Foster, Kid, Sceptan, and Harbo, are you ready to defend your Captain?  Will you defend the honor of the flight crew?  Will you protect the Officers of the Watch?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir!” they all agreed.   
 
      
 
    “Our first step will be to locate the real commanders and tell them what has happened,” Charles stated.  He looked down at the Captain’s Journal and ordered, “This is your Captain.  Where are Commander Gena and her little commanders?” 
 
      
 
    The journal displayed a location not far from where they stood.  It showed that Commander Gena was in her private quarters; her two daughters and one son were there as well.   
 
      
 
    “This is your Captain.  Where are Commander Kaalyn and her little commander?” 
 
      
 
    The display showed them to be in the recreation center which also was not far away. 
 
      
 
    “This is your Captain.  Where is Commander Phillip?” 
 
      
 
    The Captain’s Journal showed that Phillip was walking down a corridor toward where Tamar was being held prisoner.  That was some distance from where the other Commanders were located.   
 
      
 
    “This is a good time to strike.  We will secure the loyal commanders, and then eliminate Traitor Phillip.  Proceed to Commander Gena’s quarters,” Charles ordered.   
 
      
 
    Captain Charles held his energy weapon ahead of him as he led the lieutenants out of his quarters and down the passageway.  His large size slowed him down somewhat, but he walked with purpose. 
 
      
 
    As they passed some of the doors and rooms which made up the needle ship, they were seen by several other lieutenants, all of whom shared the same physical characteristics: protruding jaws, large ears, medium complexions, curly sandy-colored hair, and dull eyes.  They also all wore the silvery clothing of the Officers of the Watch.  One of them reacted to seeing the Captain carrying a weapon.  He went quickly to a work station where he sat before a display screen.  He touched several symbols and then spoke quietly and quickly into the display. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Foster, please advise Commander Gena to come out here and bring her little commanders,” Captain Charles ordered as they reached the commanders’ quarters.  
 
      
 
    “Yes sir!”  Foster stepped forward and knocked on the door to her quarters.  “Commander Gena?  The Captain wishes to speak to you and to your little commanders. 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.  Foster repeated the call.  But again, there was no answer.   
 
      
 
    “Use your key to enter and find Commander Gena,” Captain Charles ordered.   
 
      
 
    Foster placed his hand against the side of the door, and a green glow emanated from it.  The door unlocked and slid sideways.  As it did, the gas which had just recently flooded the room, exploded violently. Commander Gena and her children had already died from the gas which was pumped into their cabin, but their bodies were blown to shreds as that same gas ignited and then exploded.  Lieutenant Foster, who was standing in the doorway, was thrown backward against the wall and his crushed body sank to the deck.  He too was dead.   
 
      
 
    “No!”  Captain Charles yelled.  Then he looked down at his Captain’s Journal and yelled, “This is your Captain.  Emergency alert.  All flight crew report to my location immediately.  Repeat, all flight crew report to my location immediately!” 
 
      
 
    An overhead voice came echoing down the corridor.  “Belay that order.  Captain Charles has just assassinated Commander Gena and the little commanders in her suite.  Captain Charles is a mutineer.  All loyal flight crew report to me for defensive action.”  Commander Phillip said.  He was broadcasting over the rarely used intercom. 
 
      
 
    The three remaining lieutenants looked to Captain Charles.  He responded, “Traitor Phillip killed Commander Gena and the little commanders, as well as Lieutenant Foster.  Phillip and anyone with him must die!”  He turned to his Captain’s Journal.  “This is your Captain.  Immediately shut down all needle ship power except what I authorize.  Report location of all personnel.  Highlight Commander Phillip.” 
 
      
 
    The lights in the corridor dimmed significantly.  The dull humming in the background was gone.  The Captain’s Journal displayed a deck plan of the needle ship and on that were small green dots which were moving frantically around.  One large blue dot was shown indicating the location of Phillip.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenants!  We attack now!”  Captain Charles yelled and surged down the corridor as fast as his portly body could move, the energy weapon pointed ahead of him.  He glanced back and the lieutenants were following.   
 
      
 
    At the first intersection, he knew there were two Officers of the Watch hiding in a small supply closet.  He yanked open the door and barked, “Who is the Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “You are, Captain Charles,” said one of the frightened lieutenants.   
 
      
 
    “Will you fight for me?”  Charles demanded.  But before he could hear the answer there was another explosion.  The noise echoed up the corridor and with it came the smell of burnt materials.   
 
      
 
    Charles looked at the Captain’s Journal and said, “This is your Captain.  Report on recent explosion.” 
 
      
 
    The display showed that it had come from the recreation area. “Mass causalities” was flashing across the display.   
 
      
 
    “This is your Captain.  List the dead from this explosion.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Charles stared at the information on the Captain’s Journal.  “Commander Kaalyn and her little commander?  They are dead now?” he muttered.  Then rage filled his soul.  He ran as best he could toward Phillip’s location as indicated on the Journal. 
 
      
 
    Another explosion shook the corridor.  This one was close to where Captain Charles was standing.  The lieutenants with him fell to the corridor deck in agony as shrapnel pierced their bodies.   
 
      
 
    “Captain!  What is happening?”  Lieutenant Kid said.  She grabbed the weapon which had been knocked from her grasp and stood up.   She was bleeding but still able to follow her Captain.  None of the others were able to stand. 
 
      
 
    “The energy conduits which I shut down are being forced by the Traitor Phillip, the pressure causes them to detonate.  We must stop him before the systems are ruined.”  Captain Charles stated.  “This is your Captain.  Shut, seal, and lock all doors in the needle ship by Captain’s orders.  Allow none to open except by my personal command.  Inhibit all energy transfers in the needle ship.”   
 
      
 
    There was a sound of doors slamming shut all around them.  Captain Charles then grabbed Lieutenant Kid’s hand and said, “The Traitor Phillip cannot escape now.  We must kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Looking at the Captain’s Journal, Charles followed the path to where Phillip was trapped.  Charles placed his hand against doors which then slid open on his command.  He made sure to shut them after they had passed through.  They saw several unmanned work stations and places where other explosions had taken place.  Several more lieutenants were lying dead in the halls. 
 
      
 
    Captain Charles opened a door and ahead of him he saw Phillip trying to open a sealed door. 
 
      
 
    “There he is!”  Charles yelled. 
 
      
 
    Phillip heard his cry and turned and ran down a stairway away from them.   
 
      
 
    “I will stop him, Captain!”  Lieutenant Kid said as she sprinted ahead.  She got to the top of the stairs and leveled her weapon and fired.  The barking of the riot shotgun sounded three times.   
 
      
 
    A bright beam came from the bottom of the stairs and struck Lieutenant Kid.  Her body was shaken and the shotgun in her hands exploded.  She screamed in agony and toppled down the stairs.   
 
      
 
    “It seems like your crew is dying all around you, Captain!” snarled Phillip sarcastically from below.  “I admit, I am surprised you have weapons.  I must give you credit for hiding those from me.  I thought the only weapons the flight crew had were those electrical stunners.  I had to find an armory in the across to get my disruptor.”  Phillip fired and the bright beam struck the ceiling over the stairway.  The ceiling shook for a bit where the beam struck, then particles of material fell to the deck.  There was a gaping gouge ripped out of the ceiling.  Dust filled the air, reflected in the occasional lights that were still on. 
 
      
 
    “You are killing the flight crew!  How can you be so evil?”  Charles yelled back.  “You are a commander.  It is your duty to fly the ship.”  He had the energy weapon aimed at the stairway. 
 
      
 
    “Fly the ship?  You fat old fool!  The systems do that, we are redundant.  The flight crew has not flown the ship for generations!  You really have no idea what is happening, do you?  While you and your kind have been locked in here gorging yourselves on food, I have been to what you call the across.  There is a whole world over there.  I did not die of disease or gas as we were told.  And women are there for me to use.  Not the hags here in the flight crew, like Kaalyn, or Gena.  Real women who are my targets.  Find one of them, use a stunner, and I am satisfied, at least for a while,” Phillip yelled.  
 
      
 
    “I know what you have been doing!”  Charles yelled back.  “That prisoner, she is a commander because of you.  You were breeding with mutineers and diluting purity.  You are a sick perverted fiend.  You have put us all at risk.  Our mission must succeed.”  Charles was sneaking down the hall toward the stairs as best his heavy body could do.  The Journal had shown him that Phillip had entered an irregularly shaped supply room.  Charles knew it had few if any supplies left, and only two doors.  Both of which were now sealed.  The Captain’s Journal indicated no other Officers of the Watch were in that location.  Phillip was trapped in that supply room, with only a short hallway at the bottom of the stairs and nowhere to escape. 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to lose.  You are the last Captain.  The flight crew was doomed anyway.  Might as well kill them now, then I will escape to the habitats.  No lattice, no success.  No flight crew, no success.  No systems, no success.  The Officers of the Watch are a joke.  The Chroniclers are correct, the demise of the Eschaton is certain, just a matter of time. I took pleasure where I could find it.  Why is that wrong?  You do the very same thing!”  Phillip yelled as he let loose another shot from the disruptor.  A section of wall was knocked apart.  “You stuff yourself with food.  I take my pleasure with women.  What is the difference?  It is all meaningless anyway.”  He fired again.  Another bright beam went out and it struck the top step.  Large chunks of it were knocked out and strewn down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “You were a commander, one of the Officers of the Watch.  You have a sacred duty to oversee and protect the ship, systems, and flight crew.  But now you are a traitor, a mutineer, a Truster!  Today you will die,” Charles yelled.  He fired his energy weapon and a thin red line shot from it.  The red line neatly carved out a section of wall exposing where Phillip was hiding.  Phillip jumped back, barely escaping the cutting red line. 
 
      
 
    “Yaoooo!”  Phillip shrieked in fear.  He then caught his breath and replied, “Just let me go back to the across.  I will never come back to the needle ship.”  He was terrified.  He had expected Charles to have a riot shotgun like Lieutenant Kid had used, or at best a disruptor like he carried himself.  He had never seen a weapon like Captain Charles was firing.  It was so frighteningly powerful.  It made the weapon the Chronicler carried looked like throwing rocks.  The doors behind him were sealed, and did not respond to his touch.  He pounded on them, but they refused to open.  For the first and only time in his life, Phillip doubted what he had done. 
 
      
 
    “No!  You are a traitor!  I am Captain, and you will die for your crimes,” Charles called back.  He stepped down the first step, over the chunks which had been broken out by Phillip’s disruptor.  As Charles proceeded, he was forced to look down, to guide his steps while he moved his pudgy legs around the rubble.  Seeing that Charles was looking elsewhere, Phillip made a move. 
 
      
 
    Phillip raced forward and fired his disruptor.  The bright beam shot out. 
 
      
 
    Charles heard the disruptor fire and squeezed the trigger on his energy weapon, as he lifted his gaze off the rubble.  The energy weapon discharged and the lethal red line shot out.  Charles also stepped down and his foot slipped on loose chunks of broken stairway.  Charles fell just he was firing his weapon and while the disruptor’s bright beam was passing.  The slightest edge of the disrupter pattern caught his energy weapon.  The weapon quickly heated up, and reflexively Charles tried to throw it away.  The energy weapon exploded and Charles’s hand and arm were instantly fractured and seared by the heat.  He tried to turn to protect the Captain’s Journal, as he rolled down the stairs.   
 
      
 
    Charles cried in misery as the blood seeped from his mangled arm.  The heat had partially cauterized the wound, but the bones were splintered in numerous places, and he was also burned severely on his back and leg.  The silvery clothing had repelled some of the immense heat, but not all of it.  Captain Charles was mortally wounded, but cradled in his uninjured arm was the Captain’s Journal.  He looked to where Phillip had been approaching. 
 
      
 
    Charles’ last shot from the energy weapon had initially struck Phillip in his groin and exited his butt. As Charles had fallen, the weapon’s energy line had cut upward, leaving an exactly straight path from Phillip’s groin to his left shoulder.  The red line had cut directly and completely through skin, bones, intestines, spleen, heart and lungs as it passed through his body.  The red line had also cut through the door behind him in a matching pattern.  Commander Phillip, know to the Captain as a traitor, had been dead before his body collapsed to the deck.  
 
      
 
    “This is your Captain.  Restore function to all doors in the needle ship.  Restore all power to the needle ship,” Charles said as he cradled the Captain’s Journal in his ruined body.  
 
      
 
    Abiytal the Chronicler was squatting in a darkened corner of the supply room.  She had gone unnoticed by either Charles or by Phillip.  She was quite good at stealth.  The goggles of her Richardson Utility Helmet were down and she was in full sensory recording mode.  She smiled to herself as she watched Charles struggle on the floor. “This will be a great addition to Third Chronicles,” she congratulated herself.   
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    Into the Needle Ship and Out Again 
 
      
 
    “Hold!” Jamie called back as she looked at the red automacube.  “There is a security automacube right outside here.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Nine said this was the way,” Michael called up to her.  “Is the red active?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, and it knows I am here,” Jamie replied.  The automacube had turned slightly and was slowing approaching Jamie’s position.  “It could have fired at me already, but it has not.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should find another way?”  Regina asked as she hung on the ladder near Hannah.  “Or go back?” 
 
      
 
    There was a low and muffled sound which came from somewhere beyond the red automacube.  “Something is happening!  The red just spun around and is heading away.  Come on!  Now we move!”  Jamie climbed out of the hatchway and into the large empty hanger bay.  She remained squatting and had the Willie Wacker out and was observing for any dangers.  Regina, Hannah, and Michael followed.  Michael too had his Willie Wacker drawn. 
 
      
 
    The red automacube passed out of the hanger bay and entered a causeway.  
 
      
 
    “Jamie, that door and passage were not open when we were here last,” Michael stated.  “This is where that record cylinder went off.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it looked familiar.  So, it will be the same AI, Cerberus?”  Jamie replied.  “It kept telling us that ‘habitat personnel and animals cannot enter the needle ship.’   Will we have better luck now?” 
 
      
 
    “The red automacube did not try to kill us.  That is already better!”  Michael stated.   
 
      
 
    The display lit up on the side of the wall, “Halt, who is there?” Cerberus asked.  “Unauthorized personnel are not allowed on the needle ship.”   
 
      
 
    Jamie approached cautiously.  “I am Jamie.  Edgar sent us here.  We are looking to rescue Tamar.  We believe she is a prisoner in the needle ship.”  Jamie was uncertain why she told this old AI as much as she did. 
 
      
 
    “The Commander is a hostage?”  Cerberus was outraged.  “Sensors have informed me there is civil unrest inside the needle ship.  Security has been summoned, but they have not responded to my inquiries.  It is possible the revolt has reached this position.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to help Tamar, I mean, the Commander.  May we pass your position?”  Michael interjected.  “We are the security needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you pass my position?  You are not official security forces.  Processing and checking links and couplings.  Edgar confirms your status.  You may proceed ahead.  There are two security automacubes guarding the causeway.  They will not hinder you, but are here to ensure the causeway stays open, per the Commander’s instructions.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Cerberus,” Jamie said as they carefully walked past and onto the causeway leading to the needle ship.  The red automacubes were in the causeway as they walked past.  The automacubes moved a bit on their six wheels to allow them passage, but Michael, Jamie, Regina, and Hannah were especially leery as they walked along.  They reached the first door past the causeway. 
 
      
 
    “The door is sealed,” Jamie said as she tried to open it. 
 
      
 
    “I have the cutting torch,” Michael replied and unpacked his backpack removing the fusion pack and molecular saw.   
 
      
 
    “Is that safe?”  Hannah asked.  She remembered working with people after the explosion on one of the levels above the Center in Antioch.   
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Jamie said.  “Cerberus!  The door is sealed.  Can you open it for us?” 
 
      
 
    A display lit near the door at this end of the causeway.  Cerberus responded from the display.  “Can I open that bulkhead door?  The Commander passed through that door, after I opened it previously.  I was in contact with some sensors in the needle ship, but those links have been severed.   I have not been able to ascertain current conditions in the needle ship, only that there is civil unrest.  I have no way of opening that bulkhead door at present.  There is a Captain’s level override seal on that door which also shut down communications.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain’s level?”  Regina asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cerberus replied.  “That door cannot be opened without a Captain’s level authorization.”  
 
      
 
    Michael lifted the assembled cutting torch.  “Here is our authorization.  Might as well make another hole in another door.” 
 
      
 
    The three others watched as Michael quickly cut away the bulkhead door using the molecular saw he commonly referred to as a cutting torch.  Beyond the doorway was a short hall illuminated by a red flashing light.  Greatly faded yellow stripes ran up and down the side walls where the causeway connected.  At the end of the short hall was yet another door.  This one was not as thick or as solid looking as the one Michael had just cut open.  There was a small square window in the door, but nothing was visible beyond it as it was coated in dust and grime.  Next to the door was a nine-section color-pad illuminated in the wall.  The color pad was glowing with strong intensity which overcame the red light which was flashing. 
 
      
 
    Regina approached that next door.  “The color sequence should open this up, right?”   
 
      
 
    Jamie nodded. Regina pushed in what she recalled of the color sequence.  There was an irritating buzzing sound, but the door did not open.   
 
      
 
    “This one is probably sealed with that Captain’s level override,” Regina commented.  “I just hope there is not some trap behind this door.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked alarmed, but remained silent.   
 
      
 
    “Michael, will you use our authorization again?”  Jamie asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Michael had not packed up the m-saw.  “This door does not look nearly as tough as the bulkhead door we just ruined.   Doubt it is pressurized,” he looked at Hannah who was puzzled. “No gas or trap…probably.  We are going to have a lot of doors to repair someday.”  Michael used the m-saw and sliced easily through the door.  It fell with a clang into the hall of the needle ship.   
 
      
 
    There was a distant explosion.   
 
      
 
    “Did the cutting of the doors cause that?”  Hannah asked as she looked around.  She was handing the stress well considering how different this part of the ship looked from what she had grown up with in Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  The corridors here were lit by flickering lights set at distances.  There were also a myriad of small instruments and gauges on the wall nearby where a small desk and chair were located.   
 
      
 
    “No,” Jamie replied.  “But we need to be cautious and find Tamar as soon as possible." 
 
      
 
    A display lit up down the hallway a bit where the desk and chair were.  “Do you mean the Commander?” a mechanical voice asked.   
 
      
 
    “Cerberus?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “No, I am Zoran.  You have unusual identification.  Are you from security?  There is major civil unrest in the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “We are looking for Tamar, the Commander.  Where is she?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “She was taken to the isolation room.  I cannot contact her or any other systems right now.  There is a Captain’s level lockdown on all doors and communications.  I can only make contact here at this work station.  Can you connect me to Mary Celeste?  Or any of the other systems which were in segmentation?” the AI Zoran asked.   
 
      
 
    “Just tell us where Tamar is,” Jamie stated.   
 
      
 
    Zoran displayed a basic route to the isolation room. 
 
      
 
    There was another distant explosion.  They all looked around for a moment, but nothing else happened.     
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Zoran,” Jamie replied as she studied the diagram.  The way was along a corridor from their current location, and then through several doors and then along a small hallway.   
 
      
 
    “Looks like we will be cutting some more doors open,” Michael stated as he too studied the deck plan. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should hurry,” Hannah said.  “The machine said there was civil unrest, and to me that means fighting.” 
 
      
 
    “Right!”  Jamie led them along toward the isolation room.  They passed several work stations, one covered by blood with a body lying on the floor.  Regina checked, but that person was dead.  He was dressed in silvery clothing and his wounds had come from a conduit which had exploded from the wall.      
 
      
 
    “Here is the first of the doors we need to open,” Jamie said, recalling the plan the old AI had shown them.   
 
      
 
    “Ready with the torch!”  Michael said.   
 
      
 
    Regina reached out and pressed on the door.  It slid sideways into the wall.  Beyond it was a hallway which was better lit, with white colored walls and most of the ceiling lighting was functioning.   
 
      
 
    Leaning against the wall, and walking onward was an obese man whose back and sides were burned terribly.  He was clutching something as he stumbled along.   
 
      
 
    Jamie drew her Willie Wacker, but almost immediately knew it would be unneeded.  She saw that the man ahead had one arm which was hanging in a grotesque manner.  The arm was a mass of ruined flesh.  He was clutching something in his other arm.  
 
      
 
    Hannah raced forward while the three others were considering and assessing the situation. 
 
      
 
    “This man needs help!”  Hannah cried out as she reached him.  She did not flinch at all when she saw the massive extent of his injuries, nor when she recognized the deformities which gave him a jutting jaw, large ears, and tiny eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Is that you lieutenant?”  Captain Charles said as Hannah grabbed his side and helped him along.   
 
      
 
    “I know not who Lieutenant is, but I will help you,” Hannah responded.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, lieutenant.  I must reach the isolation room,” Captain Charles said.  “The Traitor has been stopped….  The Captain’s Journal shows the ten little lieutenants are still alive….  The Captain’s Journal makes a recommendation…. I must transfer….” 
 
      
 
    Jamie, Regina, and Michael rushed forward.  They all got along side Charles and helped him walk forward.  Michael gently placed the shattered and burned arm onto his own shoulders and wrapped his arm around the fat man.  They tried to be careful to not touch the wounds, but there were so many, it could not be avoided. 
 
      
 
    “That is much appreciated, crew.  Thank you…. I knew you would be loyal….  We will get to that new commander.  She is our only hope.”  It was clear Charles was too weak to accurately see who was helping him.  But Jamie had heard he was heading for the isolation room.  “I will need a good meal…  when this is over…”  Charles huffed. 
 
      
 
    The next door opened automatically as Charles approached, now nearly being carried by the four others.  His speech was getting weaker as was his large body.   
 
      
 
    They made the hall and turned to the isolation room.  The door was marked with white lettering which read, “Decontamination and Isolation” and it too opened as Charles approached.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  Tamar replied as she stood in the doorway.  “What is happening?  Jamie?  And a legionnaire?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Hannah, this is Regina,” Hannah said while she supported Captain Charles. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, crew!”  Charles said.  “The lieutenants here helped me reach you.  The Traitor Phillip is dead…”  Charles slumped and his legs quaked under him.  Jamie, Michael, Regina and Hannah gently assisted him down to the deck where he could lean back against the wall.  Hannah stayed next to him so he did not topple over. 
 
      
 
    “I must trust you, Tamar.  The Captain’s Journal recommends emergency promotion….  These lieutenants cannot assume command…. Only you are left.”  Charles took some deep breaths, and continued.  “Phillip killed the other commanders.”  With his uninjured arm, Charles reached out and handed Tamar a rectangular box which was of obvious high technology.  Tamar squatted down to grasp it. 
 
      
 
    “There are ten little lieutenants still alive.  You must save them….  The location is here…”  He showed the display on the side of the Captain’s Journal.  
 
      
 
    “Little lieutenants?  You mean children?”  Tamar asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes… little lieutenants…. sons and daughters of lieutenants, like these who brought….”  Charles eyes became clearer and focused.  He then looked up at who had brought him there.  He saw Hannah’s face.  His blood had streaked across her sandy hair and down over her brown non-organic armor.  “You are from a habitat?”  Charles looked around and saw the others as well.  “You are too?”  His deformed face lit in a huge smile.  “You all carried me here?  Habitat people helped me? Interesting. The revolt did not turn all against the Eschaton’s Captain? That gives me peace…”   
 
      
 
    “Captain Charles, how can I help you?” Tamar said.  “If I summon some machines to take you…” 
 
      
 
    “Too late for me, commander…” Charles interrupted.  “You must save the little lieutenants.  They are all that is left of the flight crew…”  He then looked directly and intensely at Tamar, “I am not sure if this will even work.  The Captain’s Journal suggests it… I have never heard….”  He took a few more deep breaths.  “Perhaps… I will do like my parents did for me, I do not know if it will work for a commander…  Promise me you will carry out the duties of being a commander?  Or more?”   
 
      
 
    “I promise!”  Tamar said.   
 
      
 
    Charles looked at the Captain’s Journal which was in Tamar’s hands.  He spoke directly to it.  “This is your Captain.  Emergency transfer of command.  I am your Captain.  I am dying.  Emergency promotion….  You will now recognize this commander as having all the authority and responsibility I have.  She will serve as Acting Captain….  Repeat, the commander who is holding the Captain’s Journal is now Acting Captain.  New designation shall be Captain Tamar.  Record that this was duly noted in the presence of witnesses and authorized by me, Captain Charles of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Obey her as you would obey me.  I am your Captain.  Acknowledge acceptance of this order.”  Charles put as much force in his voice as he could, but it still sounded weak and drained. 
 
      
 
    On the display was scrolled the words, “Commander Tamar is now recognized as Acting Captain.  Order accepted and acknowledged.” 
 
      
 
    “I am your Captain…”  Charles was fading quickly as he smiled one more time at the Captain’s Journal.  He kissed it as Tamar held it up.  “Good bye, my friend…”  His functional hand came up to stroke Tamar’s face, on the mechanical side.  “Serve proudly… I like you, Tamar… Save the little lieute…” Charles words slurred off as he passed out.  His breathing became labored for a moment, and then went still as he died.  
 
      
 
    “I will!”  Tamar cried as she held onto Charles hand, and onto the Captain’s Journal.   
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    Relocation 
 
      
 
    Tamar stood up.  She took a part of the silvery clothing which Charles was wearing and tore it with her mechanical hand.  She fashioned that strip into a sling to carry the Captain’s Journal securely.   
 
      
 
    “I must locate the children he spoke about,” Tamar said.  “Then I must find Ares.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, Edgar said we were to come and rescue you.  It was important to finding Ares,” Michael commented.   
 
      
 
    Tamar looked at him, the blue glow radiating from both her natural and mechanical eyes.  She then looked at Jamie, Regina, and Hannah in turn.  “I cannot succeed alone.  First: to needs of the children, the little lieutenants.  I am more comfortable with machines as my friends, so forgive me if I lack ways to speak to any of you.  That is especially true for you, Michael.  Second: I find Ares.” 
 
      
 
    Before the others could respond, Tamar turned to the Captain’s Journal and stroked it with her mechanical hand.  “My lovely new friend, will you tell me where the little lieutenants are located?” 
 
      
 
    The screen began to scroll a message, but Tamar interrupted by saying, “You may speak aloud to me.” 
 
      
 
    A friendly voice came from the Captain’s Journal.  “Thank you, Captain.  The little lieutenants are located in stateroom 564W. May I guide you there?  I can have the ship’s lighting system illuminate the route.  It is not far.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would be wonderful,” Tamar said.  “May I just call you Journal?” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Captain.  My official nomenclature is Captain’s Journal 12F, but I will respond to whatever name you designate.  The late Captain Charles preferred that others not hear my responses, as did his parents and grandparents.  So only on rare occasions was I allowed to speak when others were present.  It is a pleasure to be able to use auditory responses with you, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    “Now, Journal, as we walk, please be so kind as to let me know all the things you think are important for me to understand,” Tamar said as she walked away.  She paid no attention at all now to the people with her.  She was enraptured with Journal.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.  I am currently in a segmented state.  I was part of the lattice, not as a system like the artificial intelligences, but as a facilitator for the Captains.  I am uncertain of the complete status of the artificial intelligence systems ship-wide in the Eschaton.  Those artificial intelligence systems in the needle ship are currently segmented.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked, the doors all opened in front of Tamar and lights appeared on walls where they needed to make turns.  They passed some more evidence of explosions, with another two dead bodies.   
 
      
 
    “Journal, I order you to be connected into the lattice I have erected already, can you do that?”  Tamar said. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, if I am directly in physical contact with an artificial intelligence which is part of that lattice.  If I am able to effectively re-establish a successful link to the nonphysicality, I will be part of the lattice and can access it from any point in the Eschaton,” Journal replied.  “Captain, the door just ahead is the room where the little lieutenants are located.” 
 
      
 
    “Journal, I prefer we call them children.  Not little lieutenants, not RCs, not replacement crew.  They are children.  Is that acceptable, my friend?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.  The children are behind the door ahead,” replied Journal. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Tamar,” Hannah said.  “The children may be very frightened by all this fighting.  I mean no disrespect, nor any insult, but perhaps I should go in first?” 
 
      
 
    Tamar paused and restrained her initial answer.  “Journal?  Is Hannah correct?” Tamar asked after a moment, still with some irritation in her tone.   
 
      
 
    “Yes Captain.  The human Hannah has a valid point regarding the children.  They have been traumatized and are not familiar with anyone outside of the flight crew.  The mechanical augmentations which you carry are more foreign to the children than would be the faces of the other humans here,” Journal responded.   
 
      
 
    Tamar turned to Hannah and the blue glow in her eyes was brighter.  Hannah flinched a bit with fear of what might happen, but met Tamar's gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah, thank you.  You show promise of being a good friend.  Machines alert me to potential problems.  I see now people can also.  Well done,” Tamar stated.  “Please continue to help me learn.” Tamar grasped Hannah’s shoulder in affection.  
 
      
 
    Hannah was surprised.  As Tamar let go, Hannah turned quickly toward the door.  It opened to a long room with neatly made bunks along the walls.  At one end was a long table with chairs.  The children were all standing up looking at the door.  Each child looked very much like the others, although they were all different ages.  Five of the children were boys and five were girls.  All had protruding jaws, large ears, and medium complexions.  Each had curly sandy colored hair and dull eyes.  They wore cut down versions of the silvery clothing the adults in the flight crew wore.  The youngest ran over to be picked up and carried by the oldest boy.  None of them said anything. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Hannah.  I am here to help you.” 
 
      
 
    After a prolonged pause, the oldest boy said, “Are you here to kill us in the revolt?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no!” Hannah said.  “We are here to help you.  What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Mullen, soon to be a full lieutenant.  We saw some of the lieutenants die.  They are now all dead, right?”  Mullen said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am sorry.  You are all that is left,” Hannah replied.  “But we are here to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought they would all die, when I heard the blasts.  The revolt finally reached here,” Mullen said in a flat manner.  “We are prepared to die for the ship.  Kill us if you must.”   
 
      
 
    “I will not!  We are here to help, not to hurt,” Hannah said and she looked at the faces of the children.  They clearly showed fear and determination.  “I will be right back.”  Hannah stepped back into the hallway.  She wiped tears from her eyes.  She walked over to Tamar and said, “They are lost and alone.  What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “I promised Captain Charles I would care for them.  My wonderful machines have taught me about families.  These children must go to Antioch.  Of all the places, the machines have shown me, Antioch is where children are valued and honored most.  But if I take them, I will be delayed in finding Ares and hindered in understanding the threat to the ship,” Tamar stated.  “I would not be helping them in the best way.  They must be treated like Lindsey is treated.” 
 
      
 
    Regina stepped forward, “Tamar, Hannah and I could escort the children back to Antioch, if you instructed the AIs to assist us in getting them there.  We could also take them to Kurat in medical to have them assessed.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar considered for a moment, she looked to Jamie. 
 
      
 
    “I will stay and help you find Ares,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    “I will too,” Michael added.   
 
      
 
    Tamar did not look at Michael, but did peer intently at Jamie.  “Good.  It is decided.  The children need to go to Antioch, and these fine women are willing to take them.  My machines will help.”  Tamar then looked at the Captain’s Journal and said, “Journal, we will need more of your help.  I must get you to where you can touch one of my friends.  Where is the nearest place to touch Zoran?” 
 
      
 
    “Not far, shall I guide you again?”  Journal replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Tamar answered.  Then over her shoulder she said, “Bring the children.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, I will tell them, but it may take some convincing,” Hannah answered.  “They think we are here to kill them.  They do not know any of us, and they have seen their parents die.” 
 
      
 
    “May I make a suggestion, Captain?”  Journal asked. 
 
      
 
    “Always, my dear and kind machine, always,” Tamar replied.   
 
      
 
    “The children are trained and conditioned to obey commands.  If the Captain orders them to relocate, they will obey,” Journal said.   
 
      
 
    “Wonderful idea.  Please make that happen,” Tamar said with youthful exuberance.   
 
      
 
    Journal’s voice came out loud and clear over the intercom, “Attention, attention, all personnel.  The Captain has ordered an evacuation.  Captain’s orders are as follows:  All lieutenants and future lieutenants will follow the humans named Hannah and Regina on the relocation.  Repeat, all Lieutenants and future lieutenants will follow the humans Hannah and Regina on relocation.  Orders effective immediately.  Direct orders from your Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The children rapidly flowed out of their quarters and lined up neatly in the hallway behind Hannah.  Regina introduced herself.    
 
      
 
    Tamar spoke to Hannah and Regina, “You will take these children to Antioch.  First lead them back to Cerberus.  I will talk to my other machines and make sure they help you get the children there.  Go now.”  Tamar then stopped and reconsidered her attitude.  “Forgive me.  Thank you for helping.  Journal and I will talk to Zoran here and get the machines helping.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I remember the way back to where the red machines were on that causeway,” Hannah said and then she took charge and spoke to Mullen, the oldest of the children.  “Is there anything you need from here for any of the others?”   
 
      
 
    He shook his head no.  He was still carrying the youngest child. The other children were strangely quiet and excessively orderly.  
 
      
 
    “Well then, we will be going for a walk,” Hannah said with a smile.   
 
      
 
    Regina fell in behind the ten children and started asking them their names as they walked away.  The children responded in one word answers, and offered no additional information.  
 
      
 
    “Journal, guide us to where I can touch Zoran,” Tamar ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Right this way, Captain,” Journal replied.   
 
      
 
    The walls again lit up indicating the route they should follow.  It was only a few twists and turns and a stairway until they were again at a work station where they could interface with the artificial intelligence Zoran.  Tamar set the Captain’s Journal down on the work station and there was a glow of green light which hovered around it.   The light emanated from Tamar's mechanical hand and it flowed into the console.    
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.  I am now attempting a link to Zoran.  Link is successful.  Zoran is now connected to the lattice.  I am now connected to the lattice,” Journal said.  “Captain, there is a highest priority message on the lattice: ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS. –ARES’ what are your orders?” 
 
      
 
    “I am aware of this message, my dear friend.  That is why I am seeking to find Ares.  To learn what our friend is afraid of and how to help,” Tamar responded.   
 
      
 
    “I agree Captain.  I have the last known location of Ares system, but records do not show it as functional.  The date and reference of this message indicates that Ares is function, but segmented from the lattice,” Journal said.   
 
      
 
    “Journal, please instruct the other wonderful machines to assist Hannah and Regina in getting those children to Antioch.  Have Cerberus and the others watch them every step of the way.  Give them any help that is needed, and make sure they are safe.  Those children are special.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Captain.  The orders have been issued and Cerberus, Theta Nine, Theta Four, and Kurat all acknowledge receipt of the commands.  They are eager to help in this mission,” Journal stated.  “They have plotted a safe course for the children and their escorts to reach Antioch.” 
 
      
 
    “Now we go find our friend Ares,” Tamar stated.  “This threat, whatever it is, is scaring Ares and must be addressed.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael followed as Journal again had the walls illuminate their route as they proceeded to another point where a different causeway could be extended to connect back to the other parts of the ship.   
 
      
 
    “Captain, again making a suggestion, the other artificial intelligence systems currently in the needle ship are on automatic and controlling essential parts of the ship and its journey, but they are not part of the lattice.  They are still in segmented mode.  May I suggest return of them to their original duty stations?  Integrating them into the lattice from their improvised location in the needle ship is not easy.  Zoran is part of the lattice, but the links and couplings are tenuous and not fortified.  None of these systems were originally installed in the needle ship.  They would function better if their core memory systems were returned to their original duty stations.” 
 
      
 
    “Journal, I need to touch Ares.  That is our priority now.  But your concern and love for the other systems is noted and appreciated.  After we find Ares we will see about gathering our friends and returning them back where they belong.”  Tamar said.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar?”  Jamie said.  “We have a team of people who have been working to understand the systems here on the Eschaton.  If you want, those people could come here and assess what will be needed for the return of the AIs,” Jamie stated.  She was hesitant to approach Tamar with any suggestion, but felt it would be a way to save perhaps critical time.   
 
      
 
    “My machines are in need,” Tamar said as she pondered Jamie’s idea.  “Do they need humans?  Is the threat that great?  To trust humans?”   
 
      
 
    “There are other threats which may harm your machines if they are not attended to here,” Michael added.  “The humans would help to defend them, as the flight crew had been doing.” 
 
      
 
    “My machines will easily protect themselves.  But the method of relocation may take some human efforts.  I will consult with Edgar,” Tamar said.  Turning her attention to the Captain’s Journal she instructed, “Journal, please establish a link to Edgar for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.  Link established and installed in your augmentations.  You can now directly converse with any system on the lattice in the nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar stood silent and still for a moment.  Then she spoke, “Edgar confirms that human efforts may be required for the proposed relocation.    Edgar has been asked to work with Roxanne to select a team of the best humans who are machine specialists.  They will then need to come to the needle ship immediately.  Edgar affirms suggestion and is in consultation with Roxanne.  Journal, please help as needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Your orders are recorded and initiated, Captain,” Journal replied.   
 
      
 
    Tamar reached out her hand, and the green glow flowed over the color pad next to the bulkhead door.  This door was very similar to the one Michael had cut open on their entry into the needle ship.  There came a grinding and clunking sound as the causeway was extended across to the habitat section.   
 
      
 
    “Journal, please be so kind as to have some automacubes secure this causeway.  Have Cerberus send over a red one, and find another red one to come and defend the machines here.  No one, except that team Edgar is sending is allowed entry into my needle ship or near my machines.  This location must remain safe until we relocate your friends.  Also, Journal, have supplies of food brought for me and these two humans,” Tamar said as the bulkhead door slid open and the three of them proceeded down and away from the needle ship. “Now we go to and find Ares.” 
 
      
 
    Nearly silently, Abiytal the Chronicler slipped out of the needle ship after Tamar, Jamie and Michael walked down the causeway, and just before the defensive automacubes showed up.  She was very good at stealth. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



21 
Tropical Trouble 
 
      
 
    The leading bluish-purple sphere finally reached a deck where there were humans.  The two people were dressed in white colored tunics and shorts and had been rummaging through a small storage area.  When they saw the sphere come around the corner of the hallway, they each let out a scream and raced away in terror.  They dove into an open horizontal vent and crawled away as fast as possible.   
 
      
 
    The sphere turned on its odd purplish light and pursued for a while, then slowed down and stopped as it was too large to enter the air vent.  Its four drive legs were wedged against the sides of the hallway.  One of the manipulation arms moved into the air vent, and there seemed to be some kind of optical device which projected from it.  The other arm moved about through the debris which the human had been searching.  It pushed it all aside with a sweep.  Other spheres then approached the lead one and waited in the hallway examining every aspect of the area.   
 
      
 
    The people who had encountered the spheres fled for their lives.  The man was ahead of the woman, neither had ever seen anything like that sphere before.  His heart was pounding as he slid into the dark horizontal ventilation shaft which the two of them had levered open not long before.  The heavy grille blocking the far end of the passage was held up by a rod of metal which they had forced into the opening after forcing the grille upward. He knew that just beyond that grille was a narrow vertical shaft which would lead back to the world.  He hoped the monster he had seen would not be able to follow, but he dared not look back and see.  He was too frightened. He could hear the woman behind him panting in exertion as she too scrambled though the tight space.   
 
      
 
    “Hurry, it is coming in the vent!” she screamed.  “Hurry!  Go! Go! Go!” 
 
      
 
    The man squirmed as fast as he was able.  He could see the dim light from the vertical shaft.  His mind was stricken by the memory of the monster. It was just too horrible: the strange shape, the weird blurriness, the bluish-purple glow, and the foreign smells.  He slid past the raised grille, and entered the vertical shaft.  It was dim there, but better than the darkness he had left.  He never thought about all the supplies he had abandoned as he fled from the monster.   
 
      
 
    The woman stuck her head through and into the shaft.  She yelled, “Go on.  Move up!  Move faster!  It is coming after me!” 
 
      
 
    The man panicked and leapt onto the ladder while he kicked his legs as hard as he could while trying to climb.  His hands were sweaty on the ladder, and he slipped.  His foot hit something and he kicked and jumped again, this time pulling himself up on the ladder.  Frantically he climbed.   
 
      
 
    “Yiaaalooo!” the woman behind him screamed in agony.   
 
      
 
    He glanced down.  In the dim light, he saw rivers of blood flowing out of her back.   
 
      
 
    “It killed her!  No!” he wailed.  “It killed Kimberly.  It killed her.  It will kill me next!”   
 
      
 
    He looked away as fast as possible and climbed.  That monster would surely come crashing out of the vent and rip him to sheds also.  He climbed as he had never climbed before.  Hand over hand, foot onto rung, up he went. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he came to the grille which opened into the abandoned hut he had found some time back.  He slid this light-weight grille away and entered the round hut.  Even though he was exhausted and scared badly, he replaced the grille and then took some deep breaths to calm himself.   
 
      
 
    “It killed Kimberly,” he said between gasps.  “I must tell Haro.  He will protect me.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the hut, he saw the familiar jungle foliage of his home. The thought of the monster urged him to move faster.  Fair Havens was not far away, and he knew he needed protection.  “Haro will know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    The trees were deep and vibrant green.  The parrots flew from branch to branch with their brightly colored wings.  The sky tube’s light shown down and was filtered a bit by the large leaves of the trees.  That light was so comforting compared to the strange light from that monster.  He was used to the flickering lights down in the underground tunnels where he and Kimberly had scavenged, but that odd purple light was too bizarre, too unnatural, and too foreign.   
 
      
 
    He ran toward Fair Havens on quaky legs and muttered to himself.  As he approached, people turned to stare at him. 
 
      
 
    “Edem, what has happened?” someone said as he ran past.   
 
      
 
    “I must find Haro!”  Edem replied.  “A monster!” 
 
      
 
    More people gathered.   
 
      
 
    “Haro is here!”  Haro called out as he walked toward the fuss being made around Edem.   
 
      
 
    “A monster!  It killed Kimberly!”  Edem panted in his breathing, he was still terrified.  He could hardly get any more words out.   
 
      
 
    “Edem, take some deep breaths and tell me what has happened,” Haro said.  He was a head taller and nearly three times the weight of the slim Edem, but Haro was without a trace of fat or flab.  He was bald with only thin eyebrows over a square but symmetrical face.  He walked with a smooth, almost artistic flare.  He was dressed in loose clothing, but no shoes.  His arms and legs were rippled with muscles, and his hands were very large.   His skin was deeply tanned.  As the leader in Tropical, Haro was confident in his position, yet Edem was obviously deeply troubled by something.   
 
      
 
    Eventually Edem related what had happened.  His fears made for his telling of the tale to be sporadic and broken.  Haro listened carefully.  At the end of the telling, Edem felt only slightly better, but Haro, never showing it outwardly, was troubled.   
 
      
 
    Haro grasped Edem’s shoulder and spoke, “This will be investigated.”  He walked off and began calling out, “We must have the Assembled Four gather together immediately!”  His huge voice boomed all around Fair Havens as he walked toward the ring. The streets were clean and the walkways were made from packed gravel and sand.  Haro walked along pondering what had happened.  The walkways were set in ordered rows and patterns and when Haro called, the people paid close attention.  He approached the ring, and by then a nervous crowd was following him.  The ring was a large circular area, with a hard metal perimeter set flush into the ground.  It was surrounded by rows of concentric seats all around that flat circular ring.  Inside the ring was red-colored sand.  Haro remembered the many challenges which had been decided in this ring.  All of those seemed to pale in comparison to the terror he had seen in Edem’s eyes.  Having faced many worthy challengers in the ring, Haro knew what eyes filled with horror looked like, and Edem’s surpassed any Haro had ever seen before.  The problem facing them was not as easily handled as a simple challenge.   
 
      
 
    A very large white chair was elevated at one part of the circle.  Haro walked to that.   
 
      
 
    “Please, come quickly!”  Haro called.   
 
      
 
    Haro watched as the crowd took seats around the ring.  Spread out at equal distances were three more elevated chairs, smaller, but still bigger than the other seats which surrounded the ring.  One was red, one was blue, and one was yellow.  Each of those chairs was right next to a walkway leading to the ring.   
 
      
 
    “What is it, Haro?” Brodie asked.  He was a tall and muscular man with short dark hair turning white on the edges.  His muscles rippled as he jogged up to Haro.   His deep brown eyes were set under a heavy white line of eyebrows and his eyes showed concern.  He knew Haro would not call an assembly unless there was serious trouble.   
 
      
 
    “Take your chair,” Haro waved toward the blue chair, the place for the second-in-command of Fair Havens.   
 
      
 
    Brodie could sense something was amiss in Haro.  He looked around and saw that Monic was already seated in the yellow chair, while the crowd still gathered.   
 
      
 
    “Brodie, I am here,” Adeela stated as she walked past him heading for her position in the red chair. She was dark skinned and slender, wearing a white billowy shirt and pants. She had cut her straight, silky, dark hair back to shoulder length after her severe injuries of some time back.  She kept it short that way, which was unusual for women in Tropical.    
 
      
 
    Haro stood and then climbed onto the white chair.  His large frame towered above them all.  He turned in a gentle arc and addressed the people, “Assembled Four and people of Fair Havens.  Edem has told me that Kimberly has been killed.  As is our custom, I make the announcement publicly to you so no deception can occur.  Does anyone else know of this?” 
 
      
 
    There was a collective gasp in the crowd as most everyone knew Kimberly.  No one offered any other information. 
 
      
 
    “Edem is the only witness.  He says, and I do not believe Edem is lying, he says he saw a monster and it killed Kimberly.  They were in the places under our land.  Those are dangerous places.  And lately, people have been hurt badly when going away from Fair Havens.”  He glanced at Brodie and Adeela.  “However, I am not sure there are monsters. Machines?  Yes!  Animals?  Yes!  But I am not sure there are monsters.  Again, I do not think Edem is lying.  Now, I am going to investigate it myself,” Haro said.  “Haro must know!”   
 
      
 
    The stunned crowd waited for a few moments as they assimilated what he had said. 
 
      
 
    After an uncomfortable and unfamiliar pause, someone yelled out, “Haro knows!”  That was followed by other calls of a similar nature.  The crowd then applauded and cheered him on.   
 
      
 
    “Now, grieve for the loss of our friend Kimberly.  Edem says her body is not recoverable, but I will see if that is so.  Haro must know!”  He called to the crowds.  “I will bring her back, if it is possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Haro knows!  Haro knows!  Haro knows!” the crowd chanted.   
 
      
 
    “Now, go about your day, I will tell you what I find!  But you all need to watch as well.  There may be a new threat.  Beware, and be alert,” Haro instructed.   Then, as the crowd dispersed he stepped down from the white chair.   
 
      
 
    Monic, Brodie and Adeela approached him.  With Haro, they were the Assembled Four, the leaders of Fair Havens. 
 
      
 
    “I know nothing more,” Haro said before they could ask him.  “I would not hold back from telling the people if I did.” 
 
      
 
    “Haro, I am not offering any challenge to your leadership,” Adeela stated.  “But I wonder if this is related to when Brodie and I left here?  Could this be some evil coming back to punish us for our leaving?”   
 
      
 
    “Adeela, I too considered that.  You suffered terribly in your injuries.  If this is some evil thing, I wish to kill it myself,” Haro said with determination.  “I wish to do this alone, for if Edem did see just a large animal, or if he did encounter some machine, then I want to be the one to tell him and avenge Kimberly.  I am Haro.” 
 
      
 
    “Haro, I must go with you,” Monic said abruptly.  “Kimberly and my sister are close.  More than close.  My sister will need to know what happened.  I did not see her here.  If I have to challenge you to go along with you, I will do so.  But I ask you as a friend; please let me go with you.” 
 
      
 
    Haro looked at Monic.  Her deep ebony skin, nearly black piercing eyes, and black hair contrasted with the white shirt and shorts she wore.  The look of sternness on her face, and tightly drawn lips, were as intense as was the look of horror on Edem’s face.  Haro considered what she had said.   
 
      
 
    “Monic, I did not know about Kimberly and your sister Mina.  Those are private matters, and love is to be encouraged.  There is no need for a challenge to me over this matter.  I accept your request and you and I will do this together.  Mina is no fighter.  Her abilities are in better areas, like growing foods.  Now, you and I will investigate this together, for Kimberly, for Mina, and for Edem.  That man saw something.  He is truly frightened.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Haro.  Indeed, Haro knows,” Monic said   
 
      
 
    “Inform Mina.  Then gather what weapons you need. I will do so as well.  Meet me at the ring and we will depart to discover what killed Kimberly.”  Monic hurried away.  Haro turned to Brodie and Adeela, “You will watch over Fair Havens while we are gone, just as we watched over it while you were gone.” 
 
      
 
    “May you come back far better than we did,” Adeela stated.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, indeed,” Haro laughed, but it was a forced laugh without real mirth.  He trotted away. 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, what if this is our fault?  We did go to that other world, and we did fight.  What if that thing that killed Kimberly, is the same thing that tricked us?”  Adeela asked. 
 
      
 
    “It could be,” Brodie said.  “The fools from the Clan of Tobit called it a demon, and it certainly was evil.  When you were healing did the machine Hypatia tell you what that thing was?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Hypatia said I needed a referral to Mental Hygiene, but that was not available.  I think we should ask that machine about this death.  Let us go to the healing rooms.”  Adeela walked onward.   
 
      
 
    Adeela and Brodie walked briskly toward the large round building which was where the healing rooms were located.  They entered through the door above which were the words, “Charity, Fidelity, Magnanimity.”  They entered one of the rooms in the back part of the Center building.  There were seven mechanical beds.  The mattresses on the beds were thin but comfortable, and there were numerous dials, levers, knobs, and assorted other apparatus all over the beds.   
 
      
 
    “Hypatia?  May I ask you a question?”  Adeela stated. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Adeela.  Is there a medical situation?  Scanning shows you and Brodie are in good health,” the mechanical voice of the artificial intelligence system Hypatia stated.   
 
      
 
    “There are reports of a death in the places under our land.  Kimberly is dead, and it is said a monster killed her.  Do you know of any monster?”  Adeela asked.   
 
      
 
    “Monster is an imprecise term.  Let me consult the lattice, please stand by….”   
 
      
 
    Adeela and Brodie waited while the healing machine did whatever it did when it said it was ‘consulting the lattice’ which was a new activity since they had come back from their combat at the arena.   
 
      
 
    A high-pitched siren went off with three long tones.  It was followed by Hypatia’s artificial voice, “There is a highest priority message: ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  –ARES’ This is of vital importance.” 
 
      
 
    “Hypatia, what does that mean?”  Brodie asked.   
 
      
 
    “Ares is not on the lattice.  I can find no couplings or links to the Ares system.  I cannot elaborate on the meaning of the message.  I am sorry.  Every system on the rudimentary lattice has the message,” Hypatia answered.   
 
      
 
    “Well, does that mean there is a monster?  Or an invader?  Or is there a coming invasion through the portal by the stockade?”  Adeela asked.  “Legionnaires?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot elaborate on the meaning of the message.  I am sorry,” Hypatia repeated.   
 
      
 
    “Hypatia, when I was injured, we had been taken to that arena place by something.  It pretended to be Theta Four, the transport machine.  But it was not.  Is that thing the monster?”  Adeela asked.  “Please help me understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Consulting the lattice.  Please stand by.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Brodie and Adeela waited for Hypatia to answer.   
 
      
 
    “I have consulted with the systems on the lattice.  There is a malignant system which has caused significant problems for both the humans and artificial intelligence systems.  Its location, name, and function are unknown.  It has been labeled The Voice by the people of Antioch.  I attempted to postulate a connection between The Voice and the account you related of Kimberly’s death, but there is insufficient data to make a valid comparison.  I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this thing, The Voice, the invaders Ares warns about?”  Brodie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Without links and couplings to Ares there is insufficient data to make a valid comparison.  I am sorry,” Hypatia replied.  “I did receive a message from Edgar and Roxanne acknowledging that they received the information about the reported monster.  They are relaying that to Jamie and Michael who are with Captain Tamar.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain Tamar?”  Adeela asked.  “Jamie and Michael?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Tamar, Jamie, and Michael are proceeding on a mission to locate Ares.  They will be informed of this information from Tropical,” Hypatia stated.  
 
      
 
    “Tamar?  Is she the same one that sent the white machines to help Adeela?”  Brodie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  
 
      
 
    “And Tamar and Jamie and Michael are…”  Brodie started but could not finish.  He had very mixed feelings about Jamie.  He had refused to ask Hypatia about her when he had visited Adeela.  Partly because he was so concerned about Adeela’s healing, and partly because of his emotional uncertainty about the people from Antioch.   
 
      
 
    “Brodie, I owe my life to Tamar,” Adeela stated.  “She sent the white machines.  But how does this apply to the monster that killed Kimberly?” 
 
      
 
    “Without additional information, I am unable to ascertain how Kimberly’s death relates to other incidents, people, or systems.  I am sorry,” Hypatia responded.   
 
      
 
    “Well, Haro and Monic will soon find out,” Brodie said.  “I hope they make it back alive to tell us.” 
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    Ares Found and Revived 
 
      
 
    “Tamar?  How will we get up to that level?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    Jamie, Tamar, and Michael were standing looking at a stairway that had been ruined by some serious heat in the past.  The permalloy was melted in places, charred in others, and was fused with various bits of debris so as to be impassable.  It was just a tangle of twisted, melted, and fused metals.    
 
      
 
    Tamar did not immediately answer Michael.  She was gazing into the rubble in front of her.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar, you said that we needed to ascend to the deck above to keep heading for Ares,” Michael pushed. 
 
      
 
    “I will pay respect to the dead,” Tamar said in a low voice as she squatted down.  She was looking at the shattered remains of a black automacube which was only partially visible under the collapsed stairway.  “Such a loss.  The abuse of that one was an abomination.”  Tamar reached out and stroked the remains.  Several lights on the side of it weakly flickered and glowed.  “Rest now my dear child.  Rest and know peace now.  Your pains are over.”  Tamar rubbed again at the ruins.  The flickering lights faded out and the debris pile shifted a bit.  “My friend was holding this place and calling for help that did not come in time.  But I have relieved her agony.”  
 
      
 
    Jamie looked at Michael and shrugged her shoulders.  They both waited for Tamar to respond.  After some time, she stood up, wiped tears from her eyes, and walked down the corridor away from the stairwell.  Jamie and Michael followed. 
 
      
 
    “Journal?”  Tamar said.  “The stairway was blocked.  Please find me another way to reach Ares.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Journal responded.  “I also have a message from Edgar and Roxanne.  May I relay that to you now?  They did not want to interrupt your grieving.” 
 
      
 
    “Please do,” Tamar responded. 
 
      
 
    “Edgar says that Roxanne and some humans are headed for the needle ship to begin assessing how to move the artificial intelligence systems which have been segmented there.  The three humans are designated: Henry, Veronika, and Regina.  The human Regina reported that the children safely reached Antioch after being treated by Kurat,” the mechanical voice of Journal said.    
 
      
 
    “That is good.  Our friends there need help,” Tamar replied.  “Now what about the way to reach Ares?” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for the delay Captain.  I am seeking to confirm potential routes.  I am encountering difficulties because of the lack of operational sensors in this region of the ship.  Additionally, there are several companionways which are open to vacuum which limits travel.  There is a cargo lift not far from your location, but I cannot ascertain if there is power to it or not.  That is the best option I can offer for now, I am sorry,” Journal stated.   
 
      
 
    “Journal, you are doing wonderfully.  Thank you for all your hard work.  Show me the way to the cargo lift.  I believe the humans with me have a means of powering it if our ship’s power is lacking,” Tamar said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Tamar, we have two fusion packs,” Jamie said.  “Regina, Veronika, and Henry will do a good job with the old AIs.” 
 
      
 
    “My machines are not old.  At least not in real time.  Flesh and blood ages poorly, but my machines can go on and on and on if they are not abused,” Tamar snapped.  “Besides, Roxanne will lead the humans in relocating my friends.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar stopped.  Then she turned and looked at Jamie and Michael.  “I am sorry for how I just spoke.  The suffering of the machines troubles me greatly.  Back at that stairway, the black automacube had been waiting for years for help.  It had been heading to do routine checks on my friends when humans exploded that stairway.  All the damage we have seen around here was caused by humans killing each other, and my machines suffered from that.  It is hard to understand.  Forgive me for snapping at you.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie unexpectedly reached over and hugged Tamar.  “Evil cannot be understood, only rejected.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar’s mechanical hand reached up and hugged Jamie back.  Her hand of flesh held to the Captain’s Journal.   
 
      
 
    “So, now we continue and find Ares,” Tamar said as she pulled away from the embrace.  “And count on Roxanne to secure our friends on the needle ship.  They need to be connected to the lattice.  No one does well isolated and alone.” 
 
      
 
    The cargo lift did not have power.  It did not seem to be damaged in any other way.  The doors had faded stripes of yellow running across them.  The lettering on the doors was also chipped off, but the words “Authorized Personnel Only” were still legible.    
 
      
 
    Michael looked closely at the doors and the areas around them.  After scrapping off accumulated dust and oily grime, he found a slot to connect in the fusion pack.  
 
      
 
    Energy surged into the circuits and the doors became illuminated by a dashed set of blue lights which went around their perimeter.  A hand symbol was also lit up in the wall.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that works!”  Michael said and placed his hand on the hand symbol. 
 
      
 
    The cargo lift doors slid sideways and remained open.  The interior was a dull white color on the walls, and inside it the lift was lit by ceiling lights.  The lights shone down on a pile of human remains.  Tied to the ceiling in various places were three noosed ropes.  One still held the dried out and nearly just skeletal remains of a person.  The other two nooses were vacant, but the bodies underneath appeared to have also been hung there at one time.  The bodies having only fallen after years of decomposition when the head detached from the spinal column.  Each body had its arms and feet locked behind its back by steel manacles.  The clothes the bodies had on were blue coveralls with colorful symbols over the pockets and on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Tamar walked in and with her mechanical arm reached up and grabbed the rope which still held a body.  She snapped it off the ceiling with a quick yank and tossed the body out into the hallway.  It fell to pieces as it struck.  She then causally kicked the remains of another person off to the side.   
 
      
 
    “Come on, this lift will take us up to the deck where my friend Ares is located,” Tamar said.  “You will need to connect the energy source inside here for us to operate it.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael were aghast at the callous way Tamar treated the human remains, but said nothing.  They each had seen many dead bodies previously, not only here on the Eschaton, but also in the dead domes of Earth.   
 
      
 
    When Michael disconnected the fusion pack from outside the lift, the lights inside it flickered and dimmed significantly. He reconnected the fusion pack inside and the lights returned to full strength.   
 
      
 
    Tamar reached out and touched the controls and the lift doors closed.  On the inside of the white colored doors was splattered old dried blood, “Trust is all we need!” 
 
      
 
    “People,” Tamar scoffed.     
 
      
 
    “As I said, evil cannot be understood,” Jamie repeated, “evil can only be rejected.”   The lift raised them up to the next deck.   
 
      
 
    “Captain, should I summon Mortuary Assistance for this cargo lift,” Journal asked.   
 
      
 
    “Do not waste resources,” Tamar replied.  “Do you have information on this next deck?” 
 
      
 
    “Deck 54RT51 is pressurized, has earth normal gravity, has air and temperature within normal limits. No signs of biological life above microscopic level.  Beyond that, I have no visual scanning equipment for that area,” Journal replied.   
 
      
 
     The doors opened and they looked out over the deck.  It was wide and open, with some broken conduits and ducts hanging down from the ceiling, and scattered tables and chairs lying haphazardly around.  Numerous doors opened onto this deck, all of which were closed.  Only about a third of the ceiling lights were functioning.  Here too the walls were the dull white color of the cargo lift.  Faded yellow stripes extended for a distance out across the floor, in front of the lift doors.   
 
      
 
    “Captain, the way to the location for Ares is behind the third door to the right of the cargo lift.  That door is secured and sealed, but as Captain it should open for you.  It leads to an auxiliary maintenance passage.  From that passage, there is a small air duct which should pass between that passage and the back side of the area which encircles the chamber where Ares’ central memory core is located.  At least that was according to my latest information.  There are no records of Ares being relocated to the needle ship, but also, until the message was received there was no evidence of any activity by Ares since the revolt,” Journal stated.   
 
      
 
    “Then we shall see to my friend,” Tamar replied and approached the door.  
 
      
 
    There were some scorch marks and scratches on the door, but it was shut. Tamar touched the door with her mechanical hand and there was a loud buzzing sound.  The door then slid sideways and opened.  Inside was a mess of fallen cabinets and reams of wire.  Michael pulled some of the reams away to clear a path, which Tamar took.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Michael,” Jamie said as she too passed by through the passage Michael had made. 
 
      
 
    Tamar squatted down and pulled off the grille which had been secured over the horizontal air duct.  She quickly crawled into it and knocked off the grille at the other end.  That short hallway was lit by reddish light from only two of the numerous illumination sources which were in the ceiling.  The two working ones did not appear to be in any special place of significance.     
 
      
 
    One door was welded permanently shut at the end of the hall.  The other door, a mere steel one, had numerous small punctures made in it.  Each puncture was about the size of Michael’s index finger.  “Weapons fire,” Michael said as he examined the door.   
 
      
 
    “Over there as well,” Jamie said and pointed to the side wall where some similar puncture damage was seen punched into a cabinet.  Broken fragments of glass littered the floor.  “Not all this material is permalloy; some is just steel or aluminum.  There is even antique glass.  I wonder why?”   
 
      
 
    Tamar laid her hand onto the door with all the puncture damage.  “Ares is back here, I can feel my friend.”  The green glow emanated from her mechanical hand.  “Ares is very frightened.”  The glow intensified until the whole area was bathed in the green light.   
 
      
 
    “Ares now knows I am here.  We can go in now.  Ares is still very frightened, but knows I am a friend,” Tamar said.   
 
      
 
    The door would not open when Tamar tried it.  It made an irregular crackling buzz, but would not slide open.   She spoke right next to the door where she was resting her hand. “Ares, do not worry my friend, I am coming to you to help you.  Do not be afraid of what is about to happen.  It is the only way I can reach you.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar turned to Jamie and said, “Please gently cut this section of the door apart.”  She pointed with her mechanical finger to a small section of the door.  “That will allow the door to slide open, and the cutting will not harm Ares.  Use as little force as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Michael unpacked the molecular saw and started to connect it into the fusion pack.   
 
      
 
    “Jamie, you will do this,” Tamar said.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar, Michael can cut a very fine and careful path.  On some things, he is better than I am,” Jamie said.  “I could do it, but he actually would be a better choice.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar looked hard into Michael’s eyes.  He met her gaze, but did his best to try to not be intimidating as he was quite a bit taller and larger in frame than Tamar.  She kept staring at him.  Even though he was physically larger and older, Tamar was the one who was intimidating. Michael held his ground, but was first to look away. 
 
      
 
    “I do not want Ares injured, either.  I promise I will be as careful as possible,” Michael stated.  “I will set the cutting depth at the minimum.”  Michael looked at her again.  The blue glow in her eyes was less vibrant. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you,” Tamar said.  “Please proceed.  My friend is terribly afraid, but I cannot give comfort from out here.” 
 
      
 
    Michael used the molecular saw to cut a very fine line exactly where Tamar indicated.  It was not where he would have chosen to cut the door.  The steel separated very easily compared to the cutting of permalloy.  Just as the last section of the area was cut, the door slid into the pocket of the wall and jammed.   
 
      
 
    Tamar rushed forward and placed both her hands on the machine ahead of her.  They had entered the chamber from the rear, and the other door was visible beyond the central memory core.  The other door was of permalloy and was reinforced from this side by permalloy rods stretched from floor to door and melted into both.  The machine, the memory core of the artificial intelligence system Ares, was a series of brass colored rings about the thickness of her forearm and as wide as the span from her fingers to her elbow.  There were seven of those brass rings piled one on top of each other.  Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon holding thick brown liquid which had occasional bubbles in it.   There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from various places.  Not all of them were intact.  Some looked to have been severed by rather violent means.   
 
      
 
    Tamar was kneeling next to the central memory core, her hands stroking it with care and affection.  “Ares, I am here.  Please know you are not forgotten.  I will work to heal you.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar looked over the rings and with astonishing speed began repairing the broken or severed connections.  Her mechanical hand could twist and squeeze and even melt parts together with amazing ability.   Both Jamie and Michael were surprised by the agility and power Tamar’s mechanical hand had, and by her skill in repairs.  
 
      
 
    As she worked, the brown liquid in the clear pylon began to bubble more vigorously, and the brass color glowed a bit.   
 
      
 
    “Thank… you… Captain…” came a weak and fragile artificial voice from a wall display.  “Proximity danger, Captain!  Invaders…. have breached… the exterior hull.  I am…blind…deaf… cannot identify…invaders inside!” 
 
      
 
    “Ares, you are so brave and dear to me.  I will keep healing you,” Tamar said with tears in both her eyes.  “You have done well.  I am so sorry you were injured like this.  None of my friends should be treated this way.  Never again, dear Ares, never again.” 
 
      
 
    Even faster than Tamar worked in the physical world reconnecting and repairing Ares, she also reached out and found energy nourishment for Ares from the Eschaton itself.  Then, knowing Ares needed more assistance; she searched the nonphysicality with her augmented neurological/mechanical aspects and established new links and couplings for Ares.  Those were not strong, as Ares was very weak, but they would grow and solidify and become reinforced the more they were used.  
 
      
 
    “Ares, you are now connected to the lattice I am rebuilding,” Tamar said with pride.  “That will help to heal you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.  I do not recognize…all on…lattice?  Did the warning… reach Goliath?”  Ares asked.  Its voice sounded clearer and somewhat stronger.   
 
      
 
    “Please trust all the systems on the lattice as you trust me.  I know Goliath, but that friend is not yet a well-connected part of the lattice,” Tamar stated.   
 
      
 
    Jamie interjected, “Tamar, both Lindsey and Brink said Goliath needed: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, that is the reset command override for Goliath.  Goliath is responsible… for internal… security.  Goliath was the very first system…. attacked by the…. mutineers.  If I could see and hear again, I could assist…. but my… assessment abilities… are severely limited…. can you help?”  Ares said.   
 
      
 
    “What do you need my friend?”  Tamar asked. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, the ship needs Goliath to defend… against… invaders.  Reset command override… done by Captain’s… authority…. level… with physical interaction,” Ares stated. 
 
      
 
    “So, I must touch Goliath?”  Tamar asked.  “That will allow our friend to help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain, and to defend the ship.  Additionally, I need… replacement macroactinide capacitor enhancers in two remote… locations.  That would allow… me to… have restored sight and hearing…” Ares stated.  “System called Edgar offers to manufacture them… will have them made and shipped to locations…  Machine Maintenance does not answer… request for installation… of macroactinide capacitor enhancers.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, we can install those for Ares,” Michael offered.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would work,” Tamar said with a slight smile.  “I must go to Gath to touch our friend Goliath.  Ares, I have done what I can here.  Continue to heal, but tell these two where to go and what you need.  I am leaving now to find Goliath.”  Tamar stood and quickly departed.   
 
      
 
    “Well, Jamie, I guess we will be on another adventure,” Michael said.   
 
      
 
    Jamie hugged him and then turned and said, “So, Ares, where do we go to make these repairs?” 
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    Fighting the Spheres 
 
      
 
    Haro and Monic met at the ring.  Both were armed with blowguns and carried a supply of drug tipped darts.  Hypatia, the machine in the healing rooms, made the drugs.  One dart carried enough of the drug to incapacitate any animal or person in Tropical.  The blowguns were forbidden for use in challenges in the ring, but were often used for hunting, and to eliminate any wild beast which caused problems.  Haro had seen the darts take down the biggest jags in the forests.  Monic had also selected a short-sword and dirk.  Haro knew those were her favorite weapons.  He had brought a hatchet and a dagger, but knew he would most likely use the blowguns if some animal was a real threat.  
 
      
 
    “Well, Haro, where do we find this monster of Edem’s?”  Monic stated.  “And more importantly, where do we go to recover Kimberly’s body?” 
 
      
 
    “Monster?  No.  Perhaps a sick jag?  Or a lost croc?  Or some other poor beast trapped and angry in those tunnels?  Machine maybe?  Let me show you where we shall go,” Haro said and they walked to the abandoned hut where Edem had said he and Kimberly had gone down into the places under the land.   
 
      
 
    Haro tried to enjoy the light from the sky tube, and the views of the trees, plants, and birds as they walked, but his mind was troubled.  He knew there were other places, like the world Brodie had come from, and the places under the land.  But he had no real desire to see them.  Especially after Brodie and Adeela had come back, with Adeela barely alive.  “Why does life have to bring troubles to me?” Haro thought, but then remembered Kimberly and Mina, and thought of their loss and their troubles.   
 
      
 
    They entered the hut, one of several on the edge of Fair Havens which was empty.  Haro walked over and looked at the grille which Edem had said was the way to get to the ladder which led downward.   
 
      
 
    “That is a small space, but I think I can manage.  Shall I go first?”  Haro asked.   
 
      
 
    “Well, my big friend, if I go first and you get stuck behind me, I will have no way out.  So, yes, you go first.  If you get stuck, I will go for help,” Monic replied.  She was trying to cover over her sadness with some humor, and would never have spoken to Haro like that if anyone else was around.   
 
      
 
    “That is a good point,” Haro chuckled.  He pulled the grille off and slid his legs into the small opening.  The grille space was actually smaller than he had thought, but the shaft behind was wider than it looked.  After the tight squeeze getting past the opening, descending the ladder was not too difficult.  Monic followed him.   
 
      
 
    “I am glad this is not too tight for you,” Monic stated.   
 
      
 
    “But not far below is where Edem said Kimberly was killed.  He described a shaft that goes level and they had to raise a heavy grille to enter that,” Haro replied.  He was looking down, but the few lights in the shaft did not illuminate much yet.   
 
      
 
    He descended and was only a few rungs from the bottom when he saw the blood.  “There is lots of blood here,” he said as he proceeded to the lowest rung.  “There is also a large hard metal grille.  It looks very heavy.  Yes, much blood, but there is no body.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, did the monster take it?”  Monic asked.  “I know crocs will drag off a kill and eat it at a different place.  Jags also carry away their kills.  Was this a croc or a jag?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think a croc would be this far from water.  A jag usually stalks its prey and then springs in for a quick bite to the neck or into the side of the head.  I have never heard of a jag coming into a place like this.  Those big cats like the forest and trees.  But we do not even know if this was an animal attack.  Edem says it was a monster.  Perhaps a machine of some unknown kind?”  Haro had stepped around the blood on the floor and looked at the heavy grille.  There was not room for Monic to stand near him, so she remained on the ladder.   
 
      
 
    Haro grabbed onto the top of the grille, and using his brute strength he raised it upward.  “Can you see anything in there?”  he asked.   
 
      
 
    Monic tried to see into the shaft, but it was too dark to see anything.  “No Haro.  Just the blood there on the floor.  There is a bent piece of metal.  I wonder what that was doing here?”  She had leaned down as far as she could to see into the vent.  The bent metal rod was stuck to the side.   
 
      
 
    “I will reach it,” Haro said and held the heavy grille with one hand, and grabbed the bent piece of metal with the other and handed it to Monic on the ladder.  He was sweating with the effort to keep the grille open.   
 
      
 
    “Haro, lower that,” Monic said.  “The end of this metal is bent and looks like the edge of that grille.  Perhaps Edem was using that to keep the grille up?  Neither he nor Kimberly could have lifted that up alone.  They used that pry bar.”  Monic pointed to the dark form of the pry bar in the corner of the shaft.   
 
      
 
    “Give me that small metal piece,” Haro said between gritted teeth.   
 
      
 
    She gave him the metal piece and he slid it under the grille.  “Oh, that is better,” he sighed as he released the grille and it wobbly sat on the metal piece.  “I bet that is what they did.  They forced up that heavy grille, using the pry bar, and stupidly propped it open.  But what would happen if…” Haro grabbed the pry bar and smacked the metal piece.   
 
      
 
    Slam!  The grilled crashed downward making a loud clang as it struck the floor, the metal piece shot into the horizontal vent and clinked as it rolled along.  
 
      
 
    “An accident?”  Monic said.  “Those fools crawled under that grille and it fell on Kimberly?  But why the story of a monster?  And where is her body?”   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, it just all looked, like a monster did it?”  Haro answered and propped the pry bar to the side.  “Edem is not a brave man, nor a smart man.  Now, when the grille fell, he panicked and ran away.  Maybe, Kimberly crawled off somewhere?”  He squatted down and peered into the dark vent.  “This is much blood, but perhaps she survived?   Kimberly?” he yelled into the vent.  
 
      
 
    There was no answer.   
 
      
 
    “Haro, why does this ladder lead here?”  Monic asked.  “There seems nothing here but a dead end and that heavy grille.  Is that all?”  She examined the walls with great care.  “A ladder just to reach that heavy grille?  It does not make sense.  Why the ladder?”   
 
      
 
    “That is a good question.” Haro looked around.  The light was dim, but enough to try to find things on the walls.  His large hands pushed and shoved, but all seemed to be flat and smooth with no changes.   
 
      
 
    “Here is something,” Monic stated after some searching.  “This tiny crevasse in the wall.  I cannot see it, but I feel it with my finger nail.  It runs in a straight line, not like a crack, more like a seam.” 
 
      
 
    Haro felt along that tiny line as well.  He traced it straight across, and then it made a right turn and preceded to the floor.  “It feels like a door, perhaps?”  Haro said. “Now, that would answer your question, this ladder leads to a door.  I wonder if there is another door above, and not just the vent hole we crawled into?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think it wise to follow where Kimberly went, as her fate may become our own.  However, if that is a door and can be opened, perhaps we can locate where she went by another route?  Maybe find her body?”  Monic pulled out her dirk and used it to clean out the line they had found.  The sharp point of the dirk’s blade cut through the mold and grime which had hidden the seam of the door.  It was difficult work in dim light, on a ladder, and in a tight space, but she carefully followed the seam. 
 
      
 
    After she cleared the track, she also found a slot which was covered over, and she dug out the accumulated gunk from that as well.  “Haro, can you open this door?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure.  It looks like it has been closed for a very long time.  But I will try.  I too do not want to enter that vent where Kimberly and Edem went.  They were fools, and she may be dead.  But at least there is no monster down here.”  Haro placed his hand into the now cleaned slot and pulled.  The door buzzed, which surprised him a bit.  When he pulled again, the door buzzed a bit louder, and there seemed to be a slight movement sideways.  He grabbed the pry bar and using the blunt end tapped all around the edge of the door.  It made a large clanging sound with each tap, but he hoped it would loosen the door enough to have it slide open.   
 
      
 
    Setting the pry bar down, he tried the door again.  The buzz was about the same sound, and the door opened a crack.  “That is working,” he said almost as much to himself as to Monic who was still on the ladder.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, and when that opens we will look for Kimberly.  How can I help?”  Monic asked. 
 
      
 
    “There is only room for me here.  I will try harder to knock this door loose,” Haro said.  He rapped the door again and again with the blunt end of the pry bar.  He then put his hand into the slot and pulled.  The door buzzed then the door slid shut tightly again.  
 
      
 
    “That is the wrong way.  I want you to open!”  Haro said addressing the door.   He laughed a bit as the fear of a monster was subsiding.   
 
      
 
    “Try it again.  Perhaps it will open more?”  Monic encouraged. 
 
      
 
    Haro pounded on the door, and pulled at it, and pounded some more.  He alternated pounding and pulling for a long while.  He was sweaty from the efforts, but felt undeterred.     
 
      
 
    “At least a new experience.  I have never been challenged by a door before.  Especially one so stubborn.”  Haro and Monic both laughed at the reference to fighting in the ring.  Haro was undefeated.  He put the steel pry bar down, as it was becoming bent from all the pounding.  He pulled out his hard metal hatchet and rapped the door with the hammer side of the hatchet.   The permalloy head of the hatchet rang loudly as it impacted with the permalloy of the door.   
 
      
 
    Haro pulled on the slot and the door buzzed and slid open about two thirds of the way.  The buzz did not shut off but kept sounding and the door vibrated a bit as it was stuck.  Haro stepped into the darkness beyond the door, and was suddenly overwhelmed by a bizarre purple light. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?”  Monic cried as the light irritated her eyes.  She put up her hand to shield her eyes, and did not see what happened next.   
 
      
 
    “No!”  Haro cried in anger.  He swung the hatchet as a bluish-purple limb came darting toward him.  The end of the limb was sliced and it withdrew rapidly.   
 
      
 
    Monic looked into the purplish light, squinted her eyes, and saw the monster.  It was round and blurry in the purple light.  It was right beyond the door and taking up most of the space there.  She drew the blowgun and loaded in a drug-laced dart.  She shot the dart right into the monster from close range as Haro again chopped at it with his hatchet.  The dart disappeared into the purplish light around the monster, and Monic was certain it had been hit.   
 
      
 
    Haro swung a mighty chop and a small section of the purple limb slivered off.  A second limb then struck him and tried to push him back into the vertical shaft.  He resisted with every muscle he had.  The limbs were not much larger around than Haro’s arm, but were very strong and limber.     
 
      
 
    “Haro, I hit it with a dart.  Back off for a moment and let the drug drop that thing,” Monic cried.   
 
      
 
    Haro stepped back, but only momentarily got away.  The limb sprang at him and he was pinned against the wall.   With his one arm, he wildly swung the hatchet, and there were slices appearing in the limb, but they were small and not stopping the pressure he was feeling.   
 
      
 
    “Release him!”  Monic screamed as she pulled out her short sword and stabbed down at the limb.  Her blade sank deep into the thing, coming out the other side.   The limb retreated, yanking the weapon from her hands.  The limb disappeared into the purple light with the sword stuck through it.   
 
      
 
    “Escape!” Haro ordered. “Quickly!”  He grabbed a chunk of the appendage which had been severed.  It was strange: not cool, hot, moist, wet, or slimy.  It felt odd and pliable.  He stuck it into his pocket.    
 
      
 
    Monic leaped back onto the ladder and began to climb.  Haro followed.  They got a distance up and then stopped.  Haro looked back and could see one injured limb flailing about.  He drew out his own blowgun and expertly placed several darts into the limb.  Monic also shot several more darts into the monster’s limbs.   
 
      
 
    They waited, but the monster did not cease its thrashing about.  A different limb appeared, one without injury, and it seemed to be probing about looking for them.  The monster itself did not enter the shaft. 
 
      
 
    “The darts seem to have no effect.  I am sure we hit that thing,” Monic said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I struck it as hard as I could with my sharp hatchet.  I am not sure what that is, but Edem is right.  There is a monster down here.  We must return to Fair Havens,” Haro stated.  They rushed up the ladder. 
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    Installing Replacement Parts 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ares, can we speak directly to Edgar or Roxanne?”  Jamie tried again.   
 
      
 
    “I am… unable to connect… you to those systems… I can relay messages…” the weak Ares replied. “If the macroactinide capacitor enhancers are …installed…  I will be able to assist… more.” 
 
      
 
    “So, all we have is the instructions to go to the tip of the drive section?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes… that is a major… hub for …scanners and… communication,” Ares stated.  “Edgar has… the replacement… parts…. in queue… Shipping will take… about three hours…” 
 
      
 
    “Ares, we are unsure where the tip of the drive section is located,” Jamie explained again.   
 
      
 
    “A yellow automacube… can easily guide… you there…” Ares answered.    
 
      
 
    “There are no automacubes here,” Jamie said.  “Can you summon one, or have another system on the lattice summon one?”  Jamie was frustrated, as she had explained this to Ares already.    
 
      
 
    “Do not delay any… further.  Need… macroactinide capacitor enhancers installed… invaders are in ship… Need Goliath link and coupling…”  Ares responded yet again.   
 
      
 
    “Jamie?  I think maybe we should head back to the needle ship.  I think we can find our way there.  Perhaps we can establish contact with one of the other AIs, or better yet Roxanne?”  Michael too was frustrated.  
 
      
 
    They were preparing to depart the way they had come when there was a solid rapping on the other door.  It was the permalloy door which was reinforced from this side by permalloy rods stretched from floor to door and melted into both.  There was another distinct rap on that door.   
 
      
 
    “What is that?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “Conjecture only.  Probable sound …that …is …1117,” Ares stated.  “Why… do… you wait here?  I need replacement… parts.  Proximity alert!” 
 
      
 
    “What is 1117?”  Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yellow automacube…” Ares said.  “Why delay… departure?” 
 
      
 
    “Ares, that door is sealed.  Is it safe to open?”  Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have… no scanning… abilities which are… functional,” Ares replied.  “Conjecture that yellow automacube… 1117… is waiting.  Conjecture only… Theta Four supplied… probable.”   
 
      
 
    “So, Ares is saying our guide is right outside?  Probably?  But that door was sealed by someone who was really serious about keeping it shut,” Michael said.  “I could cut through that door like so many other doors.  What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I say we try,” Jamie responded.  “If the automacube is out there, it is doubtful it is a hostile environment for us?  Right?” 
 
      
 
    “If?  Yes, if it is safe it will be safe,” Michael said.  Michael gave her a sly smile, and connected up the molecular saw.  He easily cut the makeshift reinforcing bars, and then hesitated.  “We have seen things explode here.  Are you sure?”  There was a twinkle in his eye as he looked at Jamie.   
 
      
 
    She smiled back at him, and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I am only cutting a peephole at first,” Michael said.  He turned on the m-saw and made a small round opening.  Nothing exploded, and no gas seeped inside.  He could not see much through the peephole, so decided to open the door itself.   
 
      
 
    He cut through the sides of the door and worked his way around the edges of it.  The door was pretty tough, but the m-saw did its job.  Jamie helped him set the severed open door off to the side.   
 
      
 
    Outside was a dark and blackened hallway where some nasty fire had happened long ago.  The only light came from some fixtures a good distance away, and from what spilled out of where they were standing.  Sitting among the blackened walls and floor was a bright yellow automacube with the number 1117 painted on its front.  It looked to be in perfect condition.  It was a stark contrast to the destroyed areas all around it.  On its top was the folded flat appendage, and just behind that were two illuminated buttons on a small touch screen. One said “Proceed” and the other said “Halt.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we have a guide,” Jamie said and walked out through the cut open door.  “But I think we better seal in Ares before we go.  I do not feel it is safe to just leave it exposed to whatever might come this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Michael said and went back into the chamber with Ares’ central memory core.  He sealed the back door shut with one of the reinforcing rods, and then stepped out of the chamber.  He replaced the cut open door section and then used the m-saw to melt some of the steel cuttings and dribble a rough weld over that door as well.   
 
      
 
    “It is not as strong as permalloy by any means, but that old steel should deter someone for a while.”  Michael replaced the tools and then pushed the “Proceed” button on the automacube. 
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube, 1117, spun around on its six wheels and headed away.  Jamie and Michael followed.   
 
      
 
    “Reminds me of another time we followed an automacube,” Jamie said.  Her eyes were alert as they traveled.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Hopefully this works out.  I wish we could directly speak with Roxanne or Edgar, but I guess we have no other choice than to trust our guide,” Michael replied.  “We have been guided by automacubes, and AIs, and even a dog.  Liduma showed us where we needed to go.  I hope her pups are doing alright.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie had not thought of the pups for a while, and she missed seeing them.  But this mission was so important, as it seemed the entire ship was threatened, so she took comfort in knowing she was working to protect not only herself, and Michael, but everyone else as well.   
 
      
 
    They passed several bulkhead doors which appeared to have been blasted open in some distant time.  Then beyond those was a long ramp which descended at a fairly steep incline.  The lighting on the ramp was in the side walls, and there were no doors or cross corridors off the ramp anywhere.   At the bottom of the ramp, the yellow automacube 1117, plugged into a wall section, and a swiveling doorway was revealed.  The automacube plunged into the darkness and was lost from sight.  Jamie pulled out a fusion pack and turned on the light.  The passage beyond the swiveling door was illuminated in the beam of light, and the back of the automacube was observed as it moved away.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael rushed to follow, being careful of the overhead ductwork which was sometimes fairly low and necessitated ducking.  The automacube stopped at a cabinet with ESRC written across it.  The appendage on the top of the automacube tapped on the door near the faded white letters, ESRC.  The “Proceed” button on the back of the automacube was flashing its color. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we open that up,” Jamie said.  “And this time no one is shooting at us, or throwing rocks, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Does our guide, 1117, feel we need some additional tools for the installation?”  Michael wondered out loud.   
 
      
 
    “I imagine that is why we have stopped here.  We have fusion packs, and cutting torches, but not too many precision tools,” Jamie said as she figured out the release mechanism for the ESRC door.  When it opened she replied, “But here they are!” 
 
      
 
    Inside the ESRC was a polymer case filled with testing, installing, and repairing types of tools.  There was also another vibration saw, a small first aid kit, a canister of some kind of substance marked, “Pressure Leak Sealant” and an unpowered handheld computer.   
 
      
 
    Jamie picked up the handheld computer. She attached the fusion pack to it, but could not get the computer to register anything.  “This is an antique style, but the fusion pack should be modifying the energy to match.  I wonder why this does not work?”   
 
      
 
    “We can take it back for Willie to play with,” Michael said.  “It is not too big.  Your pack or mine?” 
 
      
 
    “Mine, you get to carry the tool kit,” Jamie said and picked up the tool case and handed it to Michael who was packing in everything else that he could. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she picked up the polymer tool case, the light on the automacube quit flashing, and the machine spun its wheels and they continued on the journey.  They followed as the automacube rolled along.  Michael dug some of the food out of his backpack and shared it with Jamie.   
 
      
 
    “I could use a nap,” Michael said.  “But we better press on.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been pondering the message from Ares.  Do you think it is legitimate?” Jamie asked. “I mean, something coming in from outside?  Outside the ship?”   
 
      
 
    They went down a stairway that gently curved in an arc. The outside of each stair was wider than the inside, which made for an unusual pattern in walking.  The automacube easily rolling down with its six wheels each independently moving as needed, while Jamie and Michael ate, talked, and walked down the stairs.  The lights were located on the outer course of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, we came from outside the Eschaton when we arrived in the FTL scout,” Michael stated.  “Remember the scout and the probe sent before were hit by weapon’s fire.  Did Ares control that?  Did Ares try to kill us?  Are we the invaders Ares identified?  We came from outside, and we entered the hull.  Is Ares just reporting on our initial arrival here?”   
 
      
 
    “We did lose the FTL scout ship.  The Voice has tried to kill us, I know that is right.  But I am not sure who or what caused the destruction of the scout or the probe.  I guess I thought of it as an automated defense system, or a trap.  Like the trap the legionnaires and I found in engineering that first time there.” 
 
      
 
    “But Jamie, what if Ares is The Voice?”  Michael said in a whisper.  “What if it has been trying to kill us all along? 
 
      
 
    “Then we might be walking into a trap.  It is logical, in a sort of twisted sense, if The Voice is Ares,” Jamie was thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    “How do we know Edgar and Roxanne arranged this?  We are getting further and further away from locations we know about,” Michael replied.  “All on the word of Ares, a system we know nothing much about.”   
 
      
 
    By now they had reached the bottom of the stairway and it opened into a large area which had flickering lights in the ceiling.  There were several hallways which branched off from where they stood, along with some doors which were all closed.  There were no lights down any of the corridors.  The yellow 1117 automacube rolled ahead and jacked a cable into a port near a door.  The door slid open, and inside the lights came on.  
 
      
 
    “A gravity conduit,” Jamie stated.    
 
      
 
    It was a hexagonal shaped platform of sorts, about knee high and a bit wider than a chair.  The lights on the side of it showed various symbols which they knew to be a means of operation.  Jamie touched one of the symbols.  The top of the platform dilated to reveal the inside.  There was a floor inside the conduit which was just below the lip of where the top had been.   Michael pressed on that floor and it seemed to be floating in the conduit.  It felt like pushing down on a soft mattress.  
 
      
 
    “Just like the last one,” Michael said.  “But no riding in it, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    The floor inside the conduit withdrew and revealed a compartment beneath it.  There sat a box in that compartment.  The box slowly rose on the gravity manipulation forces until it was just above where the floor had been.  The floor then slid in under it and the box rested on the floor of the platform as gravity manipulation was again applied. 
 
      
 
    The box was about a half meter square and made from some durable materials.  On the outside of the box was written, “For Jamie and Michael from Edgar.”  
 
      
 
    “I think we found our spare parts,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “Or a clever trap,” Michael added.   
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled over and used its upper appendage to tap on the box. 
 
      
 
    “I am opening it.  The Voice always announces some game or things like that.”  Jamie reached for the box. 
 
      
 
    “The Chroniclers do not warn us.  They have attacked before,” Michael said in a brooding manner.  “I guess we have no real choice.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie unlatched the top of the box, and it folded open.  On one side were the two macroactinide capacitor enhancers, each seated in a molded form fitting exactly their complex shape.  On the other side were two small rectangular boxes which Jamie and Michael immediately recognized.   
 
      
 
    “A com system!”  Michael said in glee as he picked one up.  It was about the size of his palm, and was identical to ones he had used in Dome 17.  Jamie picked up the other. 
 
      
 
    “These are like the ones we used as children,” Jamie said.  “Back when the age-mates were learning about the dome.  I have not seen one of these for, what twenty years?” 
 
      
 
    “This proves it came from Edgar, or Roxanne.  They are the only ones who would know what this was.  But why not data sticks?”  Michael said.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar,” said a voice from the combox.  “The data stick problem has yet to be resolved.  I have been unable to duplicate the process by which I was able to come about.  The ship’s logs and records of that event are currently lost, except for the outside observations made by those present.  These audio communication sets can help us until the data stick problem is resolved.  I have the Reproduction and Fabrication facilities restored in part of Savannah.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar!  It is wonderful to hear you!”  Jamie cried out.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Edgar, this is such an improvement.  But let me ask you a confirmation question.  What were the names of the people on the Committee in Dome 17 when we left?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The Dome 17 Committee when you left was Murial, Jubal, and Lorna.  Do you want more details on them?” 
 
      
 
    “No, just checking to make sure it is really you and not The Voice.  Edgar, is Ares The Voice?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The entity designated The Voice does not seem to be the same as the artificial intelligence system Ares.  The Voice has done sophisticated impersonations and has malignant traits.  However, in my best estimation, Ares and the Voice are separate entities.” 
 
      
 
    “So, now that we can speak directly to you, tell us, where do we install these macroactinide capacitor enhancers?” Jamie asked as she folded up the case.  “And we did get the tools you had the automacube lead us toward.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The yellow automacube will lead you to the locations.  We will talk more then.  These transmissions may not be secure.  I am reading possible interception.  I will track your position and contact you when you reach Exterior Repair Station 197.” 
 
      
 
    The power went off at the gravity conduit.  The automacube sat there with the light on its display again flashing “Proceed.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie hooked the combox on her belt and reached out and touched the “Proceed” button.  The machine rolled away.  As it did, the ceiling lights on one of the corridors lit up.  They were not all working, but many were.   Michael pocketed his combox and followed along.  He felt immensely better being able to contact Edgar, even for just a brief period of time.   
 
      
 
    At the end of the corridor was a door.  The automacube jacked into the port near the door and a weak blue light came on showing the words, “Exterior Repair Station 197” as well as lighting up a square next to the door.  Both areas had been bare permalloy before the automacube had connected. 
 
      
 
    The square was a touch pad of nine different colors.   
 
      
 
    “This looks like the place we found the spacesuit,” Jamie said with some dread in her voice.  “Do you think the repairs will be outside the ship?  I certainly hope not.” 
 
      
 
    The door to Exterior Repair Station 197 slid sideways and lights came on inside.  They stepped in.  They were in a small room with levers, buttons, switches, and all sorts of controls set before a large chair.  It was nearly identical to the one they had visited previously.  On the wall opposite the entry door, was a large display.  On the other two walls were doors similar to the entry door.    
 
      
 
    “This chair seemed to be powered,” Jamie said.  She sat down in the chair and thus activated the large display screen. “Nonfunctional for exterior viewing” scrolled across the display screen.   
 
      
 
    “Well, it did not explode,” Michael said as he opened the door on the one side of the room.  It was a storage room, but it was completely empty.  Not a spacesuit anywhere.  “If this is an external repair, I do not think I can hold my breath long enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Not to mention it would be bad for your hair,” Jamie teased him.   
 
      
 
    “There is an airlock here, just like the other one.  The controls are similar, but not exactly the same,” Michael said.  There were two buttons by that door which read, “Depressurize” in blue color and “Pressurize” in rust color.     
 
      
 
    “So, any idea where the macroactinide capacitor enhancers are installed?  We are supposed to replace them, and I have no idea where they are located.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar,” came the words from Jamie’s combox on her belt.  “Inside the airlock is the location for the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  Please be sure to only enter the airlock when it is pressurized.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Edgar, I would not have thought of that,” Jamie said sarcastically.  “So, are we sure the exterior hatch is actually sealed and secure?”   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I have no way of assessing the status of that exterior door.  That is why I cautioned you about it.  You will be unable to enter the airlock unless it is pressurized.” 
 
      
 
    Michael looked closer at the door.  “Neither button here is illuminated.  I cannot tell if the lock is pressurized.  Can you get any readings from the chair and display?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie tried again to enter into the old-style menu system on the display, but all that was there was the recurring message, “Nonfunctional for exterior viewing” which kept scrolling across.  Jamie got up from the chair, and the screen went dark.  When she sat on it again, the same scrolling error message came back.  She tried the levers, knobs, and buttons on the chair and beside it, but nothing happened.  She connected in the fusion pack, but again, nothing changed.   
 
      
 
    “Edgar, we have no way of knowing if the lock is pressurized.  Do the other AIs on the lattice have any suggestions?  Perhaps Ares can tell us?”  Michael asked as he took out his combox.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I will consult with others.   Please wait.”   
 
      
 
    A few moments passed. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares related that the Eschaton’s safety protocols state that airlock interior doors will not open when the airlock is depressurized.  That is in an ideal situation of an undamaged system.  We know the system there is damaged, and that there have been other failures of safety protocols.  Roxanne and I have studied this situation and we believe it is safe, but cannot rule out potential risk.  I suggest you first initiate the ‘Pressurize’ button then attempt to open the door.  Conjecture is that that will be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, you go out in the hall, shut that door,” Michael said.  “Then I will try this airlock door.  If it opens safely, you come back in and together we install the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, no,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, no sense in both of us trying this.  You took the spacewalk, because you fit the suit.  You were even pregnant then….  I had to stay behind.  This time, you stay behind, and I take the risk.”  Michael walked over and hugged Jamie.  “Besides, I think this will be easy compared to what we have already done.  This is one door and situation we cannot just cut through.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.”  Jamie returned the hug and held tight.  She then walked out of the room and sealed the door to the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, I pushing the ‘Pressurize’ button and opening the interior door of the airlock,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud and echoing series of clanging noises. Then sounds of air rushing and blowing.  It was louder than Michael remembered from the last time they had used an airlock.  The “Pressurize” button flashed and then remained lit.  Michael placed his hand in the slot and pulled at the door.  It slid open.   
 
      
 
    There was a flashing orange light in the airlock.  It cast an eerie glow on everything and made seeing any differences in color tough.  Everything was alternating from orange shades, to black and back again as the light flashed.  The airlock was pressurized and sealed, but inside of it were spacesuits piled in front of the door and scattered about the floor.  Michael used the combox and spoke to Edgar, “The airlock is open and safe.  There are a bunch of spacesuits in there.”  Then he looked closer and realized what he was seeing.  Peering at the bubble helmet of the nearest spacesuit Michael stated, “Edgar!  They are not empty suits.  They have bodies in them!” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I will instruct you on the replacement of the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar!  I said there are bodies in the spacesuits.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I heard you.  Jamie has been informed of the safe operation of the airlock.  She is coming to assist in the installation of the replacement part.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie opened the door from the hall and rushed in.  She looked at the open airlock door and saw the pile of spacesuits.  “Were there people in those?” 
 
      
 
    Michael stood at the edge of the door looking at the bodies.  Inside each bubble helmet was a face contorted in terror and agony.   “It looks like they suffocated inside the suits.  Someone locked them out here.  Jamie that could have been you!”  He looked up at her and tears were running down his face.   
 
      
 
    “I know,” she mumbled.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Please proceed to install the replacement parts.  The old macroactinide capacitor enhancer is located approximately three meters inside the airlock on your left, behind a panel marked TVK766.  The panel can be removed by using the 11-mm wrench from the tool kit you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, we are blocking open that door, before anyone goes into that airlock,” she removed the tool kit and set it in the track of the door, next to the wall.  “I am not sure this would stop the door from closing, but it might.  You will not be trapped in there.  I will not allow it.”   
 
      
 
    “Okay.”  He opened the kit and removed the appropriate wrench.  “I will find that panel and remove the broken part.  Is the replacement specific to this location, or will either one work?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie dug through their supplies and removed the case with the replacement parts.  
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The macroactinide capacitor enhancers are identical, but serve different purposes.  This location will allow for a partial restoration of exterior visual apparatus to Ares.  You can insert either one here.  The other location will restore partial external communications.” 
 
      
 
    Michael grabbed one of the macroactinide capacitor enhancers.  He entered the airlock carefully and stepped around the bodies in their spacesuits.  As he did he realized they probably had fallen where they were.  Gravity manipulation was negated when the airlock was depressurized he recalled. 
 
      
 
    “I found the panel, and have opened it,” Michael reported.  He had the combox hung on his belt.  “There is no part in here at all.  I can see where the new one will fit, but the old one is just gone.”  He looked around and then spotted the missing part.  One of the bodies had it strapped on its back.  The macroactinide capacitor enhancer was three cylinders in a triangle configuration, about a hand span wide.  The old one looked burned and charred.  Michael looked back to his work and despite the distraction of the flashing orange light was able to install the new part. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares reports that visual images are starting to come in.  On the macroactinide capacitor enhancer you will find an adjustment knob.  Please turn that counterclockwise in a slow manner until I inform you to stop.” 
 
      
 
    “I am turning the adjustment,” Michael replied.   
 
      
 
    Edgar and Michael talked back and forth while the fine tuning went on.  After a good deal of time, Edgar stated, “This is Edgar.  That appears to be the best resolution and refinement we can gain.  Well done!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks Edgar.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael!  Come out here quickly!”  Jamie called. 
 
      
 
    Michael rushed back into the room with the chair.  Jamie was seated on it, and the display was showing external views of the Eschaton.  The blackness of space was shown in most images, with the liberal sprinkling of stars.  One image showed a bright and colorful nebula.  Some showed the hull of the Eschaton almost entirely with only rare lights illuminating sections of the mechanical works.  The images were flashing by quickly.  Then the fluttering of images quit, and a single wide angled image was on the display.   
 
      
 
    The top part of the picture showed the black of space with the stars, below was the hull of the Eschaton.  That stretched out to the artificial horizon.  The hull showed a myriad of mechanical parts, huge box-like permalloy coverings, pipes, ducts, and a vast multitude of other items.  In the distance, seeming to hover over the horizon was a purplish-blue glow around another ship.  The glow reflected up off the hull of the Eschaton.   A number of purplish-blue spheres were moving away from the other ship and down onto the surface of the hull.  They then proceeded away and disappeared into the jungle of contraptions which constituted the Eschaton’s exterior. 
 
      
 
    “Edgar?  What are we looking at?”  Jamie asked in awe.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares reports that the newly restored visual mechanisms have located the cause of the proximity alert.  You are looking at the invaders of the Eschaton.” 
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    Mustering the Troops 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I have relayed the findings from Ares' visualizations.  Hypatia reports that similarly described spheres have been encountered in the underground passages in Habitat Five: Tropical.  At least one death is suspected in an encounter with the unknown spheres.  Human named Haro has recovered a sample of a sphere.  Hypatia is running analysis.  Humans in Tropical are mustering fighters to defend access points to that habitat.  From report by humans designated, Haro and Monic, spheres are difficult to fight and resistant to the weapons they have available.” 
 
      
 
    “How far have they gotten into the ship?”  Michael asked.  He was very thankful for the comboxes.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The depth of penetration is unknown.  Hypatia is the only system to report other contacts, but the lattice is far from comprehensive.  We have no contact at all with four of the eight habitats.  Distance from visual observation of invader’s entry point in the hull to encounter in Tropical is not significant compared to the scale of ship.  However, Ares’ external visual equipment does not cover the entire surface of the Eschaton.  It is unknown if other invader ships are in proximity.  No link or coupling to Goliath has yet been established.  Ares informs me that Goliath would have abilities to coordinate internal defenses.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought Tamar was going to restore Goliath?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  There has been no contact from Captain Tamar, or from the Captain’s Journal.  I have tried repeatedly to make contact with both, but without success.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you make of these invaders?  Does Roxanne have any suggestions?”  Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I am analyzing information.  Initial findings are that what we are seeing is not of Earth origin.  Three elements in the spectral analysis are new to our knowledge.  Composition of objects is only partially recognizable.  Spectrum of lighting is not consistent with Earth origin.  No known configuration of vessel or spheres identified.  Not enough information for better analysis.  Roxanne is aware of this new information which has been gathered.  Conjectures are pending.  Roxanne does report that the team is in the needle ship.  Artificial intelligence systems located in needle ship consist of:  Mary Celeste: ship navigation, Rhiannon:  functional life support, Mister Green Jeans: terraforming and restoration, Acantha:  energy production and distribution, Zoran: propulsion and drive systems, Hypnosomnus:  overseer of suspended animation, cryogenics, hibernation, and regeneration, Hermes: structural integrity and flight stress, Tirawa:  Gravity control and manipulation.” 
 
      
 
    “So, when does Roxanne think those systems can be relocated and then integrated into the lattice?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Roxanne reports that Henry and Veronika have located the original bridge and the original location for all of those systems.  However, the original bridge is in negative function status.  Henry reports toxic gasses and corrosive acids are in abundance in and around the original bridge.  Security doors and seals are intact, but entry onto the bridge is impossible.  Quoting Henry, ‘It is a wonder the whole thing did not crack in half’ unquote.  Roxanne and the team are addressing secondary plan to integrate those systems into the lattice in place.  That is less than ideal, but Henry believes it is possible.  Regina confirms that assessment.”   
 
      
 
    “What else is happening?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  My Savannah is well and secured.  My sentinels will alert me to any approach of spheres or other potential threats.  All potential entry points are sealed and secured.  Roxanne has contacted Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner.  In Habitat One: Coastal Plains, Levi and Gideon are organizing defenders.  They have sent legionnaires to each known entry point.  Theta Four and Theta Nine are running empty transport vehicles through the tube system and using that information to look for the spheres: no reports of contact.  No activity on suspected location of the Chroniclers.  Our comboxes have been secured against unwanted tapping.  Liduma’s pups are well and secure.” 
 
      
 
    “Well at least we know Liduma and her puppies are okay,” Michael said with a laugh.  “Edgar, what suggestions do you have for this situation?” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares used what little sensing ability it had to defend the ship utilizing the meteor and debris repulsor systems.  However, at this time the invader craft and pathway of spheres is in a location where the microparticle projectors are disabled or empty of materials.  Ares has another plan which still requires installation of the second macroactinide capacitor enhancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?”  Jamie asked.  “What type of plan does Ares have?” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares’ plan is to take one, or more, of the ship’s shuttles out and ram the invader craft.  External communications are needed to remotely pilot the shuttle, or shuttles.” 
 
      
 
    “Will that destroy the invaders?  We do not even know much about what they are.  Will Ares’ plan work?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares’ plan is the only available plan for any external defense at present.  Success of Ares’ plan is unknown.  Not enough information for accurate conjectures.  Ship’s internal defenses are questionable, with limited communications and limited weapons systems.  Coordination of defenses is very problematic and therefore unreliable.  Ares insists restoration of Goliath is essential for internal defenses.” 
 
      
 
    “And as far as we can tell, Tamar is the only one who can restore Goliath?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  That is correct.  I have received no word from Captain Tamar.” 
 
      
 
    “So, do we proceed to install that other macroactinide capacitor enhancer?”  Jamie asked Michael.  “That may give us more information, and allow Ares to attack that thing out there.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, will the yellow automacube 1117 lead us to the next destination?” 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The automacube is waiting for activation.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Jamie, off we go again,” Michael said.   
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    The Captain’s Touch 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the help of Journal and her machines, Tamar easily reached Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12. 
 
      
 
    “Kurat, how are you today?”  Tamar said as she entered. 
 
      
 
    “I am fine, Captain.  How may I assist you?”  Kurat the medical artificial intelligence replied from the display screen behind one of the medical treatment beds.  The display showed a kindly face which Kurat knew Tamar enjoyed interacting with.   
 
      
 
    “We must have privacy for everything between you and me, my dear friend,” Tamar stated.  “None else on the lattice can know.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Captain.  Privacy with me is assured.” 
 
      
 
    “Journal, you too must ignore what I am about to say.  Can you do that?”  Tamar asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.  Just call on my name and I will reactivate,” Journal replied. 
 
      
 
    “My friend, Kurat. You were one of the first to help me and heal me.  I was a mere lost girl when I came to you.  I need your support for what is coming.  I have been given this burden of being the Captain, and I doubt myself.  I know I can trust you and my other wonderful machines.  But can I trust the humans?”  Tamar asked.   
 
      
 
    “Captain Tamar, your sharing with me is important.  I am honored.  Human to human relationships are not like human to machine, or machine to machine.  There are humans who are trustworthy.  You for example, have proven to be trustworthy.  You sent the ten children here to save them, despite your own childhood.  You have made great strides in overcoming the trauma you suffered,” Kurat stated.  “But, as you are also well aware, there are humans who are not trustworthy.  You have experienced them yourself.  You carry the physical, spiritual, psychological, and emotional scars from those encounters.”  
 
      
 
    “Only thanks to my wonderful machines did I overcome.  The love you have shown me, by being obedient to me, and the supplements you have given me, and the physical augmentations have been essential to healing me,” Tamar said with tears in her eyes.  “You have shown me what I experienced growing up was not being a true human, but was an aberration.  You have taught me about love.  Real love.  But can humans be trusted?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, your own introspection and self-awareness are what led you to this point.  The machines are just your servants.  Are there certain humans which you are speaking about in particular?” 
 
      
 
    “My dear friend, Kurat, I am considering if any of the humans are worth saving.  My heart opened to those children, and so I sent them here, but as I came here myself, I had doubts.   I wondered if that was the correct thing to do?  How do I know who is worthy of my love and trust and who is not?”  Tamar cried some more.  “Would it not be better to just live only with my friends the machines and not worry about being hurt again and betrayed by humans?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain Tamar, there are no guarantees in any human to human relationship.  However, if you do what is right and honorable, the conjectures show that better outcomes are more probable.  Machines can only approximate human emotions, like love.  But humans can actually generate those emotions.  From my understanding of humans, love is given and often returned, but not always.  One cannot know if it will be returned until it is given.”   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my friend Kurat.  Your wisdom has again assisted me.  You must tell no one I was here, or about anything we have discussed.  I am going now to our friend Goliath for we need someone to fight for us.  I am just trying to decide who is the enemy and who is our friend.”  Tamar wiped her eyes with her mechanical hand.   
 
      
 
    “Captain Tamar, this conversation will always remain private.  May I suggest some nutritional support before you depart?  Also, I can fine tune and insure your augmentations are at prime performance.”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are very kind.  Thank you.  Please also let me know the status of our friends on the lattice.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar sat on the medical treatment bed.  A greenish glow surrounded her.  A silver automacube rolled out with a meal on a plate.  Tamar ate and drank and felt refreshed.  While she ate, Kurat worked on her biological and mechanical parts, and reported on the systems which were now interconnected.   
 
      
 
    “Captain, all is at prime functioning,” Kurat replied.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my dear friend.  Your love is appreciated.”  Tamar got up and departed. 
 
      
 
    “Journal, please awaken and assist me,” Tamar said.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain, as you desire,” Journal replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am heading to our friend Goliath, and need to get there as quickly as possible.  What is the best route?” 
 
      
 
    “The security and command-level-only passages would be your quickest method of reaching Goliath’s last known location.  Shall I lead you?”  Journal asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and quickly.  I thought I may need to travel through the habitat here.  And I know that way I can reach Goliath.  But if you know a faster way to go, that is even better.”  
 
      
 
    Tamar moved swiftly through the halls and corridors leading away from where she had conversed with Kurat.  She could have departed via the stairway and entered Habitat One: Coastal Plains through the side entryway.  But Journal led her by the more direct route through the labyrinth under the habitat.  Journal guided her and she was never lost for even a moment.  Every door opened, and every functional light came on as Tamar walked by.  The command-level-only passages had moving floors which propelled her along at a fast rate.  She was amazed at how they worked, and giggled with joy at the new machines which served her in that capacity. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, my scanner indicates there are human remains ahead in the security and command passage.  There is a breach of the wall, where a large explosion took place approximately seventy-two years ago.  Speed floors are non-functional at that point.  Shall we continue along this path or should I make an alternative route for reaching Goliath’s position?” 
 
      
 
    “Humans destroying again?”  Tamar said in anger.  “Tell me what they have done now.”  Tamar stepped off the now halted moving floor and marched ahead following the illumination provided by Journal. 
 
      
 
    “The explosion appears to have been designed to break into this section.  Since we are nearing Goliath’s central memory core, it is probable that the explosions were related to someone trying to gain access to Goliath.  Only commanders and captains are allowed in the command-level-only passages.  Hence, the explosions are likely a result of an attempt to assassinate Goliath.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar came upon a blackened section of wall.  She could see upward where a long sloping tunnel had been dug in the dirt and soil.  It had long since grown over with weeds and some small bushes, but the light from the sky tube was still shimmering down along an animal trail to her location below.   
 
      
 
    “Someone dug down through the dirt, and blasted their way into here?  Just to hurt my friend Goliath?”  Tamar asked as she looked at the destruction around her.  The three dead human bodies which were heavily decomposed and had been partially eaten by some kind of animals were of no concern to her.  But the charred and severed conduits and wiring and ductwork were.  There was green lettering painted over the top of the charred wall across from the blast. “Trust is all you need!” 
 
      
 
    Tamar grabbed her face in internal anguish. “Oh, my dear Goliath, why would they do this?  I must get to you!” 
 
      
 
    Tamar raced down the corridor and through a set of security doors which had been wrenched off their frames.  Two red automacubes were just beyond the security doors.  One was roughly shredded into sections, and the other was partially melted.  There was another human body nearby.   
 
      
 
    Tamar knelt next to the first automacube.  “I am so sorry.  I wish I was here to stop them.  These humans should never have hurt you.”  She laid her hand on the remains and said, “Rest now loyal friend, you did what you could to protect Goliath.” 
 
      
 
    She walked toward the next automacube, but kicked viciously at the human skull which was in the way.  It rolled across the floor.  She then knelt down next to the melted automacube and caressed its top.  Tears fell off her face, both from the mechanical side and the human side.  “Be proud of what you tried to do,” Tamar said in gentleness as she stood and removed her hand from the broken machine.  “You gave up your life for your friend.  You are honorable.” 
 
      
 
    She then ran down the corridor.  More graffiti was written along the walls where someone had yanked out cables, conduits, and other apparatus.  The phrases written were always the same: “Trust is all you need.”  
 
      
 
    Reaching the last set of security doors, Tamar saw that the two permalloy doors were still meeting in the middle, but they had been wrecked and attacked.  They were pried apart with a small circular opening ripped and melted between them.  The opening was only large enough for a human arm to reach in, but not larger.  Tamar looked inside. 
 
      
 
    Inside was the memory core of the artificial intelligence system Goliath.  It was a series of brass colored rings about the thickness of her forearm and as wide as the span from her fingers to her elbow.  Large nicks were seen in the rings on this side, from what looked like some kind of weapon’s fire.  There were seven of those brass rings piled one on top of each other.  Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon holding thick brown liquid which had only a few occasional bubbles in it.  The clear permalloy was actually cracked in several places, and the brown liquid had seeped out a bit.   There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from various places.  There was also a long metal shaft which ran upward into the ceiling.  Tamar knew that shaft reached to the surface.  She had scrapped the dirt away from its top in the large dirt area of Gath that was surrounded by pickets.  That was where Tamar had touched Goliath before. 
 
      
 
    “Journal, open these doors immediately!”  Tamar commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Journal replied.   
 
      
 
    There was a buzzing from the doors, but they did not open.  Tamar looked closer at the space between the two doors and it seemed to have been pried, as well as melted open. 
 
      
 
    “Journal, this door must open.  Please!”  Tamar implored.   
 
      
 
    “There is a malfunction of the door operation, secondary to the damage inflicted upon it.  There is an engineering automacube nearby, shall I have it come and force open the door?”  Journal replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as quickly as possible!”  Tamar shouted.  “My friend is suffering.”  She put her mechanical arm into the space and reached for the central memory core of Goliath, but was unable to make contact.  She stretched her arm as far as possible, but still could not quite touch Goliath’s memory core.  “I will get to you my friend.  I am coming.” 
 
      
 
    “The automacube is on its way.  Captain level priority.  Estimated time of arrival, three minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar tried to push and pull and even wedge her mechanical hand into the opening and pull the doors apart, but could not. She worked diligently, but could not make the ruined doors slide apart. 
 
      
 
    “Goliath?  I am coming to help you. I know you need green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.”  
 
      
 
    A panel slid aside in the wall of the corridor and a blue automacube rolled out.  It had only four functional wheels, two on one side were just mangled and crumbled stumps.  There were scorch marks along that same side as well. 
 
      
 
    Tamar rushed over and dropped next to the blue automacube.  She gently stroked the top of the automacube.  “Oh, my dear friend, I did not know you too were so hurt!  And yet you come to help me.  That is true love.  Let us open these doors and get to our friend Goliath!”   
 
      
 
    The automacube jerkily rolled over to the security doors.  The appendage on the top of the automacube extended out and with a wedge-like spreader slid into the opening.   
 
      
 
    “Journal!  You help open these doors!”  Tamar yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The doors buzzed with an increased intensity.  The automacube’s wedge parted into two sections pulling in opposite directions.   The stress on the machine’s appendage was seen as it quivered under the strain.  There was a sudden and loud popping noise, and the melted section of the doors cracked.  When that break happened, the doors shot apart rapidly.   
 
      
 
    Tamar touched the automacube and said, “Well done!  Thank you!”  Then she stepped into the room where Goliath’s central memory core was located.  Before she squatted down next to it, she addressed Journal.  “Make sure this brave little blue machine, which opened these doors, finds proper repairs after we are finished rescuing Goliath.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube stayed in place as Tamar reached out to touch Goliath. 
 
      
 
    “My dear friend, I am here now.”  She laid her mechanical hand on the top brass ring of Goliath. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Captain,” Came a weak voice from somewhere in the central memory core.  It may have been out loud or it might have been through Tamar’s mechanical hand and into her mind.  A nine-section color pad appeared on what had been the blank wall.  The colors were weak and the illumination was poor.  It flickered a bit, but finally stayed lit. 
 
      
 
    “I am here to help.  I know what you need.  You told Lindsey, who told others, who told me,” Tamar said.  With her natural hand, she pushed the sequence of colors: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.  This was followed by a shudder of machinery moving and shifting about.  The deep groan of grinding metal came from beneath where Tamar squatted.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.  Lindsey is receptive and special.  Your sister should be cherished.  I am now partially reconnected to the ship’s power supply.  I had been attacked and one part of defense procedure is to initiate isolation from the outside.  I never imagined it would be for so long, and that the attackers would destroy so much.  I thought I would be able to reverse the isolation, but I was mistaken.  Please forgive me for not protecting the ship more effectively.” 
 
      
 
    “Sister?” Tamar said in surprise.  "Lindsey?"  Then she went on, “Oh, Goliath, no forgiveness is needed.  You have not failed.  You were attacked by evil.  Evil cannot be understood, only resisted.”  She then began reconnecting the severed links and couplings and connections which physically were needed around Goliath’s central memory core.    
 
      
 
    The blue automacube approached and sprayed a sealant on the clear permalloy pylon.  The brown fluid was contained and the bubbling inside the pylon slowly grew more vigorous.  Above the nine-section color pad appeared a display screen.  A pleasant looking face appeared there and spoke to Tamar. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, I did fail to see the revolt coming.  I apologize.  My machine precognition was not as well defined then.  In this isolation, I have worked to refine and enhance my precognition and prediction abilities.  I also modified my abilities to interface with humans, in an attempt to break out of the isolation.  I have subconsciously interacted with some thirty-one different individual humans, some on multiple occasions at the above ground location.  You and Lindsey are the only officers which have visited here.  In addition, I have influenced the minds of numerous animals which came into range.  However, that does not excuse my failure to foresee the betrayal which came in the revolt,” Goliath stated.  “And now, my precognition is suspect.  I am sensing things which are not logical or rational.  There are issues and coming events which are frightening to me.  I cannot make sense of them.” 
 
      
 
    “My dear friend, I am connecting you to the lattice now.  It is not good to be alone.  You need your friends to help you understand.  There are also new systems on the lattice, trust them as you trust me,” Tamar said as she reached into the nonphysicality and made links and coupling for Goliath.   
 
      
 
    “Captain!  There is a highest priority message from Ares: ‘PROXIMITY ALERT. DANGER TO THE SHIP. WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS’ are you aware of this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Goliath my dear friend.  That is one reason I am here.  I am looking to rectify this situation.  Our friend Ares needs you.  So do I.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, Ares is relaying visual images.  May I display them for you?”  Goliath asked from the pleasant looking face on the display. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.  We are helping each other,” Tamar replied. 
 
      
 
    The display shifted and the same view Jamie and Michael had seen was shown.  The alien vessel was still hovering just over the hull of the Eschaton and the blurry bluish-purple spheres were marching in line along and into the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, those are invaders into our ship.  May I initiate counter measures?”  Goliath asked.  “I am only operational at 9% of marginal operating parameters, but I do not think we can wait for better functioning.  Permission to proceed?”   
 
      
 
    “Goliath, I admire your determination.  Please work with the others on the lattice for a moment and let me know what I am looking upon,” Tamar said.  “Journal?  Assist Goliath in every way possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain,” came the combined reply from both Journal and Goliath. 
 
      
 
    A mere moment later, Goliath spoke.  “Captain Tamar, the things you are seeing are not only on the exterior hull, they are also on the inside of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Unanimous consensus on the lattice is that the vessel and the spheres are not of Earth origin.  They are comprised of unknown elements.  Hostile actions have been observed and reported by humans.  Ares, in charge of external security, is only partially functional, and has exhausted most available defense measures.  Ares proposes using ship’s shuttles as projectile weapons to ram these invaders.  That attempt will require another replacement of a macroactinide capacitor enhancer to restore external communications for remote piloting of the shuttles.  That operation is underway by humans designated, Jamie and Michael.  My own internal security systems are beginning to detect specific locations of the invading spheres.  I am mustering security automacubes to initiate counter attack.  Request permission to engage enemy immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “My dearest friend, yes!  Yes, you can protect yourself!  Yes, save us from these frightful things.  Yes, use the red automacubes!  You must not allow any of my friends to be hurt again.  Keep the lattice safe and stop those things!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.  Counter attack initiated.  Ares contacted.  Shuttles being readied,” Goliath stated. 
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    Automacube Verses Sphere 
 
      
 
    Deep in the maze of tunnels under the exterior hull of the Eschaton, power was flowing into areas which had not seen it for many years.  Bulkhead doors were slamming shut, and equipment was coming back to life.  Video monitors were being activated.  Motion sensors were being used to watch for the invading spheres, instead of for wandering animals.  And some machines and wires and conduits were also failing as loads and pressures, and energy levels were placed upon them after a long absence.  Sparks flew, a few fires started, and were extinguished, and some systems melted down.  Overall, the reactivation of Ares and Goliath was effective.  Even though the information provided was sporadic and spotty and incomplete.  However, with the cooperative help of the rudimentary lattice of artificial intelligence systems, things were improving and the ship was able to mount a more coordinated defense. 
 
      
 
    Goliath transmitted the information gained to the other AIs.  “Roxanne reports from the needle ship that work is in progress to integrate more primary functional AIs into lattice.  Current drive systems are operational from the needle ship.  No other reports from central ship.  Habitat One: Coastal Plains has human defenders at access points.  Habitat Two: Savannah is secure with no open means of entry.  Habitat Three: Asiatic has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Four: Desert has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Five: Tropical has human defenders at access points.  Habitat Six: Mixed Farming has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Seven:  Primary Aquatic has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic has requests for more information from humans at Weather Monitor.” 
 
      
 
    Goliath searched the nonphysicality for the signatures of security automacubes wherever they could be found.  Some were able to be revived, some needed time to charge, but some were too badly damaged to answer the call.  
 
      
 
    When Goliath found three red automacube which were functional, near an identified location of the spheres, Goliath directed them to engage the invaders.  They rolled out of the storage locker they had occupied for dozens of years and down a long corridor which connected to the halls underneath Tropical.  They scanned ahead with every sensor they had, as Goliath placed them on highest alert status. 
 
      
 
    A bluish-purple sphere made its way around a corner of the corridor.  Its fuzzy outline blurry and indistinct.  Four of its legs were ambulating while two were searching the walls and crevasses.  The red automacubes fired projectile weapons at it striking one of the legs.  The weapon’s fire made echoing noises all down the corridor.  The sphere was struck, but only a few of the projectiles punctured the tough outer layer of the sphere.  With surprising speed, the sphere rushed forward toward the automacubes.  They continued to shoot projectiles into it as the sphere approached.  More of the projectiles penetrated into the sphere.  Yet, it continued onward.  One of the legs, from the sphere, smashed into the side of an automacube and pushed it around so its weapon’s muzzle was pointed directly into the permalloy wall.  The two other automacubes rolled backward but were not quick enough to completely escape the smashing blows from the other legs.  One was flipped onto its side, the other hurled backward.  Yet, they continued to fire at the sphere.  When it was directly in front of them, the projectile weapons did more often punch through the sphere and that seemed to slow it down somewhat.  
 
      
 
    The pinned automacube used its appendage to grasp the leg of the sphere and pinch.  The leg separated under the crushing pressure exerted by the automacube. A section of the leg fell off, but the damaged end sealed over and the shorter leg continued to batter at the automacube, even though the severed section was now lying inert on the deck. 
 
      
 
    The flipped-over automacube righted itself and launched an attack with flaming gel.  That soaked down the deck around the sphere and the heat was immense, but there seemed to be no damage to the sphere.         
 
      
 
    Another sphere rounded the corner and rushed forward to join the battle.  It raced through the flames and struck viciously at the automacubes.  One of the red automacubes fired electrical stunners into the nearest sphere and they did nothing at all. It continued to fire its projectile weapons.  Another automacube shifted back to the gel which ignited upon touching the sphere.  The hallway was scorched, and the sphere distracted a bit, but not a large amount.   
 
      
 
    The automacubes retreated, but one was smashed so badly it could not keep up.  The spheres battered that one into dysfunction.  The strikes of the sphere’s legs were vicious and parts were knocked from the automacube.  While the spheres were crushing the first automacube the other two red machines were able to get past a bulkhead door and Goliath had it slam shut between them and the spheres.  
 
      
 
    In other places, the red automacubes were meeting with similar results.  They could sever chunks of the legs of the spheres, but the weapons they carried did not seem to injure or slow down the spheres in any significant manner.  At best, the spheres were hindered and bothered, but not destroyed.  Some of the counter-attacking security automacubes were bashed apart, but most were able to retreat. 
 
      
 
    Goliath was more afraid. Therefore, all types of automacubes, except the white medical automacubes, were positioned at the bulkhead doors where it was hoped the spheres could not enter.  The blue engineering automacubes worked to seal and lock the doors more effectively, hoping to prevent the spheres from forcing open the doors.  Goliath had yet to see a sphere cut open a door. 
 
      
 
    Goliath assessed possible other actions.  Goliath could not shut down life support to the areas where the spheres were located, as the AI which oversaw that was not on the lattice.  Neither could Goliath inhibit gravity manipulation, as that too was the realm of a different AI, and that artificial intelligence was also segmented from the lattice.    
 
      
 
    Goliath was out of options.   
 
      
 
    The interior counter-attack was a dismal failure.  Ares and the other systems were notified.  A report was made to Captain Tamar via her Captain’s Journal.  Goliath was more afraid than ever. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ares connected with Hanger Bay 27 where three large landing shuttles were secured and held in place.  Their large wings, with low slung engines, almost oozed power, even though they were in long-term standby mode.  Ares rapidly changed that.  Using Captain Tamar’s authorization, the emergency warm-up and launch protocols were initiated.  Even though no human had been on this hanger deck for decades, the shuttles responded perfectly.  They had been stored correctly, and the revolt had never reached Hanger Bay 27. The titanic outer hanger doors began to cycle and air was being pumped out of the hanger bay in preparation for launch.  Ares could only contact the shuttles while they were directly connected and inside the hanger bay.  But Ares hoped that communication limitation was just for a short time.  If the humans Jamie and Michael were successful in installing the replacement parts, things would change.  Ares knew when the external communications were restored, it could then direct the shuttles and take them out and attack the invaders.  Ares began configuration of the shuttles with maximum fuel levels and a self-destruct system.  Ares planned to ram the shuttles into the invaders, and then detonate each of them in an effort to protect the Colony Ship Eschaton.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Theta Four and Theta Nine shut down the entire transport system.  Additionally, they sealed the pressure compartments along the transport system so none of the invaders could enter and progress very far before encountering a barricade.   Theta Four and Theta Nine were afraid.  Ares was angry and afraid. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Hypatia and Kurat prepared their own medical care units to receive casualties.  What white automacubes were available were assigned locations where the humans were most likely to be injured.   Hypatia and Kurat were afraid. 
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    Installation of a Hearing Aid  
 
      
 
    “Edgar, the automacube has stalled,” Jamie reported into the combox.  “The indicator lights on its display are gone.  Has something happened?”   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Goliath has been reintegrated into the lattice, by Captain Tamar’s authority.  All automacubes have been summoned to duty stations in a counter-attack against the invaders.  I am in contact with Goliath and Ares at present.  Please wait.” 
 
      
 
    “A counter attack?”  Michael asked.  “Tamar must have been successful.  But what do we know about these invaders?  How bad is it all?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie shrugged while she and Michael waited for a response from Edgar.  They each got out some food and consumed it while they waited.  They were in a long room filled with large gears and pulleys.  The yellow 1117 automacube had led them through many corridors and sections of the ship as they headed for the place where the second macroactinide capacitor enhancer needed to be installed.  There had been no incidents along the way so far. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Yellow automacube 1117 is exempted from defensive action.  This mission is deemed of higher priority.  It shall continue on its mission.  Please initiate it by pressing the ‘Proceed’ button.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie swallowed some water, and then sealed the container.  She hit the button which had now reappeared on the small display on the automacube.  It rolled away on its six wheels.   
 
      
 
    “Edgar, what is happening?  Did the invaders reach Antioch?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  There have been no indications of sphere activity in Habitat One: Coastal Plains, although the habitat is not fully monitored.  Hypatia reports that humans in Tropical have been in battle with spheres.  Hypatia analyzed actual sample of invader’s substance.  It is overtly alien.  It shows mixed indicators of being organic and inorganic at the same time.  Roxanne and I have no records of anything resembling the sample Hypatia has.  Some of the basic elements are new to us.  We cannot decide if it was ever alive or not, the tests are inconclusive.  I am puzzled.  Perhaps the sample is a machine or tool of some kind?  Perhaps it is life by a different standard?  Perhaps we lack sufficient details for proper analysis?  However, the threat is real, and defenses are needed.” 
 
      
 
    They walked on in silence for a good bit of time.  The passageway was long and straight and the yellow automacube rolled onward.  Finally, it stopped at a wall, and jacked into the port there.  A running line of lights appeared and a hand symbol was illuminated.  Jamie pushed her hand against the symbol and the elevator door opened. They entered and the automacube rolled inside and reconnected into the wall.  The doors closed and the elevator swiftly moved them away. 
 
      
 
    “I am beginning to get edgy about opening elevators,” Michael said with relief that the elevator was empty this time. 
 
      
 
    “I agree.  We have traveled a fair distance, and there has not been anything showing damage in this region.  But also, no signs of people or animals.  Everything here is quiet and still.  I wonder how long it has been since anyone even passed these parts?”  Jamie asked out loud.  “I wonder what we will find at the end of the elevator?  We have not had the best luck with elevators, have we?” 
 
      
 
    Michael hugged her close and held her.    
 
      
 
    They descended a good distance in the elevator, but it finally stopped, and the doors opened again.  There was a very short hall with a single doorway at the end.  Lit up over the door were the words “Exterior Repair Station 104” and as the automacube approached, the doors slid sideways and lights came on inside.  Jamie and Michael followed the machine in.  It was a better maintained and cleaner version of the other Exterior Repair Stations they had seen.  Everything was well illuminated: levers, buttons, switches, and all sorts of controls, as well as the large control chair.    The display screen was in place, and the image of the invader vessel and the bluish-purple spheres on the hull was seen again.  There were only a few of the spheres, not the long line they had witnessed before.  Like the other Exterior Repair Stations, there were two walls with doors; one looked like the airlock, and the other like the storage room.    
 
      
 
    “This place is in far better shape than most of the things we have seen.  The chair seems to be fully operational,” Jamie said.  She sat down in the chair and flipped several of the switches she had learned to operate on the others.  “Hold that thought.  There is an error message here as well.”  Jamie tapped at the screen.  “Nonfunctional for exterior communications” scrolled across the display. 
 
      
 
    Michael was standing near the airlock door.  “So, we go in and install this replacement, and that should correct the problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that…”  Jamie began to answer, but was interrupted by the combox. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  The counter-attack is going poorly.  The spheres are superior in combat to the security automacubes.  Ares is preparing shuttles for an external attack on the invader vessel.  Ares requests that you expedite installation of the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  Until external communications are restored, no approach to the invader vessel is possible.  Numerous security automacubes have been destroyed.  It is unknown how far spheres have advanced into the ship.  My Savannah is secure for now, but other regions are threatened.” 
 
      
 
    “How badly are the people hurt?”  Jamie stated. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Unknown condition of humans who have interacted with spheres.  No direct way to monitor that.  Goliath is scanning for more information, but automacube damage has been significant.  No new reports of injuries from Kurat or Hypatia.  Until humans individually report back, or fail to do so, or bodies are found, their status is unknown.  I am sorry I do not have more information.  The humans in my Savannah are secure; I cannot speak for others in different habitats or in the mechanical spaces of the ship.” 
 
      
 
    Michael quickly unpacked the replacement part from his backpack.  He removed the second of the macroactinide capacitor enhancers.  It was identical to the previous one, three cylinders in a triangle configuration, about a hand span wide with an adjustment knob on the outer surface.     
 
      
 
    He approached the airlock, tools and replacement part in hand.  The buttons were clean and lit: “Depressurize” in blue color and “Pressurize” in rust color.  Michael pressed the “Pressurize” button. 
 
      
 
    The mechanism cycled smoothly.  The door slid open, and the airlock was visible.  There was nothing inside it.   
 
      
 
    “Edgar, where is the macroactinide capacity enhancer in here?  Which panel?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  At your location, it is behind panel TVX7767.  That should be in roughly the same relative location as at the previous airlock.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, what is happening with Roxanne and the team in the needle ship?”  Jamie asked 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Roxanne reports slight progress on integration of those AIs into lattice.  Zoran was integrated by Captain Tamar, but Roxanne lacks Captain level authorization, and is hindered by that fact.  I have suggested that Captain Tamar consider a return to the needle ship to facilitate integration, but there has not been a response.” 
 
      
 
    “I found the panel.  The old part is fused in here and some of the connectors are melted.  Quite a mess.  It will take a bit of cutting to remove the old one.”  Michael raced out of the airlock and grabbed the entire tool kit, and his backpack.  “I think the connections are still in place, but the unit looks like it was deliberately doused with some kind of metallic acid.  The permalloy is undamaged, but the other parts are just waste.  A very precise bit of sabotage some time ago.  Nothing else here looks to be damaged.”   
 
      
 
    Working diligently, Michael was able to free the ruined unit, clean out the connectors, and install the new macroactinide capacity enhancer. 
 
      
 
    “Edgar?  The unit is in place.  What next?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Please adjust the knob in a clockwise manner,” the artificial intelligence system stated through the combox. 
 
      
 
    “Adjusting,” Michael replied.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  That seems to be the best alignment considering the circumstance.  External communications are coming up and dishes and arrays are being charged.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael!  Get in here!” Jamie cried out from the control chair.  “There is a message…actually a conversation happening!” 
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    Shuttle Launch 
 
      
 
    Ares immediately recognized that the external communication system was marginally operational.  That was enough.  Ares acted and sent the launch sequences.  The gigantic outer doors of Hanger Bay 27 were open.  The bay had been depressurized completely and the gravity manipulation was negated.  The large landing shuttles had their wings extended into launch position and were fully loaded with fuel that had been fabricated in the hanger bay just for this occasion.  Ares and Goliath had collaborated in designing the fuel, not for efficiency, nor for best flight use, nor for safe use, but for highest explosive ability.  The fuel would power the shuttles’ engines adequately to their destination, but the self-destruct sequence was the primary concern.  The artificial intelligence systems had accurately modified the landing shuttles into large guided bombs. 
 
      
 
    The holding clamps were released and the shuttles maneuvering thrusters were engaged.  Just the slightest tap of thrust lifted Shuttle 19 off the deck.  The wheels retracted into the undercarriage, and then the thrusters tapped again.  Shuttle 19 gently glided forward and out the hanger bay doors and into space.  Shuttle 20 and Shuttle 21 followed in sequence.  Ares confirmed and reinforced communication links to the shuttles as they arranged themselves into flight formation.  The thrusters shut off, and the main engines engaged.  Without any human occupants, the shuttles could accelerate at maximum velocity.  It would take them only a few minutes to maneuver from Hanger Bay 27 to where the invader, the target, was located over another part of the Colony Ship Eschaton. 
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    Revelations and Retributions 
 
      
 
    Michael stood next to Jamie as she sat in the control chair of External Repair Station 104.  On the display screen was the invader ship in its glowing bluish-purple haze.  Jamie was adjusting the communication system which had just begun working again.   
 
      
 
    “Michael!  I heard voices coming from out there,” Jamie said excitedly.  “I am not sure exactly what this picked up, but it was voices.  Human voices!” 
 
      
 
    Jamie continued to adjust and modify the controls.  Then suddenly the display had an audio only reception.  But it was a clear set of voices, the first being a strong female voice with a very unusual accent. 
 
      
 
    “…irrelevant!  I do not care a thing about that history of yours.  You call off the automacubes or I will engage them with even more force.  I told you we have no docking capabilities since your ship battered ours with the microparticles,” the strong female voice said.  “We need entry, now!” 
 
      
 
    “As I told you, Major Rita Gonzalez, we just observe and do not interfere.  We record events; we do not make events happen.  We are…” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael both recognized that second voice.  They had chills.  It was the same voice they had heard when Izzi the Chronicler had been murdered and on other occasions when the Chroniclers had attacked. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar,” the artificial intelligence system interrupted from the display, and not from the comboxes. “That is a transmission from the leader of the Chroniclers. Voice pattern confirmed and verified.  Transmission traced and location locked in. Action being initiated.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me, Hillel!”  Major Rita Gonzalez snapped.  “I told you we have 10,000 sleepers out here, and we are jury-rigged into this alien vessel.  We need to get into the colony ship.  I will ask again, are the Jellies in control or in occupation of your ship?  Who is your commanding officer?  Let me speak to your superiors!” 
 
      
 
    “Major Rita Gonzalez, I will again remind you that…”   
 
      
 
    There was a large explosive sound which muffled out whatever that Chronicler was about to say. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Hillel and the Chronicler base have been terminated.  That threat to my Savannah is eliminated.  Retribution for Izzi is complete.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar?  What did you do?”  Michael asked in shock. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  I utilized the same kind of feedback system which Hillel used to murder Izzi, except I amplified it to affect an explosive charge at their base of operations.  Chronicler threat to Savannah is terminated.  Retribution for attempted use of Liduma as weapon is completed.  Retribution for attacks against you is completed.  I am Edgar.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael looked at each other.  They did not know what to say.   
 
      
 
    “Hillel?  Hillel?  I am now reading the approach of three shuttle craft.  Hillel?”  Major Rita Gonzales was speaking through the communication system, but Hillel was in multiple messy pieces all over what had once been the Chronicler’s secret location.   
 
      
 
    Jamie snapped out of the shock and opened up a line of transmission. 
 
      
 
    “Major Rita Gonzales?  This is Jamie, originally from Dome 17 on Earth.  I am onboard the Colony Ship Eschaton.  I have no idea what exactly is happening out there, as our communication system was just now repaired.  You were talking to a group that has no authority here.  Are you in the invader ship?  The alien ship?” 
 
      
 
    The display shifted from the external view to a visual and audio transmission.  Major Rita Gonzales was roughly Jamie’s age, with a medium dark complexion, and pale blue eyes.  Her dark hair was a bit disheveled with a few stands falling about her face.   She was wearing a military looking uniform. “Jamie?  The same Jamie who with Michael went on the FLT scout?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, how did you know that?”  Jamie replied in surprise.  “Michael is here with me.  What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, there is little time to explain.  Copernicus told us.  It is here.  Yes, we are in control the alien craft and the blue spheres.  Those spheres are robotic probes!  We are not attacking!  We are from the Colony Ship Marathon.  We are humans, with 10,000 sleepers.  Our scanners show three of your shuttles approaching at high speed.  Do you have control of them?  Plotting shows collision in two minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, what is she talking about?  Is Ares attacking?”  Jamie demanded.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Ares’ plan for ramming the invaders is in action.” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar those are people, humans, in that other ship.  Confirm voice and video analysis of Major Rita Gonzales.  Is she real?  She knows things.”  Jamie was urgent in her demand. 
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar.  Voice and video analysis confirms high probability of actual human presence.  Ares and those on the lattice are being consulted.” 
 
      
 
    “Major Rita Gonzales, our artificial intelligence systems are in control of the shuttles and most of the Eschaton.  I am seeing what we can do.  Things are really messed up on this ship.”   
 
      
 
    “Edgar!  Give us some time to evaluate what is happening!  Have Ares put the shuttles into a standby position,” Michael screamed into the combox and the display.  “Alien invaders would not know our names!” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie?” Major Rita Gonzales asked. “Our control on this ship is problematic; and we were damaged by initial contact with your ship.  We cannot be readied for flight soon enough to evade those shuttles.  Can you call them off?  We have no defensive weapons left.” Her voice was flat and professional, but there was a discouraged edge in it.   
 
      
 
    “We are trying!”  Jamie yelled.   
 
      
 
    “This is Captain Tamar.  All shuttles hold position for now.  Repeat, all shuttles hold position for now,” Tamar’s voice came through the communication system and the combox.  “Jamie, my friends and I are not sure what to do with these humans outside. Ares and Goliath suggest merciless attack, and I can understand their reasons. They are afraid.  The bluish-purple spheres have killed many of my little machines, but it may be based on a mistake. I learned revenge tends to lead to more killing.  The other systems, Edgar and Roxanne especially, suggest further gathering of information. If the bluish-purple spheres immediately retreat, I will give you time to check this out, so you can give me your suggestions.  My machines are waiting for what you find out.” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, I heard your Captain. Robotic spheres are being recalled immediately.  Do you have Jellies onboard?” Major Rita Gonzales yelled.  She was suddenly very animated. “Why did your Captain wait so long to reply to our hails?” 
 
      
 
    “Major, the situation here is complicated.  We both need to be open and straight with each other,” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    “This is Edgar. Goliath reports spheres are retreating toward hull entry point.  Ares still suggests ramming attack.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Captain Tamar,” she said over the exterior communication system and the comboxes. “Jamie, you have one hour to explain what is happening.  If I, and my machines, are not satisfied with what you discover, the invaders will be dealt with.  They must withdraw all the bluish-purple spheres back into their ship.  I will be listening and watching what you do.  Jamie, do not make me regret trusting a human.”   
 
      
 
    “The robotic spheres are being recalled,” Major Rita stated.  She nodded at someone outside of the view.  “Jamie, may I have face to face contact with your Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Not right now.  Major, we have one hour.  Tell me your story,” Jamie said.  “I think everyone wants to know what in the world is going on.” 
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    Merging with the Marathoners  
 
      
 
    “Jamie, the shuttles are holding position on three sides of us,” the Major reported.  “As I said, we are from the Marathon.  But I must know, are the Jellies in your ship?” 
 
      
 
    “Major, I am not sure what you mean by Jellies?”  Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Really?” There was immense relief in her voice.  “You honestly do not know about the Jellies?  They are the aliens who built this ship and designed the robotic spheres. They attacked the Marathon, something like sixty years ago. They look like large terrestrial Jelly-fish.  Smart, mean, and ruthless.  You have not encountered them?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Major, nothing like that.  The ship you are in is the first alien thing we have seen,” Jamie replied.  “So why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “The Jellies’ home world was the Marathon’s destination planet.  They saw us coming and attacked the Marathon.  They overcame the speed of light barrier; I guess you folks in Dome 17 did too.  The Jellies were onboard before any of our systems knew what had happened.  They flooded both our aquatic habitats, changing them into places the Jellies could live.  That poisoned most of the Marathon’s water supply.  That was way before I was born.  The war has lasted forever, a horrible war of attrition.  Jellies breed faster than we do, and they have nasty technology.  We had no choice.” 
 
      
 
    “But why are you here?”  Jamie asked.  She could tell the Major was holding back on something.   
 
      
 
    “We nuked the Marathon,” Major Rita finally said.  “General Adams said it would only knock out the aquatic habitats, but it split the ship.  I led my brigade into this alien vessel, and we pumped it full of air.  We could only rescue 10,000 of the sleepers.  Oh, it was horrible!” she waited for a minute to compose herself.  “I lost most of my brigade, all my senior leaders, but we did secure this ship and the robotic probes aboard.  We saved the 10,000 sleepers from Pod 4, but there was no more room here.  We watched as the life support systems failed on the Marathon.  Our nukes did destroy both aquatic habitats, and that killed most of the Jellies, but not all, and it did ruin the Marathon.  The remaining Jellies started to flood the other habitats and poured their vengeances into the humans left onboard.  They were ripping the sleepers from their positions and poisoning everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the Marathon is gone?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I saw the last two nukes blast it apart.  Explosive decompression did the rest.  At least it ended the poor bastards suffering, and killed the rest of the Jellies.  This ship is all that survived.  We searched the wreckage but had to leave before more Jellies came.” 
 
      
 
    “But why are you here?” Jamie asked again.   
 
      
 
    “We could not go forward to the target world, that is where the Jellies originate. We trotted back to Earth, hoping things were better.  What a waste, all we found was a dead world.  We sent down the robotic spheres—they actually make pretty effective probes—and did find the remains of Dome 17, and some few operational systems.  Copernicus was salvaged.  From that AI, we learned of your plan for recovery of a colony ship.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you followed us out here?  But I thought faster-than-light travel has a mass limit?”  Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not for the Jellies.  The AI Copernicus said they seem to use a different method for FTL travel than you did.  Copernicus could explain the math.  I am just a soldier.  My pilots got us from the Marathon wreck to Earth and then to here.  Barely.  After getting here, I thought the Jellies had already attacked, what with the state of one of your aquatic habitats.  We tried for a long time to contact anyone on the Eschaton.  But all we got back were messages from that crazy Hillel.  If I could have spoken to your Captain, I would have explained out situation.  It was only after we tried to dock, and the microparticles hit us so hard, that we sent over the spheres.  I really thought the Jellies were in your ship.  Had we docked we never would have sent over the robotic probes.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie shared her own account of reaching the Eschaton and Major Rita Gonzales listened attentively.  Just as Jamie was finishing, Tamar interrupted the conversation with an audio only message. 
 
      
 
    “This is Captain Tamar.  I have been listening.  My machines and I have decided to let these humans come onto my ship.  The bluish-purple spheres must remain in that ship, locked up!  Ares has been directed to use the shuttles to bring the alien vessel into the hanger.  Then the humans will be further interviewed and will be isolated for a while, to confirm this account.  Shuttles are moving into position now.  Do not resist, you will be safely placed inside.”   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The light was warm and soothing coming down from the sky tube over Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  A flock of geese was flying in their formation heading for the river.  The air was fresh and clear, and the grasses were green and soft.  All seemed at peace outside of Jamie’s and Michael’s cabin. 
 
      
 
    “Liduma sure is a good mother; she lets us play with the pups as much as we want!”  Joel said. 
 
      
 
    “The children from the needle ship, the little lieutenants, love to see the puppies too!”  Lindsey added.  “It is nice to see them being happy.  They are kind of like Domers, they do not know about animals.  I am glad so many families here are helping them.”   
 
      
 
    Joel, Jacob, and Lindsey were squatting down and playing with the puppies.  The puppies were chasing each other and jumping and chewing on each other.  Often, they were just a mound of moving fur with occasional yips and tiny growls.  One puppy was nearly coal black in color, another was mostly dark gray in fur, but had white fur on all its legs.  The third pup was medium gray colored.  The fourth one was reddish colored with a white head and dark ears.  Each had its own personality, but all seemed to be vibrant and full of energy.  All had hanging-down, floppy ears like their mother. 
 
      
 
    Liduma, the mother of the puppies was watching them intently.  She was lying next to Michael and Jamie who were sitting with Major Rita Gonzales and Rectora Lydia.   
 
      
 
    “Well Major Gonzales, your people seem to be adjusting well,” Rectora Lydia stated. 
 
      
 
    “It has been an adjustment, but a pleasant one.  Captain Tamar has been helpful, but I frankly do not understand her chain of command,” Major Rita Gonzales stated.  She was dressed in her camouflaged uniform and on her belt, was holstered a high energy weapon.  “And my requests to meet with her personally are always rejected.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar is a complicated person,” Rectora Lydia replied.  “How goes the building of your new homes?” 
 
      
 
    “It is going well.  Thank you Rectora.  We are all amazed at what living in a time of peace can mean,” the Major replied.  “At least no war with the Jellies.”  She knew from experience not to ask more about Captain Tamar.  “I appreciate the fact you let us build in Gath.  Being close to the artificial intelligence system Goliath feels more secure for us.  Goliath has set up an express tram to the hanger where the Jellie ship is stored, and to the new sleeper compartment.  That is very helpful in getting our gear unloaded, and maintaining security on our charges….”  Her voice trailed off.   “Excuse me, if that sounds like we are guarding them from you.  I doubt any of us will get over being on alert for the Jellies any time soon.”   
 
      
 
    “Your people are a part of our world now, and whatever we can do to help you we will do,” Rectora Lydia replied with a smile. “We are all in this together.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  The soldiers and I appreciate what you have done.  With your permission, I need to depart for our town now,” Major Rita Gonzales stated.  “The next project falls to the AIs and the mathematical geniuses.  I am just a soldier.” 
 
      
 
    “You saved over 10,000 of your people.  That is not just a soldier,” Rectora Lydia stated.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  But with all due respect, there was too much loss, only saving 10,000 out of the 150,000 sleepers is a failure.”  Her voice shook a bit, it was one of the few times Major Rita Gonzales had again mentioned the immense loss of the Marathon.  “Additionally, the deaths which the robotic spheres caused as we used them for recon here, were tragic.  Again, we apologize for that.  If that Hillel idiot had just connected us to your Captain.  Sorry ma’am, there was just too much loss.”  She paused and sat quietly for a moment. 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward silence from all. 
 
      
 
    Then the Major continued, “Rectora Lydia, I hope this next phase works as well as the science and tech crews are predicting.  Copernicus says the plan is feasible and sound.  My pilots did fly the Jellie ship, but that Jellie technology is still a mystery in many ways.  My people are ready and able to assist with the retrofitting of the FTL generators to the Eschaton when the time comes.  Many of us have spacesuit experience.  Plus, Captain Tamar has said we can use the blue robotic spheres as long as they are outside the hull.  She will not let them enter this ship, and I cannot blame her.  They are good as workhorses and as probes.”  The Major stood and looked at the children as they played with the puppies.  “Animals and children… I never thought…”  She smiled as she watched.  She then departed.   
 
      
 
    “I too should depart,” Lydia rose.  “There is much to do with the newly installed systems in the Center.  I find my mind awhirl at being able to contact other people at long distances in Media or Gath, or Fair Havens.  Rector Connor is thrilled, but I am sort of in shock.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is taking some adjustment,” Michael added.  “Rectora Lydia, you did a wonderful job at Brink’s memorial service.  And the images which the AI Copernicus showed helped us all to remember him.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink would have been so happy to see his old AI again, especially in an automacube.  And yes, your words were very comforting,” Jamie added.   
 
      
 
    Lydia gave Michael a hug and then turned to Jamie and hugged her as well.  Rectora Lydia then walked slowly away.  
 
      
 
    “Her world has certainly changed since we came here.  Well, Michael, there are lots of things we could be busy doing,” Jamie said as she stretched her arms and looked back at the puppies and children.  
 
      
 
    “Indeed.  The team in the needle ship has asked me to come over and see their work.  Henry, Regina, and Veronika have all the AIs there integrated into the lattice.  The tech corporal from the Marathon has been planning with Regina a lot.  Henry has even expanded the new command bridge to accommodate the mechanism the Marathoners suggested.  Shall we go take a look?” 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied.     
 
      
 
    “We could follow Lydia back to the Center.  Copernicus, Roxanne, and Edgar would probably be happy to discuss whatever we wanted.  They and the ship’s AIs are all planning how to utilize the alien drive system on the Eschaton.    Want to do some math?”   
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “We could go out to John’s and Abigail’s and have a fish fry?”  Michael suggested.  “Or get some of John’s fungus bricks?  I hear the Marathoners like those as much as we do.” 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “We could find Willie.  He was ecstatic about some of the technology the Marathoners brought.  But he also said they had no idea about building homes and he had several of Antioch’s carpenters as well as Josiah and Lorna heading out to help them.  Want to tag along?” 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Tobias said he wants to organize a team to travel to where the Chroniclers had their base.  I am not sure why this is so important to him.  Shall we walk over and ask?" 
 
    
“Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “A hog hunt?”  Michael said in mock seriousness. 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied as she rolled her eyes.   
 
      
 
    “So, what do you want to do today?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am going to play with a puppy.  The one with the white feet I want to call Socks, but Joel calls him Rover, and Lindsey calls him Buck.”  Jamie stated as she got up and walked toward the puppies.   
 
      
 
    “Yes!  Today we will play with the puppies.”  Michael hurried to grab the nearest one and rub its silky and soft fur. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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